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Preface 
 

Someone once told me that being a doctoral student is like being an “academic orphan”, as 

writing a doctoral dissertation is a long, challenging, and lonely journey with stress, 

anxieties and uncertainties along the way. But a PhD is also a rewarding journey in my 

view, a journey that allows me to discover and pursue my true passion. The journey, 

however, would not have been completed without the generous support of many people. 

I would like to take this opportunity to thank those who inspired me to embark on the 

“journey to the west”, to those who provided guidance, advice and encouragements 

along the way, and to those who supported me till the end.  

 

First of all, a heartfelt thank you goes to my mentor Rob Kroes. You not only opened the 

new door for me when I just landed in a foreign country in 2008 and first inspired my 

research interests on Chinese American ethnicity and identity, but have always been 

there to support me and to encourage me to succeed in the academic world. I deeply 

appreciate what you have done for me through tough times. I would like to express my 

most sincere gratitude to my PhD supervisor Frank Kessler. Without your inspiration, 

patience, and trust, this dissertation could not have been completed. Thank you for 

believing in this project from the start – even when it was not there yet. Your intellectual 

effort and energy have sustained me along the way. You made every effort and even took 

your holiday time to watch six selected films (some without proper English subtitles), to 

carefully read each chapter (sometimes even more than once), to get acquainted with 

my topic and writing style, and to give constructive feedbacks. As an old Chinese saying 

goes, “swift horses are usually found but not the same as Bole” (who was talented in 

selecting and understanding outstanding horses). I may not be the swift horse, but you 

are definitely Bole. I also greatly benefited from the valuable feedbacks I received from 

my co-promoter Judith Keilbach. Thanks for your perceptive questions and for 

influencing me with your well-combined caution and ambition. I enjoyed our regular 

meetings at Brandmeesters cafe.  

 

The Research Institute for History and Culture provided me with financial and 

educational support, for which I am very thankful. Thank you to Maarten Park for 

touching me with your big heart, to José van Aelst for your warm support during all 



these years, and to Joost Dankers for always being so kind and welcoming to me. Many 

thanks also to the competent and helpful staff such as Laura Tankink, Zarah Farhan, and 

Karin Keulers.  

 

Being embedded in different fields, my research at first made me feel totally alienated 

from any specific discipline, yet this became an advantage later on. Through the 

interdisciplinary approach I took in my thesis, I have been privileged to be involved in 

many different research groups, and thus have never actually felt like an “academic 

orphan”.  

 

I am immensely grateful to the extraordinary film studies group founded by Frank Kessler, 

who in using his “bole” skills, has discovered and attracted many “swift horses” to join us. 

I would like to thank Sarah Dellman, Claire Dupré la Tour, Emjay Rechsteiner, Junting 

Zhang, Klaas de Zwaan, Dafna Ruppin, Anke Wilkening, Mette Peters, Paul Kusters, and 

Nico de Klerk, for giving me the motivation and inspiration needed to persevere. Thanks 

for allowing me to show my vulnerability and share my joy.  

 

I greatly benefited from media and performance seminar organized by Maaike Bleeker, 

Frank Kessler, and Nanna Verhoeff. The sessions dedicated to the concept of 

“representation” and “experience” were extremely useful and inspiring.  
 

Thank you also to the American Studies group meetings organized by Roosevelt Study 

Center based in Middleburg. It was quite a trip to make every three months, yet it was 

worth it. Special thanks go to Hans Krabbendam for organizing and chairing each 

session, and for inspiring everyone to have a thorough exploration of the paper, which 

made the discussions fruitful. I received useful feedbacks from the participants when I 

presented my paper – in particular, Albertine Bloemendal, Laura Massen, Sabrine Otterloo, 

Jorrit van den Berk, and Thomas Bottelier.  

 

Although I joined the trans-asia meeting initiated by Jeroen de Kloet only at a much later 

stage, I felt immediately connected to this wonderful group. I am thankful to Leonie 

Schmidt, Penn Ip, Zeng Guohua, Liao Hongfei, Wang Yiran, and Zhu Jingshu, without 

whom the discussion on “The Wedding Banquet” could not have been that fruitful.  



During the course of the research, I presented and discussed my work in various 

academic settings both within and outside the Netherlands. In France when I attended the 

conference of “Cinema of Intimacy and/or the Intimacy of Cinema in English-Speaking 

Film”, I not only benefited from the feedbacks I received from several attendants, but also 

had a very inspiring conversation with Emmanuel Plasseraud, who later invited me to 

contribute a chapter to his new book. I had the chance to meet media scholars from 

different Dutch universities at the Research School for Media Studies, and I greatly 

benefited from the conversations I had with William Urricchio and Jeroen de Kloet. 

Thanks go also to Gloria Wekker for her careful treatment of my first thoughts on 

Hollywood stereotyping of the Chinese which I presented on the NOG research day, and I 

am grateful also to the different feedback I received when presenting on the National 

American Studies Day. More thanks go to Joris van Eijnatten for inviting me to talk to the 

cultural historians, which gave me another perspective to reflect on my research. I am 

also grateful to Jaap Verhul, for providing me with the opportunity to give guest lectures 

to both MA students from American Studies Program and international students at 

Utrecht summer school. I could enjoy the experience of giving lectures outside my 

research routine.  

 

I am indebted to helpful staff of the archival institutions I visited in Beijing. My first thank 

you goes to the China Film Archives in Beijing, a wonderful place to dig into the old 

materials on Chinese films made in the early years. It is the place where I developed my 

ideas on the connection between Chinese cinema and Hollywood cinema in the 1920s. I 

am also thankful to the new China Film Museum, where I could dive into Chinese film 

history.  

 

Throughout these years as a Chinese expatriate in the Netherlands, I have met many 

wonderful people. The friendship within and outside the academia I developed in the 

Netherlands was a source of energy, warmth and inspiration. I am indebted to Jan-Jelle 

Witte, who has been a great support during my PhD years. I was lucky enough to have 

found someone who shared the same interest about Chinese family culture and films. 

Thank you for watching these Chinese films, discussing ideas with me, reading my 

chapters, and providing me with a non-Chinese perspective.  

 



In the Netherlands, I could count on a wonderful group of friends. I want to particularly 

thank Dana Mustata, Elena Mvk, Laura Meneghello, Yingshu Gao, Vera Fonseca, Kim van 

der Wijngaart, Wei Gui, Bas De Bruijn, Anne Malsy-Mink, Peter Van 't Veld, Sander 

Muizelaar, Xiangyu Rao, Phuong Hung Lam, Mulusew Aratie, Marko Simon, André Krom, 

Emanuelle Santos, Pieter-Bas Kooiman, Daniel Schiavini and Maurits Rost, for having 

touched my heart in different ways.  
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could have pleasant conversations. I want to particularly thank Sarah Dellman for making 
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Vasconcellos. Thank you for creating such a great working environment that allowed me 
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In the years far away from home, I could still rely on the long-lasting friendships and 
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Introduction 
 

There has been an increasing recognition of the fluidity and ambiguity of ethnic identities 

within the context of global mobility, and so accordingly, popular culture – especially 

movies and television shows – provides a fertile area for studying and debating the 

subject of transnational immigration and identity. Within the field of Asian American 

Studies, an abundance of research has been done so far on the cinematic representation 

of Asian Americans in association with identity. These works have generally situated the 

issue of Asian American identity within the framework of politics of race, ethnicity, and 

gender in the United States, through a close and critical examination of popular culture 

that has historically blended Asian American images and immigrant experiences. 

Typically two approaches have been dominant.  

 

One type of study primarily focuses on the Orientalist discourse and racial politics in the 

Hollywood films and American television shows. Several examples of such studies are 

Eugene Franklin Wong On Visual Media Racism: Asians in the American Motion Pictures 

(1976), James Moys Marginal sights: staging the Chinese in America (1993), Darrell 

Hamamoto  Monitored Peril: Asian Americans and the Politics of TV Representation 

(1994), Gina Marchetti Romance and the "Yellow Peril": Race, Sex, and Discursive 

Strategies in Hollywood Fiction (1994), Matthew Bernstein and Gaylyn Studlar Visions of 

the East: Orientalism in Film (1997), Robert Lee Orientals: Asian Americans in Popular 

Culture (1999), and Stephanie Greco Larson Media & Minorities: the Politics of Race in 

News and Entertainment (2006). These books serve as illuminating examples in 

exploring the relatively neglected history and politics of Asian American representation, 

and which use a range of gender-based or socio-historical perspectives. As American 

media function worldwide as a significant cultural force in determining and reinforcing 

the representation of racial and ethnic minorities, the study of Asian Americans in 

popular culture, according to Gramsci’s theory of hegemony, is critical to the 

understanding of how systems and structures operate to oppress or privilege certain 

groups of people in society (Gramsci, quoted in Jones, 2007: 41-56). 

 

Another approach is to highlight the production and distribution of Asian American 

independent media, which not only brings to the foreground central issues for the Asian 
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communities, but also serves to criticize racist and sexist practices in Hollywood and in 

American society at large. As such, Asian American productions are commonly viewed as 

the embodiment of a counter to Hollywood practices by providing alternative Asian 

images.  This type of argument can be found in Russell Leong’s anthology Moving the 

Images: Independent Asian Pacific American Media Arts.  In this book, Renee Tajima 

offered an important article "Moving the Image: Asian American Independent 

Filmmaking, 1970-1990" to pinpoint the strategies Asian American filmmakers have 

used to expose Eurocentric ideas both on the screen and behind the camera. Other 

typical examples include Darrell Y. Hamamoto and Sandra Liu's edited volume 

Countervisions: Asian American film criticism (2000), and Peter Feng’s Identities in Motion: 

Asian American Film and Video (2002), and his edited book Screening Asian Americans 

(2002). While the former book by Feng reveals the challenges and struggles of Asian 

American filmmakers, the latter book is dedicated to the examination of the cinematic 

treatment of Asian Americans, revealing the discourse, depiction and experience of 

racism. In Asian America Through the Lens: History, Representations, and Identity, Jun 

Xing reads Asian American films neither from the perspective of creating authentic or 

affirmative images, nor simply as reactive responses to Hollywood stereotyping. Instead, 

he focused on the historical and cultural contexts of Asian American cultural productions.  

 

Providing different perspectives that are central to the understanding of ethnic identity, 

the above-mentioned studies undoubtedly are useful starting points for re-examining the 

representation and identity of Asian Americans, which at the same time has shed light on 

relevant issues such as gender, race, and ethnicity. The arguments and observations made 

in these books are insightful and thought-provoking, but there are still some important 

questions left unresolved.  

 

To begin with, Asian Americans in these books, with very few exceptions, were treated 

as a collective group. Historically, the term ‘Asian American identity’ has been 

conveniently used and has become the subject of academic discourse in the fields of 

history, literature, social sciences, culture studies and films studies. However, the 

umbrella term ‘Asian-American’ is a very loose label for people of Asian descent who do 

not share a common cultural linguistic heritage.  
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The formation of pan-Asian identity is seen as a response to a shared experience of racial, 

economic, political and social discrimination confronted by Asian American immigrants 

in the United States (or immigrant people of color in general). According to Espiritu, 

“ethnic groups find it both convenient and necessary to act collectively”, when the 

mainstream culture “uses the ethnic label as a unit in economic allocations and political 

representations” (Espiritu, 1992: 10). Likewise, Lowe views the term ‘Asian American’ as 

“strategic essentialism”, which is meant to build a collective voice “for the purpose of 

contesting and disrupting the discourses that exclude Asian Americans while 

simultaneously revealing the internal contradictions and slippages of ‘Asian American’ so 

as to insure that such essentialisms will not be reproduced and proliferated by the very 

apparatuses we seek to disempower” (Lowe, 1996: 82).  

 

The problem of the general term ‘Asian American’ is that it not only reinforces the 

ideological dimension of Asian American racial formation, blurring the complexity of the 

different Asian groups, but also poses a problem for the study of ethnic cultures. As 

diasporic subject positions are becoming less a liability than an asset, ethnicity should be 

studied in light of dual ethnic heritage. More importantly, even though Asian immigrant 

groups indeed share many common experiences and ways of making sense of their 

migration experiences, group-specific historical experiences must not be overlooked in 

the process of constructing Asian American identity. To take just one example, both the 

Chinese and Japanese have undoubtedly occupied the position of the “other” in the 

Western imagination, but they experienced exclusion from American mainstream society 

on different levels, in accordance with the socio-historical context. While the Angel Island 

in the San Francisco serves as the most evocative reminder of Chinese exclusion and the 

institutionized discrimination, the internment experience during the Second World War 

remains the cornerstone of Japanese American history. Studies on respective ethnic 

groups within the Asian American community would therefore, allow us to comprehend 

the historical and cultural specificity that characterizes each group differently.  

 

Therefore, for the main purpose of studying representation and identity in popular 

culture, informed by historically, culturally and politically specific contexts, I limit the 

subject of my research by concentrating on the cinematic representation of Chinese 
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Americans. This choice is partially informed by my personal research interest and 

educational background, but also a reflection of a series of undeniable facts. First, Chinese 

Americans are by far the oldest and largest ethnic group of Asian ancestry in the United 

States, with a long history of migration that can be dated back to the late 1840s. Yet they 

belong to one of the historically most excluded groups within American society. Besides 

being deprived of the legal entry into the country for more than 60 years, Chinese 

Americans were rejected citizenship and there was a significantly unbalanced sex ratio 

for many decades as well. Second, there is a chasm of differences in ideology, institutional 

structures, values, and national interests between China and the United States. Through 

migration, such differences become more distinct, and have a strong and lasting impact 

on individual Chinese immigrants’ personal and family life.   

 

Having decided to focus on the Chinese American group, it is important to keep in mind 

that the term Chinese American does not in any sense imply that Chinese Americans are 

a monolithic group, since the Chinese American community consists of people from 

various backgrounds, sharing different experiences. It also makes a difference whether 

the individual or household under study has already been settled as the second or third 

generation. Thus, the application of the term ‘Chinese American’ should not deny the 

extent to which individual Chinese Americans identify with their ethnic group. Ling-chi 

Wang (1994) in his seminal article “Roots and Changing Identity of the Chinese in the 

United States” defined five major types of Chinese American identity: yeluo guigen (fallen 

leaves return to the roots, or immigrants’ desire to return to China but may only be buried 

there), zancao chugen (total assimilation), luodi shenggen (accommodation), xungen 

wenzu (ethnic pride, or search for one’s roots), and shigen lizu (uprooted, or losing 

contact with one’s roots). The Chinese word “gen”, central to these phrases, refers to 

one’s ancestry and origins. The identification of five different types of Chinese Americans 

reminds us about the complexities in ethnic identity and the interactions that Chinese 

Americans have with other ethnic groups. In other words, the suitability of a term 

probably is not separable from its context, and the application of a term inevitably makes 

some concerns ‘central’ while at the same time leaving others more peripheral.  

 

Because the construction of Asian Americanness is a one-dimensional conceptualization 
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of identity, an overemphasis on a shared experience of oppressive sociopolitical 

structures is fraught with problems. As Elaine Kim summarizes: “So much writings by 

Asian Americans is focused on the theme of claiming an American, as opposed to Asian 

identity that we may begin to wonder if this constitutes accommodation, a collective 

colonized spirit – the fervent wish to “hide our ancestry,” which is impossible for us 

anyway, to relinquish our marginality, and to lose ourselves in an intense identification 

with the hegemonic culture” (Kim, 1987, 2008: 196-197). On the basis of binary 

oppositions, the identity of Chinese Americans is often defined in opposition to Chinese. 

Moreover, guided by the binary logic, Chinese American film productions, are not only 

seen as resistant to Hollywood cinema, but are also viewed as different from Chinese 

cinema. The most serious problem with such a starting point is that it leads to two 

theoretical positions that may be counterproductive to a study of ethnic identity and 

ethnic culture in the contemporary world.  

 

One of the issues I want to address is the separation of Chinese American studies from 

Chinese studies. Chinese American studies is either seen as part of Asian American 

studies, or part of American studies. Chinese American studies and Chinese studies have 

conventionally defined themselves in opposition to one another. While the former draws 

mainly on the history and experience of Chinese in the United States with a focus 

towards issues such as ethnicity, race, diaspora, and gender, the latter pays more 

attention to area studies, centering on local issues including politics, the economy and the 

arts.  

 

Linked to this clear-cut separation is that Chinese cinema is conventionally treated 

separately, determined largely by geopolitical factors. Undeniably, the cinema of Mainland 

China and diasporic Chinese cinema are marked by different characteristics, but to 

exaggerate such differences would be to ignore context and common ground that these 

two have shared. From this perspective, we can claim that Chinese cinemas – despite 

different locations they are based in – are informed by a shared cultural tradition of 

ideological and aesthetical form. I argue that bringing the perspective of cultural origins 

to the experience of Chinese Americans can challenge to some degree the US-centric 

concepts that often govern the Chinese diaspora. Moreover, cinematically speaking, it is 
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almost impossible to separate the images of Chinese Americans from those of the 

Chinese. Thus, the importance of connecting these two subjects – the Chinese American 

subject and the Chinese subject – is that research on both sides enriches each other.   

 

The construction of Asian American identity inevitably creates another problem, which is 

to over-interpret the political implications carried by each Chinese American film. As 

Chinese American (Asian American) film productions are commonly viewed as 

countervisions, “a reaction against representations created by white people that were 

blatantly stereotypical” (Hooks 1992: 146), Chinese American films are often researched 

in terms of their political function. Undeniably, the political stance marked the early 

development of Asian American cinema, which is in accordance with the ethnic revival 

and identity consciousness provoked by the civil rights movement taking place in the 

1960s. From the 1970s to the early 1980s, Asian American cinema, according to Stephen 

Gong, was “fundamentally a political (rather than a cultural or ethnic-based) movement” 

(Gong 2002: 109). Focusing on issues such as “identity politics, historical injustice, and 

contemporary racism” (Xing 1998: 41), Chinese American filmmaking indeed helps the 

recognition of the Chinese American community, and carries with it political importance. 

However, as a consequence of overemphasizing the political orientation, the aesthetic 

dimension is largely overlooked. As Xing has pointed out, “The politically charged terms 

of “oppositional,” “resistant,” and “subversive,” however, are often freely employed by 

Asian American film critics without giving sufficient attention to the other dimensions of 

the films under discussion” (Ibid., 41 ). 

 

Confronted with these contradictory views on Chinese American films, I am hesitant to 

choose one of the dominant approaches used to study the cinematic representation of 

Chinese Americans. I opt for a perspective that focuses on the complexity of 

transnational flows of people, goods, cultural and artistic forms. It is obvious that the 

transnational nature of this process has a profound impact not only on ways of 

immigrant life, but also on the ways in which this life is represented. It is a process that 

shapes cultural representations, of who we are, and directly interferes with the shaping 

of identity.  
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I argue that a bird’s eye view perspective is crucial to research on the cinematic 

representation of Chinese Americans. By calling it a bird’s-eye view, I suggest studying 

the object from an aerial viewpoint that is outside of the environment, which means, 

research on films about Chinese Americans should also engage both Chinese cinemas 

and Hollywood cinema in a historical sense. In this way, we can move from 

“countervision” to what I call ‘intervision’. Intervisionist observation allows us to see the 

dialectical relationship between Chinese American cinema, Chinese cinema, and 

Hollywood cinema. On the one hand, because of colonialism, migration, media and 

cultural flows, they have developed comparable filmmaking practices. On the other hand, 

due to historical contingency and cinematic variations that are tied to culture, they are 

distinguished by cultural and ideological differences. Only by shifting from 

“countervision” to intervision can we understand a global cultural flow that runs in many 

directions between these locales, in an era that witnesses the coexistence of the global 

domination of American popular culture, pioneered by Hollywood, and the increased 

participation of non-Western cultural production that provides important insights into 

transnational cultural flows and dynamic local-global encounters.  

 

Many of the problems of contemporary ethnic studies arise from the context that has 

defined ethnic theory. Only if we fully understand this context will we be in a position to 

understand how to cope with the dilemmas posed by this context. Therefore, in view of 

the ongoing research interest in the representation of Asian Americans in Western 

media as well as the Asian American film movement, it is important to call for a 

multidisciplinary engagement – a dialogue that does not erase disciplinary differences, 

nor deny issues of the politics of representation, but to reshape the ways we think about 

the present, the past and the future. A changing perspective of examining the 

representation and identity of Chinese Americans in popular culture will evoke cultural as 

well as, at times, historical and political connections between the Chinese American 

community and its cultural and aesthetic origins. To do so, there are various questions we 

need to bear in mind. How, in short, are images of Chinese/Chinese Americans in 

transnational Chinese cinema different from those in Hollywood movies?  To what extent 

does Chinese American cinema historically connect with Hollywood cinema? What is the 

lineage of Chinese aesthetics when we look at Chinese cinemas from a perspective that is 

cross-national and diachronic? What does the study of films centering on Chinese 
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Americans contribute to the understanding of ethnic culture and ethnic identity?  

 

To understand the constitution of past/present and local/global that are tangibly revealed 

in the cinematic product, we need an approach that allows us to analyze the cinematic 

representation of the Chinese American from both synchronic and diachronic 

perspectives. A historical and theoretical integration taken from different fields thus 

becomes important and necessary. I decide to embark on an in-depth analysis of 

representations of Chinese Americans from two dimensions – content and form1: 

content refers to the stories of Chinese Americans that have been told; form is related to 

the structures of narratives and devices used for the narrative construction. Content in 

fact consists of two parts: the ‘what’ part and the ‘why’ part. That is what is the major 

thematic concern of individual Chinese American films (made about/by Chinese 

Americans) and why do they draw attention to certain themes and motives? Form 

concerns the ways in which Chinese American experiences are represented. An initial 

step in theorizing representations of Chinese Americans in films is to recognize the 

predominant representation pattern. In light of this, it is useful to focus upon the 

dominant themes and form used by Chinese filmmakers to present the experience of 

Chinese Americans. I shall focus in particular on the concepts of family and melodrama, 

with the former being the content of narratives, and the latter being a narrative form. In 

doing so, I am able to argue for the importance of historical and cultural contexts that 

have influenced both content and form.  

 

1. The Scope of the Research Project 

 

Why do I put the family at center stage? This choice mainly has to do with the fact that 

Chinese immigrant family life has been increasingly represented in cinema. One may 

agree that the rapid increase in people’s transnational mobility has had a great effect on 

family life. This is also true of diasporic Chinese families. The act of transnational 

migration has often induced profound changes in individual Chinese immigrants and 

their families. In the migration process – in which the displacement of cultural identity 

                                                        
1 I am aware of the problematic separation between form and content. Hence, in this dissertation they are 
used as shorthand to address the thematic and stylistic device in narrative.  
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has greatly influenced the family structure and destabilized family values, the gender and 

generational relations within the family, as well as the function of the transplanted family 

in the larger society have been reshaped and redefined. Kinship is an issue of universal 

relevance and families in many different countries share common elements. Yet family 

structures, values, and beliefs concerning marriage and family life are always culturally 

specific. In the context of transnational migration, families in general are transformed in 

a more complex and unpredictable way. To a certain extent, the diasporic Chinese family 

has become a dilemma: both the cultural symbol and solution, and the oppression and 

liberation, all together. It is in this regard that transnational Chinese family melodramas 

have come to play an important role in depicting the conflicts, contradictions, and 

tensions that take place within the immigrant Chinese family context.  

 

By utilizing the cinematic form of family melodrama, the complexity of the family domain 

– where diverse forms of conflict between generations, gender roles, classes, cultures, and 

nations – is brought back into focus. Thus, as a valuable starting point and the main 

object of my research, the immigrant family can be used to study the dimension of 

culture, society, tradition, and recent history; the family melodrama in transnational 

Chinese cinema functions as a bridge to speak the unspeakable, to explain the 

unexplainable, as well as to shed light on the hidden anger, grief, and the need to be 

understood, which are often masked by the “model minority” thesis dominated in 

sociological accounts. 

 

In spite of the great variety of immigration patterns and experiences, the family remains 

at the center of the analysis in most immigration studies. The immigrant family is 

frequently studied in relation to the politics of race, ethnicity, and gender. However, thus 

far in the field of film and cultural studies, the representation of diasporic families has not 

been given as much attention in scholarly research. To my knowledge, Shooting the 

Family: Transnational Media and Intercultural Values (2005) and Far-Flung Families in 

Film: The Diasporic Family in Contemporary European Cinema (2013) are the only two 

books dedicated to this subject.  

 

In more specific terms, the cinematic representation of diasporic (transnational) Chinese 
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families has aroused research interest. However, until now there has been no book-

length study of the Chinese American family in films. Among others, a number of 

individual diasporic Chinese family-melodrama films such as Wayne Wang’s Eat a Bowl of 

Tea (1989), Ang Lee’s The Wedding Banquet (1993), and Wayne Wang’s The Joy Luck 

Club (1993) have been selected and studied in relation to the historical past of the nation, 

the preservation of cultural heritage, and the national integration of ethnic groups (Ma, 

1996; Marchetti, 2000; Xing, 1998; Xing & Hirabayashi, 2003; Chow, 2007). A more 

detailed account of Chinese American families on screen can be found in Jun Xing’s Asian 

America through the Lens: History, Representation and Identity, where Xing has dedicated 

a chapter to the discussion of the family dramas produced by Asian American 

filmmakers. He addresses briefly the cinematic construction of the women’s odyssey in 

Chinese "bachelor society" in the United States (due to the exclusion laws), as well as the 

green card issues which are interwoven with issues of interracial romance. Moreover, he 

also argues that the interpretation of Chinese American family dramas is deeply 

embedded in the historical specificity of the Chinese experience in the United States.  

 

To narrow down the scope of the discussion, I focus on the cinematic representation of 

the Chinese American family from the mid-1980s to the present. The time period is not 

arbitrarily selected. It was not until the mid-1980s that a large number of filmmakers 

from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and the United States came to the fore, 

expanding the visibility of Chinese Americans. One should be aware though that the 

earliest attempt made by a Chinese American to depict the life of Chinese people in the 

United States can be traced back to the 1910s and 1920s. For instance in 1916, Marion 

Wong, a female Chinese American filmmaker and also the first Chinese American director 

on record, made the film The Curse of Quon Gwon: When the Far East Mingles with the 

West. Later in 1917, she started a Chinese American production company called 

Mandarin Films (Seger, 2003: 3). Another early example is Lotus Blossom (1921) made by 

James B. Leong, who established the Wah Ming Motion Picture Company, financed by 

Chinese businessmen (Gevinson, 1997: 213).   

 

The conflict in immigrant Chinese families is vividly captured in Chinese films. Dim Sum: 

A little Bit of Heart (1985), Eat a Bowl of Tea (1989), The Joy Luck Club (1993) and A 
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Thousand Years of Good Prayers (2007) brought Wayne Wang high acclaim. Ang Lee’s 

“Father knows best” trilogy, Pushing Hands (1992), The Wedding Banquet (1993), and Eat 

Drink Man Woman (1994) – a blend of the ethnic and the exotic – earned him a position 

in the global market. Other less well-known but no less important movies about Chinese 

American families include Peter Wang’s A Great Wall (1986), Pam Tom’s Two Lies (1989), 

Jue Sharon’s My Mother Thought She Was Audrey Hepburn (1992), Hsu V.V. Dachin’s My 

American Vacation (1999), Lee Georgia’s Red Doors (2005), Alice Wu’s Saving Face 

(2005), Frank Lin’s American Fusion (2005), Jessica Yu’s Ping Pong Playa (2007) and 

Chun Tze’s Children of Invention (2009).   

 

While diasporic Chinese film directors (including Chinese American ones) have 

addressed the transition of the Chinese family in the United States, filmmakers from 

Mainland China, Hong Kong and Taiwan have also used family melodramas to shed light 

on certain issues of Chinese American families. Examples of this kind of film include 

Mabel Cheung’s the "Migration Trilogy" – The Illegal Immigrant(1985), An Autumn's Tale 

(1987) and Eight Taels of Gold (1989), Allen Fong’s Just Like the Weather(1986), Stanley 

Kwan’s Full Moon in New York (1990),  Clara Law’s Farewell China (1990), Ann Hui’s My 

American Grandson (1991), Sylvia Chang’s Siao Yu (1995), Peter Chan’s Comrades: Almost 

a Love Story (1996) Feng Xiaogang’s Be there or be square (1998), and Zheng Xiaolong’s 

Guasha Treatment (2001), to name just a few.  

 

Through the transnational Chinese filmmakers’ lens, the family stories usually reveal the 

history and life experience of the Chinese in the United States, including life-long identity 

crisis, memories of traumatic life events, long-time exclusion, repressive and revitalizing 

forces of Chinese traditions, and etc. As “home is where the heart is” (Gledhill, 1987), the 

family is closely related to emotional ties, which transcend one’s place of residence. 

Therefore, being the most significant social unit, the fictional families in the films open a 

window for us to study ethnicity, culture, and identity.  What I see is that while on the one 

hand ethnic Chinese representation is characterized by boundaries that establish and 

define the Chinese American community against other communities, and thus are almost 

prescribed, on the other hand the representation of family life and structure of Chinese 

immigrants is multiple and fluid, as the nature of culture is unfixed and uncertain. It is 
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interesting that a process of fixation and a process of fluidity – in terms of the form and 

content of the representation – seem to take place at the same time. 

 

This allows us to speak of the construction, deconstruction, and reconstruction of 

individual members’ identity within the domestic space of the family, by means of 

scrutinizing different types of conflicts and tensions. In short, this thesis discusses a 

number of family-themed films in post-1980s Chinese cinema. However, since Chinese 

family melodrama has a rather long history in film production, it is of importance to 

extend spatial and temporal range as a reference point. Therefore, I propose two 

significant perspectives in the book; namely, the historical perspective that links past 

with the present, and a perspective that connects the national with the transnational.  

 

2. Central Argument of The Thesis 

 

In accordance with the main theme investigated in this thesis, that is how Chinese 

Americans are represented in films, three key questions are addressed. Why is the family 

narrative so characteristic of films about Chinese Americans in transnational Chinese 

cinema? How does transnational Chinese cinema define and negotiate the aesthetic 

conventions of melodrama that is commonly used to depict Chinese American families? 

What aspects do narrative treatments of Chinese American families in transnational 

Chinese cinema contribute to the ongoing representation of Chinese culture and 

construction of ethnic Chinese identities in Western societies? These three questions, 

summarized by three keywords – family, melodrama, and identity – not only set out the 

major research agenda, but also guides the structure of argumentation in the thesis. 

Organized around these three themes as the threads running through each of the 

chapters, this thesis attempts to make sense of transnational Chinese cinema’s 

involvement in presenting the Chinese experience in the United States.  

 

Accordingly, the first task of this dissertation is to explain the representation of the family 

as the most recurrent narrative theme in transnational Chinese cinema. Therefore, I 

provide a historical and conceptual overview of traditional Chinese family values and 

how these have come under pressure in the context of the Asia-Pacific migration, leading 
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to significant changes in family structure. Having been greatly affected by the migration 

experience, the Chinese American family is commonly confronted with structural 

changes in the family system, which can be traced to several relevant aspects, including 

the breakdown of extended kinship relations, parent-child relationships no longer 

following the Confucian Way, and the changing role of Chinese American women 

signified by their economic independence.  

 

These changes often cause conflicts, which become particularly evident in films and 

novels. The second chapter therefore, turns to melodrama that comes into play effectively 

to depict the tensions that take place within the immigrant family context. The Chinese 

family melodrama, in addition to highlighting the cultural conflict embedded in the 

hierarchical structure of gender and generation, also brings attention to the importance 

of melodrama in our appreciation of the filmic representation of the Chinese. The 

theorizing of melodrama will enable us to realize the relevance of melodrama in 

transnational Chinese cinema. 

 

An elucidation of how Chinese/Chinese Americans have been historically represented in 

the American media is offered in chapter three. The Chinese American family has been 

either reduced to a social-cultural cliché, or simply deprived of existence in view of the 

paradoxes arising from the “model minority” discourse and Hollywood’s filmic discourse 

on the Chinese. Accordingly, this chapter then asks why the Chinese American family is 

nothing but a mystified form in the American media discourse, by bringing together two 

different discourses pertaining to the representation of ethnic Chinese, which have 

generally been studied in isolation from one another. As a result, it sheds light on the 

function of transnational Chinese cinema from another perspective.  

 

Chapter four explores, from a historical perspective, the emergence and popularity of 

melodrama films in Chinese cinema in the 1920s and 1930s. By focusing on the reception 

and production of melodrama films in early Chinese film history, I point out the ways in 

which melodrama films not only contributed to the development of vernacular 

modernism, but also functioned as a reflective and reactive discourse on the experience 

of modernity. The intertwined relationship between Western cultural and ideological 
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influences and Chinese cultural construction are reflected in the reception and 

appropriation of D. W. Griffith’s melodramatic films of the 1920s, and moreover, in the 

form and content of early Chinese melodrama films. On the one hand, many melodramatic 

films were produced to tackle problems of the traditional Chinese family structure when 

coming into contact with ‘Western civilization’. On the other hand, the China-West 

conflict has been constantly shown in Chinese family melodramas through an almost 

binary city-countryside opposition. 

 

With the first four chapters serving as historical background and theoretical foundation, 

chapter five and six discuss how Chinese American families are depicted in transnational 

Chinese melodrama films in the contemporary era. The six films selected focus on 

families caught in different types of conflicts: My American Grandson (Ann Hui, 1991), 

Pushing Hands (Ang Lee, 1992), The Wedding Banquet (Ang Lee, 1993), The Guasha 

Treatment (Zheng Xiaolong, 2001), Saving Face (Alice Wu, 2004), and A Thousand Years 

of Good Prayers (Wayne Wang, 2007). Family conflicts are dramatically represented in 

the melodramatic mode, which elicits the developmental narrative of generation and 

gender relations. Chapter five analyzes how melodramatic imagination – in which an 

“excess of events and intensity of emotion are inextricably intertwined” (Ang, 1996: 89) – 

informs the construction of the film narrative and the fictional character, by means of 

drawing upon cultural resources; it demonstrates how traditional Chinese culture 

continues to affect and conflict with the experiences of modern Chinese American 

families and how each film presents and resolves the tensions arising from a culture in 

transition from different angles. Chapter six proposes the analytical perspective in which 

the identities of ethnic Chinese can be reconceived after close reading of these six films. 

These two chapters taken together demonstrate that Chinese family melodrama is not 

only a specific film concept but a valuable tool. Being a “cultural form”, Chinese family 

melodrama helps us to rethink the re-negotiated Chinese culture – embodied in family 

values and structure – in global cultural economies. It can serve to complicate the 

historical construction and maintenance of representation of the ethnic minority in the 

United States.  

 

With the argument developed in these six chapters, the research offered here provides 
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an alternative lens through which to study the representation of the ethnic-Chinese 

minority in films. That is, through the lens of cultural awareness and transnational 

historical sensibility, the examination of cinematic representation of ethnic Chinese is 

grounded in three dimensions – family, melodrama, and identity – which are 

interconnected. This approach enables us to study the intercultural flow but goes beyond 

thinking in dichotomous categories and includes historical analysis.   

 

To my knowledge, this is the first thesis dedicated to the examination of the Chinese 

American family in transnational Chinese cinema. It is also the first book-length attempt 

to analyze the cinematic representation of Chinese family in general. Hopefully efforts 

such as this can help integrate research into images of Chinese Americans with 

international academic discourses related to the discussion of diasporic family, 

melodrama and ethnic identity. 
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Chinese Immigrant Families in the United States 
Chapter 1 

 

One article with the title “One Roof, Three Generations – Portrait of a Chinese-American 

Family” was published by the New York Times on September 23, 2011 (Kramer, 2011).1 

News about Chinese immigrant family life frequently draws significant attention from 

the public. Substantial parts of this report are dedicated to describing the family 

members and their way of living under the same roof. It is reported that the Lee family 

paid $700,000 to secure a building from a Jewish family who had previously owned it for 

generations, and turned it into their home. Three generations are then found living 

together – sharing chores, parenting, and caring for the elderly. Traditional Chinese 

values and ritual are, not surprisingly, blended with modern roles and responsibilities in 

this family. Meanwhile, the statistics show the rising trend of multigenerational co-

habitation in the United States.2 According to the article, the percentage of extended 

households has almost tripled in the past 30 years, from 2.4 percent in 1980 to 7 percent 

in 2009. This trend can be explained in part by economic factors – which are also 

separate from the traditional cultural and family norms.  

 

One of the distinctive features of the ethnic Chinese family is the high value placed on the 

extended family.3 As early as 1943, Hsu published his seminal work on “The Myth of 

Chinese Family Size” with the following opening sentence: “To the West, China has been 

known as a land of large families, each with several generations living under the same 

roof” (Hsu, 1943: 555). He continues the article by pointing out that actually “the average 

size of the Chinese family is about five” (Ibid., 555). The extended family is a significant 

characteristic feature of Chinese families, but certainly is not the only point of distinction.  

 

In public discourse in the United States and in Europe as well, a common image of the 

                                                        
1 Sarah Kramer, One Roof, Three Generations – Portrait of a Chinese-American Family. New York Times.  
September 23, 2011. A version of this article appeared in print on September 25, 2011, on page MB1 of 
the New York edition with the headline: Three Generations, One Roof.  
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/25/nyregion/one-roof-three-generations-portrait-of-a-chinese-
american-family.html?pagewanted=all 
2 The article shows that multigenerational co-residence has become increasingly popular not only among 
Chinese immigrants, but also among the general public, largely because of the financial situation. 
3 The phenomenon of extended family is studied by S. Li, M. Feldman & X. Jin, ‘Marriage Form and Family 
Division in Three Villages in Rural China’, Population Studies 57.1 (2003) p. 95. It is also a phenomenon 
seemingly with long historical roots, see B. Hinsch, Women in early Imperial China (Plymouth 2010) pp. 
49-50, and P. Ebrey, Women and the Family in Chinese History (London 2003). 
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Chinese family is that all families are extended, children obey their parents and women 

live in the shadow of men. The extended family usually has three generations – mostly 

direct lineal consanguinity and sometimes including other non-lineal relatives – living 

together or in close contact. To a certain degree I would agree that the traditional Chinese 

family can be identified by a close bond, filial piety, and respect for the elders, in addition 

to general male and senior dominance. It is important to bear in mind that tradition plays 

a crucial role in understanding those Chinese families living within and outside China. 

 

1.1 An Overview of Traditional Chinese Family Ethics 

 

Clearly there are several characteristic features of the traditional Chinese family that 

stood in contrast to many Western ideas and practices such as the extended family, the 

rituals of ancestor worship, and the legal concubine system. Since it is not necessary in 

this short section to thoroughly explore the richness of Chinese family concepts and the 

unique familial phenomenon, I attempt to study this issue by focusing on two types of 

relationships here that help us to understand the essential nature of Chinese family; 

namely, (1) the relationship between the individual and the family, and (2) the 

relationship between the family and the state. By setting this framework, the complexities 

of Chinese family norms can be explored in greater depth. These two relationships as I 

come to argue, not only become the points of distinction between values and ideas of the 

Chinese family and the Western family, but also provide the basis for which those 

aforementioned unique features rest upon. Along the same line, the specific gender 

relations and intergenerational obligations within the domestic sphere are further 

touched upon, as one cannot fully understand the Chinese-themed family melodrama 

without understanding the concept of family in the Chinese context. At the end of this 

section, I include an analysis of women’s status in the family. By uncovering women’s 

traditional role, we find more direct evidence of a kinship system that privileged and to 

some extent still privileges the male line. 

 

Attention to different dimensions – the individual and the family, the state and the family, 

and the woman in the family – forms my basic approach to the whole family concept. We 

must be aware of the fact that kinship systems include both theories and practices. In no 

case is it agreed that all members in a given society perceive kinship from the same 
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perspective. The diversity of family life is acknowledged, even under the umbrella of a 

pan-Chinese cultural sphere. In line with these thoughts, I only attempt to make use of an 

ideal-type analysis to address the unique characteristics of Chinese family ethics – a 

mixture of various philosophical ideas and practices advocated by a ruling class from 

different historical periods. Finally, the dimensions of time and place certainly should be 

recognized, but word limits necessitate only a restricted discussion. 

 

The Relationship between the Individual and the Family 

The first relationship I describe here is that between the individual and the family. The 

basic foundation of family is its individual members. However, what does this mean in a 

Chinese context, where the family function was traditionally associated with 

reproduction, love, care, assistance, protection, sustenance, and meeting individual needs? 

We have to take this question seriously – as part of our definition of Confucian family 

structure and family ethics – and it requires a rethinking of the relationship between the 

individual and the family.  

 

Before we continue to specify the Chinese family ethics provisions, we first need to 

understand the meaning of family in Chinese culture. I attempt to briefly approach the 

meaning of family, and Chinese family in particular, from three different angles; namely, 

the original meaning of the term ‘family’, the basic structure of the family, and the 

function of the family.  

 

The first and basic question one might ask is what is the original meaning of family? The 

English word “family” comes from the Latin “familia”. The most common definition of 

“familia” is the property or the dependent that belongs to the head of the household. Only 

later the term began to connote blood relations (Engels, 1884). Similarly, the Chinese 

character jia (family) also suggests a deep relationship between property and family life. 

As shown by oracle bone inscriptions (the oldest form of Chinese characters), the word 

‘family’ is composed of the signs for roof and pig – indicating quite literally a place to 

house the family pig. It also is indicative of the prominence of the pig in household life.  

 

My second concern is more with the basic structure of the family. For to understand 

family in all its wide implications, we need from the very beginning to understand its 
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structure. Upon the establishment of patriarchal clan society, livestock became private 

property, and the ownership of livestock was a measure of wealth which affected one’s 

social status and decision-making power. The father as the head of the family “owned” 

the family resources. We could justifiably say that Chinese family life was an patriarchal 

and hierarchal system based around an economic rationale.  

 

The family is commonly associated with marital and parent-child relationships within the 

given domain. The familial terms mostly come from the structural definition of family 

relationships, such as parents, grandparents, children, and couples. Different types of 

family structure are determined by various combinations of individuals. With regard to 

the family structure, it is vital to ascertain the dual directionality in the flow of influence 

exhibited by family structure and family ethics: the former is apparently influenced and 

shaped by private and professional ethics; and conversely, it preserves and enhances the 

family ethics.  

 

In practice, three kinds of family commonly exist in Chinese society. The simple or 

nuclear family, by definition consists of a husband, a wife, and their children. This type of 

family not only constitutes the majority of Western European families4, but also is the 

first basic pattern of Chinese family. The salient features of the Chinese family begin to 

show, once the children grow old and get married. While daughters leave their parental 

home when they are married, sons often stay with their parents after marriage. Sooner 

or later, the young couple starts to have their own children. The second model, the stem 

family, then comes into being. It refers to three generations living together. The 

difference between the stem family and the extended family, the third pattern, is its 

duration and size. The stem family is more of a temporary pattern, as it has the tendency 

to become again the simple family after the grandparents pass away. Essentially it is a 

familial solution to the problem of caring for the elderly. The extended family, also 

sometimes called the joint family on the other hand, consists of several sons and their 

families.  As the family size grows, three generations can sometimes be extended to four 

or five generations.5 Four or five generations living under one roof is an ideal Confucius 

                                                        
4 Extended families are found frequently in Southern and Eastern Europe, classic work on this topic – J. 
Hajnal, ‘Two kinds of Preindustrial Household Formation System’, Population and Development Review 8 
(1982): 449-94; R. Wall, J. Robin and P. Laslett (eds.), Family Forms in Historic Europe (Cambridge 1983). 
5 For more detailed information on different Chinese family models, one can refer to Baker’s scholarly 
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model, and it did and still does exist in Chinese society. One of the most important 

Chinese writers Ba Jin once wrote a famous drama titled Si Shi Tong Tang (which can be 

directly translated as “Four Generations under One Roof”). The extended family has 

become less common in modern times, however, especially after several radical social 

changes have occurred in Chinese society during the last century including the 

consequences of modernization, urbanization and state-sponsored birth control policy.  

 

Third, how might we think of family in order to understand the way it functions? Marxists 

view the family as the reproduction of the capitalist system, since the development of 

family is the result of property privatization and the issues of inheritance (Kirby, 1997: 

48). I argue that historically the emergence of the family in Chinese society can also be 

seen as the product of privatizing property and patriarchal needs. However, there is a 

conceptually significant difference when we attempt to compare the function of kinship 

in Caucasian and Chinese families.  

 

In Chinese Family and Kinship, Hugh Baker observes, “In the West we see the family as an 

institution which exists in large part to provide an environment in which the individual 

can be conveniently raised and trained […] But the emphasis in the traditional Chinese 

situation was reversed – it was not the family which existed in order to support the 

individual, but rather the individual who existed in order to continue the family” (Baker, 

1979: 26). Put differently, the family in the West has functioned to support family 

members, whereas the existence of the Chinese individual was to ensure the primary 

goal of family – “continuity and prosperity” (Atsumi, 1995: 51).6  The Western family 

thus can be seen as a means instead of an end, and the Chinese family represents the 

other way around.  

 

The Chinese individual was subordinate to the family. The yearning for the continuity 

and prosperity of the family is bound up with the desire to have more children; in this 

case, only male children matter. Furthermore, once the children grew up, they needed to 

marry and produce more children as well, as a means of ancestral honor. As Mencius, a 

                                                                                                                                                                            
research on Chinese family and kinship.  
6 Atsumi observes that the primary goals of a Chinese family are continuity and prosperity. Only male 
children can continue the family line, and transmit family property to succeeding generations.   
 



 
 

30 

close follower of Confucius, put it – bu xiao you san, wu hou wei da (Of the three unfilial 

acts, the worst is having no heir). In the pre-industrial period, it was even written into law. 

During the Ming and Qing dynasties, if a man had no male offspring he was urged to 

adopt a male heir of the same surname. According to law, adoption of an heir with a 

different surname was not allowed.   

 

This suggests that while in Western society the focus of the family is more placed on the 

individual’s satisfaction, the Chinese view family not from the same perspective. Perhaps 

we can draw the first conclusion here, that Chinese family is more of a collective-oriented 

type. Likewise, it is not surprising to see how much emphasis the Chinese give to family 

obligations and responsibilities, in order to ensure family harmony and continuity. The 

practice of filial piety – devotion to parents and elders, is widely known, and it is widely 

known in part because it conforms so well to the familiar images of the Chinese. One 

shall not forget though, the responsibility or duty is mutual, as Chinese parents also 

exhibit high levels of selflessness and devotion to their children. Following this line we 

may begin to ask, what are the consequences of such subordination of the individual to 

family interests? One consequence that we can hardly ignore is – as I have pointed out in 

the beginning – the high value placed on the extended family in Chinese culture.  

 

Marxist feminists such as Barrett and McIntosh (1982) suggest that the nuclear family 

composed of parents and children is an ideal model to support the capitalist system 

(Kirby, 1997: 48). Other scholars have even suggested that the nuclear family was an 

important explanatory component behind the rise of commercialization in Northwestern 

Europe (De Moor and Van Zanden, 2010; Foreman-Peck, 2011). However, in feudal 

Chinese society and even contemporary China, 60 percent of the population still relies on 

farming their land. Therefore, one can still recognize the multigenerational co-habitation 

pattern in Chinese society, including members of three generations and sometimes more. 

The primary goal of the Chinese family, as mentioned earlier, was continuity and 

prosperity. For this reason, the larger the household size, the greater prosperity it 

indicated. Under Confucian ethics, traditional family values were transmitted through 

successive generations. The extended family system certainly helped to preserve and 

reinforce the familial ideology. Moreover, it was able to fit better into the context of 

Chinese peasant production, as opposed to more commercialized forms of agriculture or 
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urban contexts, which were more fertile environments for the proliferation of nuclear 

families.  

 

We can also find the explanation for another consequence that a son was (and still is in 

some areas) considered more important than a daughter. The persistence and prevalence 

of this preference for sons, mostly in the rural countryside, was manifested in the fact 

that people wanted sons to continue the family lineage. Sons were given a special status, 

as they were the ones who carried the family name, not the daughters. They were 

granted access to the senior generation’s resources, and were entitled to inherit the 

family property. The family property in rural areas was usually land; and in cities it may 

have been a business. In return, the sons were expected to provide support to the elderly 

parents and to perform the ancestral worship ritual. But of course, a sense of obligation 

for the older generation, as a key element of filial piety, is not motivated by financial or 

social benefits, but rather should be regarded as an inseparable part of the parent-child 

bond.  

 

Historically, the coupled relationship between inheritance of belongings and care of one’s 

parents were associated with sons in most cases. Daughters were not restricted to it, for 

they had relatively short-term responsibilities towards their parents, as long as they 

stayed unmarried. Thus, a male child and not a female one held in general a more 

favorable position. The situation of gender inequality is less dominant today, but some 

economically underdeveloped regions in China still preserve this long-term tradition. 

 

A third observation – derived from previous arguments – can be summed up as follows: 

since male roles were more emphasized in Chinese family, practically the father, instead 

of the mother, received most of the attention. This tendency suggests yet another 

difference between Western and Chinese family. In the Western image of family, gender 

roles and females have been given more weight – and perhaps even increasingly so – 

with the development of feminist consciousness. The role of the mother, as a 

consequence, is rather central in the family, and the husband-wife relationship is seen as 

the fundamental relationship. The mother in the Chinese groups is an important figure 

without a doubt, but the social attention was more with the father. The father-son 

relationship and not the husband-wife relationship played a more crucial role in forming 
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the norms and views of collective members. For the Chinese, as Hsu argues, the 

definition of family is based on the intergenerational relations, especially the relationship 

between father and son (Hsu, 1943: 556). In this respect, it must also be stressed that 

linked to the social suppression of the husband-wife relationship, not only had 

expression of a sexual relationship in the family become a taboo, but also the wife had a 

much lower status than her husband.  

 

The subordination of the husband-wife relationship, in consequence, reduced woman to 

an inferior position, but worse still was, the man had little choice in selecting his wife. An 

arranged marriage was more habitual and customary, as people commonly believed that 

it was the man’s family that married the bride. Hsu concludes that “a man in China does 

not marry so much for his own benefit as for that of the family: to continue the family 

name; to provide descendants to keep up the ancestral worship, and to give a daughter-

in-law to his mother to wait on her and be, in general, a daughter to her” (Barker, 1979: 

42). In the end, the marital relationship was bound more by a practical “love”, filled only 

with duties and obligations rather than by a more romantic form of love. 

 

In this glimpse into a relationship between the individual and the family, we have 

established an understanding of some questions central to the interpretations of 

traditional Chinese family ethics and structure. To summarize, therefore, we can safely 

conclude that the individual was dominated by the family in a strong sense. The 

happiness and satisfaction of individuals was less important than the family’s prosperity. 

The male was seen as the very embodiment of the family, and he received his body from 

his parents, which required him to have children in return. The notion of “Continuum of 

Descent” (Ibid., 26) held a predominant position: the man had to marry a woman, in 

most cases, picked out by his family, to continue his family lineage; the woman was 

married into the family to produce children, and a second wife or more wives were 

allowed, to ensure the prosperity of the family; the male children were cherished in the 

family as they were the manifestations of the whole Continuum of Descent.  

 

Furthermore, special attention is usually given to gender roles and differences, when it 

comes to studying the Western family, whereas studies of the traditional Chinese family 

generally highlight intergenerational relations, and in particular, the father-son 
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relationship. The elaborate clan or lineage organization had its basis in the male line. 

Thus, the structure of hierarchy and patriarchy in the Chinese family was in evidence.  

 

The Relationship between the Family and the State 

The second crucial relationship to illuminate the concept of family is that between the 

family and the state. It is, in fact, difficult to describe this relationship, as the notions of 

family and state in general are socially and ideologically constructed, and therefore are 

both essentially contingent concepts. More commonly, family is viewed as a moral 

community. As AI Melden (1967) pointed out, family is a moral community, with its basis 

in an agreement reached between a man and a woman who are committed to giving love, 

care, and respect to each other.7 

 

State, on the other hand, from both Western and Chinese viewpoints, is usually perceived 

as a political community: state is a political phenomenon that serves to allocate public 

resources and to maintain public order. Using a famous statement made by Max Weber 

(1919), the state refers to a centralized institution characterized by the monopoly of the 

legitimate use of physical force within a given territory (quoted in Warner, 1991: 19).  

 

On the face of it, family ethics and politics seem to be two separate spheres, concerning 

very different aspects of human life. Furthermore, family is maintained by the emotional 

order such as love and care, whereas the notion of state is more associated with the 

political values preserved mainly through political force and strength. Nevertheless, one 

should not forget the fact that state creates the capacities for moral practices and modes 

for familial existence: marriage and family life are, in the first place shaped, and to some 

extent determined by state policy. Indeed, law regulates the conditions and requirements 

for inheritance, men and women form their relationships in accordance with the state’s 

expectations, practices of child raising are subject to various social contexts, and more 

importantly, widely accepted family values are by and large made in the given social and 

political context. We cannot evade the political impact to interpret all moral arguments. 

Once we accept this fact, we are able to unveil the high level of politicization of the 

                                                        
7 I employ Melden’s interpretations of family as moral community in my analysis, but his approach certainly 
has its flaws. Patricia S. Mann has systematically argued in Micro-Politics: Agency in a Postfeminist Era that 
Melden’s theory is rather plausible, as the agreement reached between persons cannot be taken for granted. 
The moral background must be redefined at a given time.  
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Confucian family ideology.  

 

In respect to the relationship between the family and the state, the vision of the family 

cannot be detached from the understanding of society and state, and indeed, the family 

plays a central role in the social sphere, regardless of the different weights placed on 

personal development and collective harmony. It is clear that family is the fundamental 

unit of society, but what I argue is that in the traditional Chinese world, nation and family 

were isomorphically structured and family was the smallest nation, so to speak. Guojia, 

the Chinese equivalent for English word ‘state’, in fact consists of two components: guo 

represents nation or state; jia means family. Thus, Chinese perceptions of family and 

home reach, to some extent, beyond those individual units labeled as family. 

 

In viewing Chinese history, the long-term stability and prosperity of the society was 

largely maintained under the premise of the patriarchal family structures, and in return it 

helped to preserve and shape family ethics. Once we realize that traditional Chinese 

family values were formulated in certain contexts, we begin to recognize how such 

contexts could actually affect the acceptability of moral arguments, and further modify 

them, or adapt them to different uses, if necessary. With the decline and rise of each 

dynasty, a restoration of the Confucian familial moral code and order was usually among 

the top issues on the agenda. Without any exaggeration, a stable ideal Confucian family 

system was crucial to any forms of political leadership.  

 

As Daxue (The Great Learning) puts it, xiushen, qijia, zhiguo, ping tianxia (self-cultivating, 

family-regulating, state-ordering, then the land great governed). From this point of view, 

the ultimate end of human beings is not so much about individual needs, but rather 

about the national sustainability and prosperity. Finding a balance in cultivating self, 

regulating family relations, maintaining the state order and governing the land, was the 

life goal pursued by the Chinese elites of that time.  

 

Influenced by this ancient thought, William Rowe attempted to tease out the logic 

underpinning the argument:  

 
Seductively elegant ancient text seen by most late imperial literati as the 
quintessential statement of ethical and political thought, the family was 
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central to political ideology in at least three ways. First was the well-known 
homology between family and state. The state was the family writ large…Well-
governed families meant a well-governed state, and vice versa. Second, it was 
an article of faith that manifestly virtuous households would have an 
exemplary influence on their neighbors and so contribute to a well-ordered, 
smoothly functioning society…Finally, the polity was conceived as a composite 
of families, which served as the basic, inter-linked building blocks for the 
larger social, economic, and ritual order. (Rowe, 1998: 378) 

 
Along a similar line, I argue that all relationships in the traditional Chinese society were 

familially structured. The various kinds of relationships that developed in society can be 

interpreted as an extension of family relationships in some way. Traditionally, the 

Chinese concept of identity was constructed on the basis of one’s relationships with the 

others. Defined by Confucian ethics, Wulun (five basic social relationships), including 

father-son, husband-wife, elder brother-younger brother, ruler-subject, friend-friend, was 

central to one’s identity construction. Of these five relationships, while the first three 

were certainly played out within the family domain, the ideal friendship was in fact 

derived from the sibling relationship. As the old Chinese saying goes, si hai zhi nei jie 

xiong di (within four seas, all men are brothers). By the same token, the ruler’s 

dominance over the subject was endorsed by the father-son relationship. The ruler was 

referred to as “tian zi” (the son of Heaven), and he was seen as “fu mu” (father and 

mother) to his subjects, who then fell into the category of “zi min” (children of the 

emperor). As such, the Chinese family system is recognized almost exclusively by 

contemporary scholars as a unique phenomenon and as the core institution of China’s 

old feudal society.  

 

My earlier claim of the nation and family being isomorphically structured can also find its 

foundation in the five basic social relationships. Indeed, if we agree in the first place that 

the relationship between the ruler and subject was similar to the parental relationship; it 

is then assumed that the absolutely hierarchical structure of the family could be applied 

to the social structure of the nation and state.  

 

When I suggest that all relationships were familially structured, we should in no case 

idealize this model. What emerges from my argument is a picture of stable and 

harmonious society with every member conforming to the same rules. All this seems to 

lead to a promising society pursued by both the ruler and the ruled. One should 
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nonetheless be keenly attentive to the possibly radical politicization and 

instrumentalization of this ideology, which could serve the interests of governing elites.  

 

The five basic relationships were originally conducted on the basis of the duty of 

reciprocity. It required mutual duties guided by xiao (duty to parents), ti (respect for 

elders), zhong (loyalty), xin (credibility), li (proper etiquette). However, when the ardent 

Confucian follower Dong Zhongshu8 presented his variant form to the emperor – three 

cardinal guides and five constant virtues, it became extremely politicized, seeking to 

exclusively serve the needs of a privileged group. The three guides were unconditional 

and absolute, and under no circumstances were the emperor, the father, and the husband 

deprived of their authority. The subjects had no arguable right to violate the rule under 

any conditions.  

 

Having looked at the ideology supporting the unquestionably patrilineal and patriarchal 

authority, I now turn to an arena where this politicized family ideology was learned, 

developed, practiced and transmitted through the family. How did it become a symbol of 

honor? One may find the answer in the concept of filial piety, the primary virtue among 

Chinese ethical principles, which had firmly made up the moral and political basis of the 

traditional family system and the feudal system.  

 

Paul Chao in his study on Chinese kinship suggests that Chinese virtues are grounded in 

the notion of filial piety. The word ‘filial piety’ refers to “punctiliousness in the 

performance of duties naturally owed to parents and relatives” (Chao, 1983: 73). To 

further understand the concept of filial piety, we can strip it down into three grades,  

 
The highest is to honour the parents by achievements, the lesser is not to 
disgrace oneself, thus casting reflections on the parents, and the least is to be able 
to support the parents…lack of self-respect is want of filial piety; disloyalty in 
serving the sovereign is want of filial piety; negligence in the administration of 
office is want of filial piety; insincerity to friends is want of filial piety; and lack of 
bravery in battle is want of filial piety….Trees should be cut and animals should be 
killed according to seasons…Filial piety consists in exerting oneself for the 
parents; mediocre filial piety consists in practising benevolence and 
righteousness; great filial piety consists in conferring extensive benefits on 
mankind. (Ibid., 73) 

                                                        
8 Dong Zhongshu (179–104 BC) was an ancient Chinese scholar who is famous for promoting 
Confucianism and made it become the official ideology of the Chinese imperial state. 
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From the point of view of this theory, one can clearly see that “filial piety begins with 

love of parents, matures in service to the sovereign, and ends in establishing oneself 

according to truth and righteousness” (Ibid., 73). The idea of filial piety thus can be 

extended to loyalty to the state. Given the expectations that parents had for their 

children and the notion that any behavior against parental wishes was regarded as 

disrespectful, not surprisingly one was highly motivated to conduct duties towards 

the country. It was, therefore, reasonable for one to devote filial love to the state in 

addition to their parents.  

 

As the emperor was historically seen as the embodiment of the state, needless to say 

the loyalty to the country seemed to equate a sense of reverence and devotion for the 

emperor. Indeed to use the language of Mencius, “Among the people there is the 

common saying, ‘The empire, the state, the family.’ The empire has its basis in the 

state; the state has its basis in the family, and the family has its basis in oneself” 

(Mencius, quoted in Ivanhoe, 2011: 76).  

 

The present explanation thus suggests an inseparable relation between the family 

and the state, tied historically to the emperor in most cases. Family and state are not 

two clear-cut separate settings, but rather should be interpreted as a set of 

congruent and intertwined ideas in the context of Chinese traditional norms. Both 

Chinese rulers and scholars had been devoted to building a link between the state and 

the Confucian family system. The order and hierarchy displayed in the political realm, 

to a greater or lesser extent, was directly related to the order and hierarchy of the 

family. The family trained morally obedient and filial subjects for the state. Suffice it 

to say here that the whole political system’s function in the feudal society was 

grounded in the Confucian family and the moral code. 

 

Interestingly, Hegel made a similar point by suggesting that the modern family should 

first be an “ethical root of the state”, which is viewed by many as radical idealism.9 

According to him, family and state have “substantial ties”, since community is essential to 

satisfy the utmost needs of human beings. The substantial ties have to be relationships 

                                                        
9 Merold Westphal (1991) dedicated a book titled Hegel, Freedom, and Modernity to study Hegle’s theory of 
the family, as it sheds light on Hegelian understanding of the state and the family as well.  
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among people. An individual is not seen as an independent person, but as a member of a 

unity. Individuals and families form the basis of society, and in return the existence of 

civil society as an institution is to fulfill the needs of private persons, “whose end is their 

own interest” (Hegel, 1821, 1957: 124).  

 

Conceived in Western thought, the highest goal of the family is to meet personal needs, 

and likewise, the state is a source for satisfying individuals. The Chinese, on the contrary, 

view family and state less from the perspective of personal satisfaction than from the 

needs of group or collective. Although in China, xiao jiating (small family) was sometimes 

seen as a means to protect family members from any kinds of social turbulence, it more 

often than not was closely connected with the national struggle. The primary purpose of 

the small family, as I have suggested previously, was to charge the state with power. The 

family’s place in society went hand in hand with one’s concern for the nation. 

Accordingly we come to see the effect it has had on the Chinese vision of the conjugal 

family, which significantly differs from that of its Western counterpart. 

 

The Western idea of an individual as the smallest element within society, is also accepted 

as the final end – the state becoming a means to achieve individual ends. In contrast, 

Confucius advocates the significance of the state to such an extent that the boundaries 

between public and private, between state and home, have been blurred – individual and 

household in this case had become a means to serve the state and political needs.  

 

The inadequacy of the private/public dichotomy in the Chinese context then becomes 

obvious. Susan Mann (1997) reverted to a new way of thinking to resolve this problem; 

she argued for an inner/outer division in studying eighteenth-century China. Her theory 

certainly is relevant to a longer historical period. The concepts of “inner” and “outer” are 

used to separate the family from the world at large: “the principle of bie – separate 

spheres – is invoked to stress that wives and mothers inside the home embody the moral 

autonomy and authority on which husband and sons must reply to succeed outside. All 

are part of a family system that constitutes a seamless, unitary social order centered on 

the home and bounded by the outer reaches of the imperium” (Mann, 1997: 15). It is in 

this regard that we can make a serious claim that state strength was accumulated 

through a stable family order. The family organization and fixed gender roles were meant 
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to maintain rather than to challenge the patriarchal and state authority.  

 

The strategic concern of this section is to explore the two fundamental relationships lying 

at the center of our perceptions of the traditional Chinese family. My analysis thus far has 

already provided us with an overview of the relationship between the individuals and the 

family, as well as between the family and the state. I am not making causal arguments 

about the two relationships; nor is my account an exhaustive comparison of Chinese and 

Western family beliefs. I do nevertheless attempt to explore the profound implications 

generated by Chinese family ethics, leading to different cultural constructions of China 

and the West, and later to the different construction process of Chinese modernity. In the 

following section, I look at the changes in Chinese family structure and values, arising 

from migration and modernization. Having set this context, we are better able to see and 

understand the shift from a traditional pattern to a transitional pattern, which is 

elaborated upon later.   

 

Before we move on to the next section, it is still necessary to dedicate some space to the 

discussions of the position of woman in the family, although previously some of the 

relevant issues have already been addressed, such as the preference for the son, the 

subordination of woman to the husband and son, and the less important role of the 

mother in the family. As a rule, Chinese women had a more inferior position in both 

family and society.  

 

Women in the Family 

As Hare-Mustin and Hare (1986) have observed, before the Chinese Civil War took place 

in 1946, China was the only country where the suicide rate of women was higher than 

that of men, the peak being among women aged 15-35 (Hare & Hare, 1986: 67-82).  For 

a Chinese woman, traditional family life meant suppression of one’s feelings, 

unquestioned self-sacrifice, and unconditional obedience to men. This was not an 

exclusively Chinese tradition, but rather had persistently governed the mind of most East 

Asians. The name Issey Miyake, one of the famous Japanese fashion brands, was in fact 

inspired by women’s role in Confucian thoughts. The designer uses the sign for three 

different houses to evoke a woman’s entire life process – a life in three houses: woman 

typically moves from her father’s house to her husband’s, and then into her son’s house.  



 
 

40 

The symbolic meaning of three houses reveals the doctrine of “three-fold dependence” 

(sancong) (Rosenlee, 2007: 89) dictated to women for thousands of years: obedience to 

fathers before marriage, to husbands upon marriage, and to adult sons when widowed.  A 

woman was forced to join her husband’s family, giving up her own when married. She 

was expected to be an ideal wife, mother, and daughter-in-law, following the doctrine. 

Determined by the hierarchical structure, women were ruled by men. Even within the 

female group, a woman was still controlled by her mother-in-law. Some women were 

lucky enough to gain limited power, when they became mothers-in-law themselves, on 

the condition that they had given birth to sons. 

 

Women in traditional Chinese society had a very low status. Banned only in 1911, the 

long and widely prevalent foot-binding culture10 in traditional Chinese society is perhaps 

the most powerful reflection of women’s position. Seen as the ideal of beauty that 

aroused erotic feelings in men, it had become rather popular from the 10th century 

onwards to bind women’s feet. As a result of foot binding, however, women’s movements 

were restricted exclusively to the home, and furthermore, they lost their working 

capacity and independence. The women were made to be submissive, servile, and 

subservient to men.  

 

What factors determined the rigid hierarchy of male over female, in family, community, 

and society throughout Chinese history? Women’s self-perception and behavior were 

and are largely defined and shaped in accordance with the relevant social and historical 

context. Having accepted this precondition, I argue that the family and kinship system 

has primarily caused women’s subordination within and outside of domestic spaces. 

From the Confucian point of view, a woman’s subjectivity is structured within the family 

household, which barred her from distancing herself from or giving up family. Linked to 

our previous discussions on the family, I now examine the ideology and practices that 

contributed to the construction of such hierarchies.  

 

In Chinese thought and history, the identity of man and woman are constructed on the 

                                                        
10 Foot-binging appeared first among court dancers in Song dynasty, later was accepted by upper class 
families, and gradually became common in the general public. The practice began to die out in the early 
twentieth century due to rapid social changes.  
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basis of the yin-yang binary. The existing terms yin and yang – widely known in the West 

– offer the cosmological explanation that influenced the perceptions of gender roles and 

social practices in imperial China. At the very beginning, yin and yang only referred to 

the contrast of dark and light in nature, so the terms were not used for other than purely 

natural phenomena. Nevertheless, these two terms began gradually to gain more explicit 

meanings with the objective of expressing sophisticated philosophical ideas. Different 

interpretations were developed by thinkers in each dynasty, and in this fashion 

increasingly abstract meanings were attached to the terminology.  

 

The concept of yin and yang not only gave rise to the Chinese cosmological elements, but 

also provided the basis on which gender identity was constructed. The paired yin and 

yang was seen as an analogue to the sexual dimension of woman and man. While yin is 

assigned to the female, yang is assigned to the male. Apparently, the pair of terms was 

favored by both Confucians and Daoists, but given the predominant role played by 

Confucianism in the society, it is not surprising that Confucian interpretations were more 

influential. The big difference between Daoist and Confucian interpretations lies in the 

negative connotations attached to the terms.  

 

To Lao tzu, the founder of Daoism, and other Daoist scholars, heaven is yang, earth is yin; 

sun is yang, moon is yin; man is yang, woman is yin; yin is seen as compensation for 

yang, and their coexistence reaches a neutral balance. No negative implications, as one 

can see, are presented. On the contrary, Confucius applied this cosmological theory to 

gender roles, but for different purposes and needs. In trying to make a persuasive 

argument for essentializing gender which further subordinated woman, their 

correspondent perceptions attached more negative meaning to yin and positive ones to 

yang. Due to Dong Zhongshu, the relation between yin and female, as between yang and 

male, became extremely specific and fixed, as he famously and repeatedly claimed that 

“yin and yang can also be called male and female.”11 Furthermore, he argued that yang is 

superior and yin is inferior, since yang is usually associated with good and yin with evil, 

which needs to be controlled by yang. As the founder of imperial Confucianism, his 

variant ideas on yin-yang served to justify, validate and support women’s subordination 
                                                        
11 In the words of Dong Zhongshu, “Yin and Yang of the heavens and earth are equal to woman and man. 
Woman and man are equal to Yin and Yang. Yin and Yang can be called woman and man; and woman and 
man can also be called Yin and Yang.” Chunqiu fanlu, 16.5a, in Han Wei congshu, p.143c. 
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to men.  

 

Gender inequality thus found its perfect basis in the yin-yang theory. Professor Robin R. 

Wang argues that Dong’s theory “changes the harmony (he) of yin and yang to an 

imposed unity (he) of yin and yang” and “thus requires an order (xu) of yin and yang” 

(Wang, 2005: 209-231). Hence a proper family order was required to come to terms 

with those norms, in order to maintain the unity. Structured by hierarchies of generation, 

gender, and age, a power relation was continuously expressed. Not only had it become a 

template for appropriating gender roles in kinship and family – it was, in essence, 

manipulated for imperial use, in order to build an imperial hierarchy.  

 

Now that the gender roles had been defined and refined in accordance with the imperial 

hierarchy, a set of interdependent rules and practices were designed to maintain the 

established order. The feudal government launched a series of corresponding rules that 

allowed the ruler to subordinate women in an inhuman way.  

 

In order to restrict and confine women to the home and family life, women’s educational 

opportunities were restricted by law. As a result of the general attitude governing society 

that ignorance is a virtue for women, they were not allowed to enter school. In so doing, 

women lost their working capacity and as a result thereof, became extremely dependent 

on men. Ignorant women were more easily controlled to accept customs such as foot-

binding, arranged marriage or concubinage. Polygamy was forbidden according to the 

law, but polygyny was legal, which allowed a man to take one wife and several concubines. 

Ke Ju (the imperial examination system practiced in feudal China) was ruled by men, and 

women were, of course, forbidden to take the examination for possible upward social 

mobility. The exclusively male dominance in politics excluded women from being engaged 

in political participation.  

 

We need to bear in mind though, there was often a gap between customary practices and 

codified laws. While as I have mentioned earlier, men were entitled to inherit the family 

property, the state law, at least from the Song dynasty through to the Qing dynasty, in fact 

guaranteed daughters half-shares of the family belongings, unlike the claim made by 

many contemporary scholars that women in prerevolutionary China had no inheritance 
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rights.12 It is necessary, however, to remember that a daughter’s inheritance right was 

not by default; instead, it was determined by various situations such as father’s will. 

 

Under such ideological influence and rules, women in general accepted the traditional 

values and their roles in traditional family, in compliance with customary practices. It is 

evident that the long-standing notion and practices of gender inequality had pacified 

women. Their own sense of inferiority limited their choice, other than being subject to 

the patriarchal authority. Nevertheless, women have never been completely passive as 

required by social norms.13 

 

Despite the weight of law and social customs imposed on women, there was an 

unspeakable fear of women destroying patriarchal family and male authority. One may 

recognize the contradictory images of women in traditional Chinese culture. While 

women were very often associated with being weak, submissive, and passive, they were 

in fact also depicted as extremely dangerous and powerful. I argue that the juxtaposition 

of the submissive mother-wife pattern and the threatening image of women, in fact has 

its root in women’s sexuality and reproductive capacity.  

 

Now one can go back again to the concept of yang and yin for the folklore and medical 

explanation. Women, while seen as the object to satisfy men’s desires, were regarded as 

harmful to men, since they had the power to take away man’s strength. According to the 

yin-yang theory, frequent sexual intercourse could lead to the loss of yang essence, and 

possible death in some extreme cases. Therefore, man was strongly suggested to limit his 

sexual contact with woman, except for reproductive purposes.  

 

Possessing the reproductive power to continue the kinship system in no case paved the 

way for a woman when she was involved in her husband’s family. Seen as the outsider to 

the primary kin, she was the carrier of potential threats to family solidarity. A newly 

married bride, in most cases, had to survive the suspicion from other family members. 

The situation did not change much even after she gave birth to children. The emotional 

                                                        
12 One can find a relatively complete study on women’s inheritance right by referring to Kathryn 
Bernhardt’s Women and Property in China, 960-1949.  
13 Women in Chinese society has provided an insightful analysis of women’s strategies of reforming the 
given family structures. Her studies shed light on women with a peasant family background. 
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bond between the mother and children could pose potential dangers to the patrilineage 

and patriarchy, as suspicion continued.  

 

Within all of these dimensions – the subordination of the individual to the family, the 

isomorphically structured nation and family, and male dominance over female – I have 

tried to find the theoretical explanations addressing the operation of gender inequality 

and any other expressions characterizing the various aspects of the Chinese family. In 

presenting the Confucian notions of family structure and values, this section also 

highlights the asymmetrical power relation – the power to transmit ideology and 

property through kinship, the power to politicize Chinese family ideology, and the power 

to impose an order that benefited only restricted privileged groups in the end.  

 

1.2  The Chinese American Family in Transition 

 

In the first section of this chapter I argued that Chinese families were (and still are in 

some rural areas) structured in accordance with Confucian ideals. The traditional Chinese 

family, first of all, exhibited a strong hierarchical order – the children were trained to 

practice unconditional filial piety towards their parents. Furthermore, family roles were 

highly gendered and embedded in an extended male kinship network. Essentially, the 

ideal traditional family was “patriarchal, patrilineal and patrilocal” (Johnson, 1985: 8). 

 

That being the case, how has the traditional Chinese family been transformed as a 

consequence of migration? Of course changes have occurred for Chinese families living 

in mainland China, as a logical result stemming from modernization, urbanization and 

birth control policy. Yet as important and interesting as it is to study such changes, I have 

focused exclusively on exploring the transformations of Chinese American families, for 

the purpose of isolating the factor of migration (which is often accompanied by 

modernization) to see how this has induced changes in individual Chinese immigrants 

and their families.   

 

It is clear that international migration often brings with it problems and challenges. For 

the Chinese living in the United States (in other foreign countries as well, for that matter), 

one of the profound challenges and frequently encountered problems is the 
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intergenerational and intercultural conflict in immigrant families. This section will then 

turn to a consideration of the ways in which the displacement of cultural identity has 

correspondingly influenced the forms and structure of the Chinese immigrant family. 

Through the migration process, the roles of gender and generation are redefined and 

negotiated within the immigrant family.  

 

Following this line, the purposes of this section are twofold. First, I argue that the 1965 

Immigration Act marked the beginning of a new period of crucial transformations of the 

Chinese American community. Two important features can be identified: (1) The Chinese 

American community in the post-1965 period has gradually transformed from a 

“bachelor society” characterizing the pre-1965 period, into a family society (Nee & Nee, 

1986; Zhao, 2002; Zinzius, 2005; Zhou, 2009). Before 1965, a series of increasingly 

restrictive immigration laws targeting Chinese immigrants not only created barriers to 

the growth of Chinese American families, but also led to numerous transnational families 

(McKeown, 1999; Hsu, 2000; Liu, 2002)  and so-called “paper families” (Lau, 2007), 

among other kinds of “doing” families to strengthen Chinese community networks. It is 

important to bear in mind though, that different forms of family co-existed in the 

dominant “bachelor society”. (2) Having been greatly affected by the migration 

experience, the Chinese American family is commonly confronted with structural 

changes in the family system (Zhou, 2009). The fundamental structural changes can be 

traced in several relevant aspects including the breakdown of extended kinship relations, 

parent-child relationships no longer following the Confucian Way, and the changing role of 

Chinese American women signified by their economic independence. My second purpose 

is to seek theoretical explanations in understanding how the Chinese immigrant family 

can be interpreted both as “the mediator” (Handel, 1972: 19) as well as the mediated in 

the contemporary transnational world. In so doing, I further challenge the boundaries 

between public and private and between the state and the family – a continuation of the 

argument made in the previous section.  

 

These two major points are elaborated upon respectively. Drawing on historical examples 

and empirical research done by scholars in the field of history, sociology and Asian 

American studies, as well as employing theories developed in cultural studies and gender 

studies, I am able to shed light on the impact of migration on the Chinese family. 
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Chinese American Families in the Historical Context of Migration 

The 1965 Immigration Act certainly played a crucial role in Chinese American history, as 

evidenced by its direct effect on Chinese immigrants.  To begin with the dramatic growth 

in the Chinese American population was facilitated by and benefited from the launch of 

this policy, which legally allowed approximately 20,000 immigrants from mainland China 

per year (Wong & Hirschman, 1983). Another significant result worth noting is the 

influence of the law on Chinese American family life (Glenn, 1983; Wong & Hirschman 

1983; Lee, 2000). In contrast to the immigration mode during the pre-1965 period, new 

Chinese immigrants developed a family chain pattern, either coming over for the purpose 

of family reunification or migrating as family groups (Zhou, 2009). Given the importance 

of the 1965 Immigration Act in the Chinese American immigration history, we can use it 

as a point of reference to obtain a historical glimpse of family life that generally existed 

in the Chinese American community.  

 

Chinatowns in the United States were recognized as “man’s town”, as Leong Gor Yun 

(1936) called it in Chinatown Inside Out.  From the 1880s to the early 1900s, the German 

American photographer Arnold Genthe had already successfully brought the image of 

San Francisco's Old Chinatown of the pre-1906 earthquake and fire as a “bachelor 

society” to public attention. Louis Chu’s novel Eat a Bowl of Tea (1961) – later adapted 

into a film (1989) by Wayne Wang – was the first Chinese American novel realistically 

portraying Chinatown’s “bachelor society”. As a consequence, the Chinese American 

community as a whole was labeled by many contemporary Asian American historians 

and sociologists as a “bachelor society” which was composed largely of merchants and 

laborers and where males had always outnumbered females (Tchen, 1984; Franklin Ng, 

1998; Zinzius, 2005; Zhou, 2009). 

 

Since the phenomenon of a “bachelor society” is central to Chinese immigration history, 

it is important for us to understand several relevant issues. First of all, one may pose 

questions in relation to the term itself: what was the “bachelor society” and how was it 

formed? The “bachelor society”, as Darrell Hamamoto concluded, is “the material 

outcome of antidemocratic tendencies within American republican rule” (Hamamoto, 

1994: 6). The development of the Chinese bachelor society in the United States is 

commonly seen as the result of a series of immigration acts in the pre-WWII era, a period 
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that witnessed a highly imbalanced sex ratio. I focus now only on the implementation of 

three influential laws that largely shaped the disproportionate gender ratio. 14 

 

Aiming at excluding prostitutes, the 1875 Page Law barred Chinese women from 

entering the country to join Chinese men to form families. George Peffer argues that the 

Page Law should be viewed as a serious obstacle to the establishment of family structures 

for the Chinese immigrants (Peffer, 1986). 

 

The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, like other laws of a similar nature, had the most 

destructive consequences. The passing of this act as a culmination of decades of anti-

Chinese sentiment, hostility and discrimination represented the crowning achievement 

of the Chinese exclusion movement. Under the Chinese Exclusion Law of 1882, only five 

types of Chinese immigrants were granted access to the United States; namely, merchants, 

students, teachers, diplomats, and tourists. In addition, Chinese people who were already 

living in the United States were made ineligible for naturalized citizenship.  

 

Enforcing regulatory laws, the Immigration Act of 1924 established another act to stop 

Chinese immigrant women from entering US territory. Due to the unbalanced sex ratio, 

many American-born Chinese males were seeking “picture brides” to form a family. The 

law, however, forbade them to bring their wives back to the United States. Many families 

were forced to be separated for decades since wives were left in China, even though the 

children were admitted into the US. 

 

Clearly, Chinese laborers and women were more severely victimized by discriminatory 

laws than other groups. By singling out the Chinese on a racial basis, these acts gave the 

Chinese no legal protection. Not only had the policy restricted Chinese immigration and 

the growth of the Chinese American population, but it also imposed severe and long-

term damage on Chinese family life, since Chinese women were allowed to enter the US 

only when the “Act to Repeal the Chinese Exclusion Acts” was signed by President 

Roosevelt in 1943, when China and the United States became allies during the Second 
                                                        
14 MaKeown has attempted to reverse this common view, by arguing that the implementation of the 
exclusion laws in fact played little role in creating a gender imbalance, and exclusion was just one factor that 
shaped the establishment of Chinese families in the United States. While sharing his thoughts that exclusion 
was not the only cause, I will not go so far as to explore other possible causes that could lead to the 
unbalanced gender ratios.  
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World War.15 

 

Nevertheless, the image of early Chinese American communities in the United States as a 

“bachelor society” has been subject to critiques. First of all, while sociologists such as 

Zhou Min insist that the Chinese American community was essentially an isolated 

bachelor society before 1965,16 Zhao Xiaojian argues that the phenomenon of the 

“bachelor society” was gradually replaced by a family-oriented life as early as 1910 (Zhao, 

2003: 115). This in itself makes for an interesting paradox, as Chinese women were still 

barred by law from entry. I return to this paradoxical argument a bit later. Aside from 

these two views, there is another common opinion which tends to divide the Chinese 

immigration history into two parts, separated by the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Acts 

in 1943 (McKeown, 1999; Hsu, 2000; Lee, 2003). 

 

The second critique has more to do with the adequacy of the term. Is “bachelor society” 

an appropriate term to define the early Chinese American community? In Remapping 

Asian American History, Sucheng Chan (2003), a scholar of Asian American history, has 

pointed out that “bachelor society” is a somewhat controversial term, which fosters a 

general assumption that Chinese “bachelor society” was made up exclusively of bachelors. 

Peffer (1986) as one of several revisionist scholars has attempted to challenge the 

stereotype of “bachelor society”, by restoring the visibility of Chinese American women 

and Chinese American family life.  

 

In a similar vein, Xiaolan Bao (2003) argued that the term “bachelor society”, widely used 

in the early literature, generated a misleading myth which denied the fact that some of 

the adult Chinese males lived with their families in Chinese communities. By questioning 

the “bachelor society” image imposed on Chinese immigrants, Bao penetrated into the 

heart of Chinese American society and pointed out that many Chinese male immigrants 

in fact did not fall into the category of “bachelor”, as evidenced by their marital status.  

 

It is, nevertheless, arguable that the imbalanced gender ratio was indeed striking in the 

                                                        
15 http://www.archives.gov/pacific/education/curriculum/4th-grade/chinese-exclusion.html 
16 Elsewhere Zhou Min also points out that the bachelor’s society in Chinatowns began to dissolve as 
Chinese women were allowed to join their families. But the dramatic change into family-oriented 
communities was taking place after 1965.  
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pre-1965 period and the number of Chinese families (residential entities) in the Chinese 

American community constituted only a small portion. Although more than half of 

Chinese males were married, many had left their wives and families in China (Yung, 1995: 

18). Supporting and maintaining emotional bonds with their families in China, it is easy 

to see that the transnational family among Chinese Diaspora populations is one of the 

historical patterns coupled with migration. Perhaps a more careful statement can be 

made here: the Chinese exclusion system never allowed Chinese immigrants to evolve a 

dynamic balance in terms of the centesimal proportions of the male and female 

population; neither did it allow for the creation of prosperity in Chinese American 

families.  

 

Second and more importantly, in what ways did the “bachelor society” – if we accept this 

term critically (and use it loosely) – affect the Chinese immigrants residing in the United 

States? Three key observations can be drawn from the exploration of this particular 

historical phenomenon. According to Marlon Hom, “the most unfortunate thing that 

could happen to an affluent Cantonese family was for its head or his son to become 

addicted to one of the so-called vices – that is, womanizing among prostitutes (piu), 

compulsive gambling (duou), excessive indulgence in food and drink (yam), and smoking 

opium (cheui)” (Hom, 1987: 288). These vices could not only destroy the man, but also 

damage his entire family. The problem was, however, that these vices were fully on 

display in the early Chinatown with the status of a “bachelor society”. As a matter of fact, 

the “skewed social environment” of the “bachelor society” fostered “the rampant growth 

of the four vices” (Ibid., 288). A large amount of scholarly attention has been paid to the 

problems of the “bachelor society”, suggesting a clear connection between its existence 

and vice cultures.  

 

A vicious circle therefore operated here: Chinese immigration was made undesirable and 

obstacles to establishing a family were presented to them; being viewed as and viewing 

themselves as sojourners17 instead of settlers, the “bachelor society” where early Chinese 

immigrants lived was more inclined to become a vice district, which made them more 

                                                        
17 The concept of “sojourner” was embraced by many scholars including Chinese American scholars such 
as Paul Siu, who was trained in Chicago School of Sociology. Based on his study on Chinese laundrymen in 
Chicago, Siu argues that Chinese immigrants were temporary residents in the country of their sojourn and 
remained sojourners even within their ethnic enclave. (Siu & Tchen, 1987) 
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unwelcome18. It is not my intention here to throw moral issues into the debate, as I am 

more concerned about the consequences of the existence of bachelor societies; and 

certainly it would be difficult to measure the multiple spheres of influence which early 

Chinatown established. But what appears obvious is that the persistence and dominance 

of the bachelor-society paradigm was a surviving strategy in response to highly 

discriminatory practices, and the operation of underground criminal activities can be 

tied into this package. My argument actually finds some support in the research 

performed by Jan Lin on reconstructing Chinatown, who has claimed that “the onset of 

World War II and the end of Chinese exclusion after 1943 led to the establishment of a 

family – oriented society in New York’s Chinatown, and vice industries declined in 

significance” (Lin, 1998: 32).  

 

One could further argue that the myth of the Asian (Chinese) American model minority 

which became popular in the 1960s can also be seen as the result of the growth of the 

Chinese family in America. After all, we cannot speak of family values, a very important 

ethnic characteristic of the Chinese community and a qualification for a model minority, 

without a sizable amount of Chinese American families. On the one hand, the 

transformation from a bachelor society to a family-oriented society was a reflection of 

increased racial tolerance and acceptance; while on the other hand, we are able to discern 

an important role for the stabilized family life in the survival and well-being of any racial 

and ethnic minority population group.  

 

If my first observation has more to do with the image of the bachelor society as a vice 

district, then the second observation is part of another issue coming out of the “package 

deal”: the image of the bachelor community was conveniently associated with early 

Chinese immigrants in general. They were accused of perversion of moral conscience. 

The term “heathen Chinese” was widely used in newspapers and magazines. As Lucy Jen 

Huang writes in The Chinese American Family, the Chinese were portrayed as “‘peculiar’, 

                                                        
18 Some general early evidence for Chinese victimization can be found in Marie Bolton’s PhD Dissertation 
Recovery for whom? Social conflict after the San Francisco Earthquake and Fire, 1906-1915 (Los Angeles 
1997). She argued that It was Chinatown which suffered from looting after the terrible 1906 San Francisco 
Earthquake and it was Chinatown residents who were victimised after being forcibly moved into new 
settlements during the reconstruction. 
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‘immoral’, ‘criminal’, and “less than human” by the joint forces of “fiction writers, 

Christian ministers, and legislators”. Other phrases used to describe the Chinese included 

“opium-sodden”, “fatuous ignorance”, “treacherous mendacity” and general “heathenish 

ways”(Huang, 1982: 125). Such expressions of anti-Chinese sentiment appeared more 

frequently during the period of the Boxer Rebellion (1899 – 1901).   

 

So far two parallel ways have been identified in which the consequences of Chinatown’s 

“bachelor society” can be established. Finally, all of these forms become more obvious 

once we are able to frame our interpretation of visual imagery. It is perhaps unsurprising 

to see how this historical phenomenon can serve as the principal source of inspiration 

for filmmakers or novelists. Since the third chapter presents the racist controlling images 

projected upon the Chinese, I skip that particular aspect of the discussion here.  

 

While the early Chinese immigrant community was primarily a “bachelor society”, one 

should in no way deny the unique nature of “family life” in the pre-1965 era. Outside a 

small number of ‘normal’ families made up of parents and children, there seemed to have 

been at least two more family patterns in the Chinese American community: the 

transnational family and the “paper family”. 

 

The specific type of transnational family is the consequence of international migration, 

which existed in the past and certainly still exists today. Since the issue of transnational 

families has already generated much interest, attempts have been made by scholars to 

define “transnational family”. I employ the definition proposed by the UNFPA to aid our 

understanding of this term. By definition, transnational families refer to “those whose 

members belong to two households, two cultures and two economies simultaneously” 

(United Nations Population Fund, 2006, quoted in Kee & Yoshimatsu, 2009: 40).  

  

Many contemporary scholars including Haiming Liu have pointed out that Chinese 

Americans have been historically transnational, and that the transnational family has 

been used as a survival strategy to empower the Chinese community (Liu, 2002: xix). 

This mode of the transnational Chinese family, on the other hand, has encouraged a deep-

seated notion held by the general public, which view Chinese immigrants as perpetual 

foreigners.  
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A direct connection perhaps can be made here, either between the mode of the 

transnational family and the unwillingness to assimilate as indicated by this pattern, or 

between racist practices and the very existence of the transnational family. However, I 

propose to interrogate the different forms of ethnic Chinese family within the wider 

context of migration, which moves beyond the traditional framework built on politics or 

morality. The last part of this section therefore provides an analysis of the Chinese 

immigrant family as the “mediated” and as the “mediator”, situated in the historical 

context of migration.  

 

In several respects, the operation of the Chinese trans-Pacific family has empowered 

many Chinese immigrants.19 More subtle but equally important, for many years the 

“paper family” also constituted another major strategy of “doing” family. Thanks to the 

San Francisco earthquake and the resulting fire in 1906 that destroyed a significant 

number of birth records, it became possible for the Chinese to falsify an identity, claiming 

to be the children of American citizens, which automatically granted them eligibility for 

citizenship. By using a fictive kinship, some Chinese immigrants from 1906 up to 1943 

managed to evade the Chinese exclusion laws, even if that meant the risk of being 

detained at Angel Island upon landing in the country, under rigorous interrogation by US 

immigration officials (Lee & Yung, 2010). 

 

It is hard to find out the exact number of how many “paper families”, “paper sons”, and 

“paper daughters” existed, but clearly it was a common practice during the exclusion 

period. According to Takaki, “exactly how many Chinese men falsely claimed citizenship 

as paper sons will never be known, but if every claim to citizenship were true, each of 

the Chinese women who lived in San Francisco before 1906 would have had to have 

borne 800 children” (Takaki, 1994: 31). Pointing out the patterns of family life in the 

“bachelor society” is by its very nature a challenge to the notion that Chinese “bachelor 

society” was a community composed exclusively of bachelors.  

 

Clearly, influenced by the migration experience, the structure of Chinese American 

                                                        
19 One can find a more detailed analysis of the impact of Chinese trans-Pacific families on Chinese 
immigrants as well as on China-U.S. relations, in “Historical Connections between the Chinese Trans-Pacific 
Family and U.S.-China Relations” done by Haiming Liu, in The Expanding Roles of Chinese Americans in U.S.-
China Relations.  
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families has experienced tremendous shifts in such a way that immigrant Chinese 

families no longer fit neatly into the category of the traditional Chinese family. The 

structural changes in the Chinese American family became more salient, once the 

number of Chinese American families was increasing rapidly in the post-1965 era. Thus 

the central task of the next part is to spell out the major changes in family structure and 

family values taking place after the 1965 Act. 

 

So far the unique structure of Chinese American family has commonly been studied in 

the field of the social sciences to present evidence of cultural continuity, which is then 

said to lead to the academic and business success of Chinese Americans in general. To 

begin with, Glenn and Stacey (1994) summarize five typical features of Chinese American 

families in association with Chinese cultural resources: (1) stability, indicated by low 

rates of divorce and illegitimacy; (2) close ties between generations, shown in low rates 

of adolescent rebellion and delinquency; (3) economic self-sufficiency, demonstrated by 

avoidance of welfare and a propensity toward involvement in family businesses; (4) 

conservatism, expressed by retention of Chinese language and customs in the home; (5) 

female subordination, shown in close control over women and wives’ responsibility for 

domestic work.  

 

While to some extent the pattern of family indeed maintains certain fixity in the tradition, 

it is dangerous to assume that family is a completely closed and static unit. The family, by 

its very nature, is a dynamic system, in reaction to social changes. Accordingly, I now 

provide an overview of major changes that have been taking place in the Chinese 

American family.  

 

According to Evelyn Lee and Matthew Mock, at least seven distinctive changes can be 

spotted in the contemporary Chinese American family: (1) The traditional Chinese 

extended family has gradually yielded to a more nuclear family, where functional relations 

apply instead of actual household structure; (2) The traditional patriarchal family has 

transformed in many cases into a biarchal system, where a mother shares decision 

making with the father; (3) The parent-child dyad has diminished in importance while 

the husband-wife dyad has increased; (4) Favoritism of sons has slowly decreased 

because daughters now attain comparable education and careers and can be counted on 
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to take care of aged parents; (5) The family life cycle has changed from arranged 

marriages and no empty nest period to one in which romantic love occurs before 

marriage and adult children leave the home; (6) Successful childrearing is now measured 

mostly by the children’s academic and career achievements; and (7) Earning power is no 

longer solely the father’s responsibility but is shared with other adult family members 

(Lee & Mock, 2005:  302). 

 

By observing Chinese families in North America, Zhou Min concludes that there were 

three major challenges faced by Chinese immigrants in the post-1965 period (Zhou, 

2009). The first challenge was the structural change in the immigrant family. Caused by 

migration, the old established mechanism was subsequently broken. As such, the 

extended kin and the interpersonal network were replaced by the new network formed 

on the basis of the same ethnic background, and which carried more instrumental 

function than simply satisfying emotional needs. A second challenge had more to do with 

the changes in family roles. Take for instance the changing roles of Chinese men in a 

capitalist society: men were no longer the only or main breadwinners in the family due to 

downward mobility. On the contrary, women were obtaining increasing levels of 

economic independence. A third challenge generated by migration was the enlarged and 

intensified generation gap, which can be viewed as a result of the failure to achieve 

successful changes in parent-child relationships.  

 

In view of these observations, it can be concluded that the pattern of the patrilineal, 

patriarchal and patrilocal extended family has no longer been exclusively dominant in the 

Chinese American community. The mechanism traditionally used to construct Chinese 

family relations was to assure one direction, as Levy points out, “throughout Chinese 

society, the consideration of feelings went in one direction – from children to parents, 

from youth to their elders. One did not concern oneself with the son’s happiness; his 

father’s happiness was what mattered” (Levy, 1966: 110). The traditional mechanism, 

nevertheless, did not seem capable of guiding the family confronted with the new 

situation. The initial hierarchy was gradually replaced by the multi-directional 

interaction. This would indicate that the old boundary defining the Chinese family 

became blurred.  
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It is, however, slightly over-optimistic to assume the establishment of a new ideal model 

of family pattern, since the tension between being and becoming was not resolved yet. In 

Stacey’s account, the contemporary family pattern has entered into a postmodern era in 

which there is no single dominant model of family life (Stacey, 1990: 17). Thus, instead of 

viewing the Chinese immigrant family as a static entity, I try to provide a more suitable 

lens through which continuities and discontinuities characterizing the Chinese family 

during the period of rapid change can be studied. 

 

To understand the Chinese family in the context of migration, I place generation and 

gender as two fundamental axes in the elaboration of structural changes. More specifically, 

the new cultural environment requires or motivates a shift in the parent-child 

relationship, from emphasizing the children’s unconditional filial piety to their parents 

towards a focus on negotiated agreement, communication and receptivity. By the same 

token, in contrast to the relatively submissive and dependent stance that women used to 

have in traditional Chinese society, Chinese immigrant women appear to increasingly 

share equal rights with their male counterparts.  

 

Clearly enough, an increasing emotional distance between elderly parents and their adult 

children is not an ‘Eastern’ or particularly Chinese phenomenon. In an immigration 

context, the family bonding is usually affected by the afflictions and injustices of the new 

society at large. The generational conflicts between parents and children are enlarged and 

intensified due to the belief that the parent fails to live up to the expectations of the 

children, of society as well as their own in the overall parental role.  

 

Immigrant parents usually suffer from what Ling-chi Wang calls “a structure of dual 

domination”, which perhaps could be summarized as the clash between two conflicting 

paradigms – assimilation into the host country and loyalty to the home country (Wang, 

1995). However, the children are less affected by such a paradox. Lucy Jen Huang argues 

the different effect of Americanization on generations, “the older generation from China 

can be quite cliquish, grouped according to area of origin for the Chinatown-based group 

or by university or family background for the professional group […] The younger 

generation, on the other hand, has very little patience for this parochialism. They are 

caught up in a spirit of idealism and restlessness.” (Huang, 1982: 143) 



 
 

56 

I argue in the context of Chinese migration to America that despite the efforts made by 

China-born parents to keep their children from being “Americanized”, the children were 

less likely to follow the tradition of filial piety or to accept absolute parental authority. 

Determined by the new setting, the traditional parental authority has gradually 

weakened. The old paradigm of children’s social and economic dependence on their 

parents is broken down. Many less-educated immigrant parents, as is often the case, rely 

on their children, who then function as translators and mediators between the family and 

the outside world. Part of the foundation on which traditional parental authority rest has 

been eroded. While parents want to maintain a vertical parent-child relation where top-

down communication is common, their children demand more horizontal communication. 

 

Moreover, raised in and influenced by different cultures, immigrant parents and their 

children also have shown a pronounced differentiation in terms of achieving goals. 

Interestingly, ethnic Chinese parents and their children clearly have set different goals in 

their lives. To borrow Zhou’s observations,  

 
Most immigrants structure their lives primarily around three goals – as one 
Chinese immigrant put it, “to live in your own house, to be your own boss, 
and to send your children to the Ivy League”. They try to acculturate or 
assimilate into American society, but only in ways that facilitate the 
attainment of these goals. The children aspire to be fully American. In the 
words of a U.S.-born high school student in Los Angeles’s Chinatown, “[…] 
Looking cool, going to the ball games, eating hamburgers and French fries, 
taking family vacations, having fun […] feeling free to do whatever you like 
rather than what your parents tell you to.” (Zhou, 2009: p.27) 
 

Issues such as “education, work ethic, consumption behavior, and dating” are becoming 

“sensitive pressure points” that create and intensify conflicts among generations. 

Because of the different paradigms, the immigrant Chinese family for many native-born 

children is a “pressure cooker” where tensions can at times boil over (Zhou, 2009: 29). 

 

As I have suggested earlier, the generational gap or generational conflicts in immigrant 

families certainly is not a uniquely Chinese characteristic. Perhaps we can go even 

further than this to suggest that intergenerational conflicts are common among most 

immigrant families, since migration experience is a frequent source of conflict between 

tradition and modernization (or Westernization in several respects). Yet as Zhou also 

suggests, the generation gap in Chinese immigrant families appears to be more acute 
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than in other families with migration backgrounds. A large part of the reasons are rooted 

in Chinese cultural norms, frequently at odds with the dominant worldview of Western 

culture. While Chinese parents often take their original cultural norms as a point of 

reference, their children lack such meaningful connections to a land far away. Eventually, 

two different social-cultural worldviews embraced by parents and children put their 

relationships at stake.  

 

The same argument seems to hold with respect to another important factor leading to 

transformations in family patterns – the changing role of Chinese women in the family. 

Some suggest that marital problems in many Asian American families to a large extent 

are the result of women seeking employment for the first time and their exposure to 

Western ideologies (Homma-True, 1990). However, I argue that the change in women’s 

status in society is more complicated than what appears at first sight. 

 

Traditionally Chinese women in America were viewed as “twice a minority” (Takaki, 

1989: 209). Since gender is often inextricably linked to race and class, they have suffered 

more or less from the triple oppression. Before immigration to the United States, an 

imposed social order made women subject to men. They were restricted to domestic 

chores and were expected to perform a long list of obligations toward their husband, 

children, and parents-in-law, as already pointed out in the previous section. Not only had 

the traditional role limited migration of Chinese women, but American immigration 

policy imposed yet another restriction. Lee (2003) observes that most Chinese women 

entered the country as the dependents (wives or daughters) of men. The status of 

dependent citizenship certainly indicated this subordinate role of women. Indicated by 

immigration records, more than 90 percent of Chinese women from 1898 to 1908 

migrated to join their husbands or fathers (Ling, 2007: xxv). Under the rule, only a very 

limited number of women, for instance students or teachers, were exempted from 

exclusion laws and allowed for independent immigration. Even in the post-1965 era, 

many Chinese women migrated as part of a family unit, under the family reunification 

policy of the 1965 Act.  

 

Chinese women’s status as “twice a minority” has been subject to major changes since 

the 1960s, when “minority protections” played an important role in the civil rights 
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movement. Being aware of their multiple-disadvantaged positions as women, as women 

of color, and of the working class, some Asian American women activists were leading the 

campaign to empower women of color. Interestingly enough, around a similar period of 

time China was experiencing its own liberation movement, which brought historically 

less-privileged groups, including women, the working class, the peasantry and ethnic 

minorities to power. As a turning point, women’s status was urged to change after 

Chairman Mao’s famous saying “women hold up half of the sky”.  

 

Although the big wave of feminist turbulence did not start to challenge the male-

dominated society until the late 1950s and early 1960s, Chinese women’s participation in 

community politics was taking place from as early as the 1910s (Yung, 1988; Stacey, 1989; 

Ling, 1998). In addition, it is recorded that by 1930, more Chinese girls than their male 

counterparts were attending school, which broke with the Chinese tradition emphasizing 

male education (Darlington & Mulvaney, 2003). 

  

The increasing involvement of ethnic Chinese women in the labor force – in the 1990s 

approximately 60 percent of women had a job – is usually seen as an overarching 

strategy through which women become empowered. However, one can also argue that 

women joining the labor force could be viewed as an economic necessity for family 

survival. Whichever view we may take, we must acknowledge that Chinese women’s 

economic independence has inevitably affected the patriarchal structure and destabilized 

traditional family norms. 

 

In a study on contemporary Chinese Americans, Zhou Min states,  

 
it is still expected of a married Chinese woman that the family comes first, 
before herself. This cultural value is not just symbolic but is activated after 
immigration to the United States. Many Chinese women have come to the 
United States to join their families in search of the American dream. Once 
settled, they are expected (and expect themselves) to help their families adjust 
to the new environment, to sponsor other family members to immigrate, or to 
make regular remittances to their families in their countries of origin. For 
most immigrant women, the only way to meet these goals and expectations is 
to work to make money. (Zhou, 2009: 177).  
 

Therefore, it may be that many Chinese immigrant women in fact view economic 

independence as a way to survive, rather than as resistance to exploitation by men. Thus, 
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the migration experience complicates the idea of female independence and breaks the 

common assumption that women’s independence is to challenge men’s dominant 

position in the household, since many Chinese women do not see patriarchy as their 

biggest problem. What is less apparent is that economic independence in turn enables 

Chinese American women to obtain power in family and society at large.  

 

Perhaps the fact that a strong and intact family creates essential conditions for the 

survival of the Chinese as a minority, can explain the acceptance and preservation of 

certain components of Chinese traditions in many immigrant families. Furthermore, it is 

important to maintain some aspects of tradition for identity formation, in the very 

process of encountering new worlds and unforeseen circumstances. To borrow 

Thompson’s words, “as sets of assumptions, beliefs and patterns of behavior handed 

down from the past, traditions provide some of the symbolic materials for the formation 

of identity both at the individual and at the collective level” (Thompson, 1995: 186). 

 

Thus, the conflict between wife and husband is more subtle than a first glance allows, 

whereas sharp differences between generations become more salient in the migration 

context. Out of the association of practices of “doing family” in migratory contexts, some 

traditions are disappearing but other traditional elements persist. To a certain extent, the 

family relationship needs continuous redefinition and renegotiation.  

 

The Chinese Immigrant Family as the “Mediator” and as the “Mediated” 

So far, the changing roles of men, women, and of children have been discussed in terms of 

being shaped by the changing social and cultural context. What then is the role of the 

family in the migration process? I argue that the Chinese immigrant family can be 

viewed as both the mediator and the mediated. 

 

The family is suggested as “a mediator of the larger culture” (Handel & Whitchurch, 1992: 

174). In the words of Handel and Whitchurch, “the concept of culture was initially 

applied to relatively small, homogeneous groups that comprised multiple kinship units, 

usually a tribe or a village. Each of these groups was considered to have its own culture. 

When a tribe or a village is the unit characterized as having a culture, the culture is 

applicable to the entire unit” (Ibid., 173). He furthers argues that the concept of culture 
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then “enables us to discern regularities in the behavior of large classes of people, and also 

provides tools for understanding how the people within the class (region, tribe, social 

class, or whatever) govern their relations with one another in a wide variety of contexts. 

In this usage of culture, each individual and each family are carriers of the culture, 

enacting the tradition and sustaining it by socializing the young into it” (Ibid., 173). 

 

As a vehicle for the intergenerational transmission of important issues, family usually 

requires a symbolic carrier to construct family members’ identity. Although a gendered 

logic usually views women as the cultural carrier of the family, ethnic group, or national 

culture20, it is not the case in Chinese traditions. I have argued before that the father has 

historically been seen as head of the family and the bond between father and son is the 

dominant relationship in the traditional Chinese kinship system. The most central figure 

in the family then, of course, is the “father”. The father is the cultural carrier who governs 

family relations and maintains rules and regulations prescribed by the Confucian 

thinkers. 

 

Because of emigration from China, the same no longer holds for the Chinese immigrant 

family. The question of culture has become a central issue in the immigrant family, which 

creates the need for a new type of cultural carrier in a complex number of ways. In the 

first place, many ethnic Chinese men have been subject to alienation from the outside 

world, and thus the father figure is demoted. Further, one is unlikely to apply thoroughly 

what has been learned in China to the new circumstances, since the cultural carrier is 

highly dependent on the cultural context.  

 

Thus, it would be difficult to assume either the mother or father as the major cultural 

carrier in the context of Chinese migration. In fact I delineate the role of the family as a 

whole as the culture carrier or mediator. Therefore, I suggest that we should focus on the 

family system and familial relationship, instead of the individual members, especially 

since we have earlier defined the Chinese family as a relational system. On a smaller scale, 

the parent-child relationship, particularly the father-son relationship rather than the 

                                                        
20 Yuval-Davis and Anthias argue, women are “controlled in terms of the ‘proper’ way in which they should 
[…] reproduce the boundaries of the symbolic identity of their group or that of their husbands […] Women 
are seen as the ‘cultural carriers’ of the ethnic group” (Yuval-Davis and Anthias 1989: p.9). 
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individual, receives the greatest emphasis. On a larger scale, the prosperity of the state 

has (had) a close relationship with the stability of families and family systems. Thus, we 

are not talking about children, but parent-child relations; we are not speaking of women 

without placing them in relation to other family members, such as father, husband, or 

children; we are not detaching the vision of family from the understanding of society and 

state. Attention to this relational perspective will enable us to understand the dynamics of 

family and transitions experienced by the Chinese immigrant family. In the meantime, 

taking such a view allows us at a later stage to study the film characters by placing them 

in a relational structure instead of focusing on individuals’ psychological characteristics, 

in order to look into the dimension of culture, society, tradition, and recent history.  

 

The family is a complex cultural construction performing various functions. It can 

function as the carrier of culture, values, and beliefs, for the community to which the 

family belongs. It can bridge Chinese subculture and American culture while preserving 

traditional Chinese culture. It can function as the mediator, providing a platform to define 

and shape the identity of each family member. Given the blend and clash between the 

social and cultural norms of the host country and the original culture, the Chinese family 

and kinship practices are seen as crucial mutative components of ethnic identity 

preservation that is often associated with language, food, and religious belief. As such, 

the Chinese family plays a crucial role in a wide range of possible levels of survival, 

including the survival of Chinese culture in a society guided mostly by cultural 

homogenization.   

 

Family historians have argued about the extent to which the family can serve as an 

active agent of change with the advent of industrialization, modernization, and migration 

(Berger & Berger, 1983). But being an active agent in no way guarantees full control of 

own destiny. Different cultural identities, constructed on the basis of class, gender, and 

ethnicity, have great influence on family relationships and family function. Thus, I point 

out the extent to which the Chinese immigrant family can also be mediated by drawing 

on family stress theory (Hill, 1949).   

 

Reuben Hill developed family stress theory to examine the crisis circumstance in which 

an event occurs that immobilizes the family: the family provides available resources in 
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coping with the crisis. A refined theory is proposed to reflect the reality of ethnic 

minority families taking into consideration the cultural context (Dilworth-Anderson, 

Burton & Johnson, 1993). One of the major variants is the model of adaptation. 

Adaptation in family stress theory in general refers to “adjustment, conformity, 

assimilation, compliance, and at some level a passive acceptance of change.” But it 

connotes more underlying meanings for ethnic minority families, since they perceive life 

rather “as the process of survival”, which in fact moves beyond the frame of adaptation 

(Ibid., 641). 

 

Family stress theory suggests that stresses on the family could lead to family crisis such 

as emotional or relational crises, as is often the case in the immigrant family. Migration 

entails both instantaneous and long-term effects on the family. However, the negative 

effects can be minimized through negotiation and mediation, which help the family to 

survive such stresses. Family stress requires family adjustment. I shall argue that a broad 

range of family forms – different ways of “doing family” so to speak – symbolically signify 

cultural discontinuity in the context of Chinese migration. 

 

The construction of the Chinese American family, historically speaking, has been subject 

to the constantly changing economic, legal, and political context (Glenn, 1983). During 

the 19th and early 20th centuries, the development of the Chinese American family was 

blocked by a series discriminatory laws and limited numbers of women immigrants. 

After the Second World War, the growth of Chinese American family went toward more 

stabilization.  

 

Glenn (1983) divides Chinese American families into three different types: split 

household (1850-1920), small producer (1920-1965), and dual wage earner (1965 up to 

now), decided and shaped by the social situation in the host country and immigration 

policies. Zinzius (2005) however, disagrees with such clear-cut distinction. She points out 

that these family models, instead of being clearly differentiated, are in fact overlapping. 

The split family was still commonly seen after 1920. The small producer family is still 

present today in Chinatown. Furthermore, a single dual-wage family pattern denies the 

variety and complexity of the Chinese American community in the post-1965 period. 
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Morrison Wong (1988) first divides the Chinese American family systems into five 

categories: the pioneer families (1850-1919), also referred to as separated families or 

split families; the small business families (1920-1942); the reunited families (1943-

1965); the Chinatown and dual-worker families (1965-1977); and the new immigrant, 

refugee and astronaut families (1978- ).  

 

In some ways, these categories provide us with a good benchmark for the way in which 

the connection between any particular family pattern and its historical context is more 

pronounced. Moreover, it also prepares a framework for the analysis of how immigration 

policies affect immigration patterns and immigrants’ family life. Clarifying family 

patterns in a chronological order however, is also problematic: it in many respects 

oversimplifies the relationship between families and migration experience. For one thing, 

the inherent Chinese cultural tradition in immigrant family is often overlooked. On the 

other side of the coin, overstress on cultural explanations as the dominant assimilationist 

school of race relations has done presents a danger of falling towards the other extreme 

by denying the needs of minority groups, since it is assumed that through cultural 

strength a relatively small group can survive and pull the people up.  

 

While being aware of the economic and social difficulties which were and are 

experienced by many Chinese immigrants, we need not reject the cultural explanation 

altogether. Taking into account the factor of culture and class, Morrison Wong (1995) 

also subsequently provided a more refined approach, proposing five types of families: old 

immigrant families, professional immigrant families, American-born Chinese families, 

new working-class immigrant families, and biracial/bicultural Chinese families.  

 

It is in this regard that we can assert an important point that the Chinese family in the 

United States is a mediated product, embodying a complex interaction among different 

social, structural and cultural factors. Because of these fluid factors, the Chinese 

American family has been undergoing many changes. Especially in times of crises, taking 

on the different forms of ‘doing family’ – for instance, the transnational families, the 

paper families, the small business families, or the reunited families – is essentially a 

survival strategy to support and empower the Chinese overseas.  
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We have now come to the point to accept that family is a discursive site, where 

conversation, debate, and negotiation can take place on many different levels and from 

different viewpoints, especially in the face of contemporary complexities situated in 

globalization and increasing cultural exchange. As such, we can also acknowledge that any 

static and simplistic media representation of the Chinese American (family) is not in 

accord with the changing situation.  
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Melodrama and the Chinese American Family in a Transitional Period 
Chapter 2 

 

In the previous chapter I attempted to see both historically and conceptually how the 

Chinese family structure, where values are deeply reflected and rooted, has been affected 

by the Asia-Pacific migration. The transition specific to the structural change of the 

Chinese immigrant family embodies a complex interaction of social, structural and 

cultural factors. After the groundwork has been laid to examine the historically 

embedded traditional Chinese family values and the Chinese family in the context of 

migration, by drawing on theories from the disciplines of history and social science, we 

can now turn our attention towards the issue of ‘melodrama’.  

 

Melodrama frequently touches upon many of the problems faced by immigrant families. 

The Chinese family melodrama, in addition to highlighting the cultural conflict embedded 

in the hierarchical structure of gender and generation, has been an important avenue in 

the filmic representation of the Chinese. Although in the field of film and television 

studies, the concept of melodrama has been employed frequently by scholars to explore 

the discursive realm of family romance or to play the gender card, melodrama remains a 

problematic term in studying Chinese cinema. The rejection of melodrama as a generic 

category and a conceptual framework in the field of Chinese filmmaking is closely linked 

to both cultural and political decolonization and de-westernization, an on-going process 

that went through the second half of the 20th century and continues into the 21st century.  

 

Inspired by Edward Said (1978), Michel Foucault (1980), Fredric Jameson (1986) and 

other postcolonial scholars such as Homi Bhabha (1983) and Gayatri Spivak (1988, 

1990), cross-cultural reading politics has arisen as a hot debate in film studies in the late 

1980s. Central to the concerns of cultural politics is the question of who is doing cultural 

analysis and for what purpose. In light of these thoughts, Chinese comparative literature 

scholar Zhang Longxi (1992) has reminded us to be aware of the different national and 

local conditions when applying a Western concept to a non-Western culture. Following 

similar lines, some Chinese film critics propose to abandon generic division and replace it 

with the concept of mode, since generic categorization in film studies has been mostly 

developed in Europe and North America. As a result, He Chungeng (2008) has recently 

proposed to substitute the following modes for the melodrama genre, in order to address 
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the specificity of Chinese cinema: Zheng Zhengqiu mode (equivalent to family 

melodrama), Cai Chusheng mode (equivalent to social melodrama) and Xie Jin mode 

(equivalent to political melodrama).1 Other film scholars such as Cai Guorong (the 

scriptwriter for Ang Lee’s Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon) and Emilie Yueh-yu Yeh have 

suggested replacing the term ‘melodrama’ with wenyipian or ‘literature-art-films’ (Cai, 

1985; Yeh, 2009), which they argue is more specific to the context of Chinese cinema.  

 

While I share their concern that the concept of Western melodrama may not be sufficient 

to explain Chinese-language films, and to a certain extent it can bring along problematic 

theoretical baggage, I argue that the hybrid nature of melodrama as a particular cultural 

form allows us to depart from categorization, in order to see cultural dynamics from a 

global perspective. Since the fourth chapter is dedicated to the study of melodrama in 

early Chinese cinema, I do not go so far as to argue for the appropriation of melodrama in 

Chinese cinema now. Instead, I focus on the specific characteristics of melodrama in this 

section, which in turn enables us to recognize the relevance of melodrama in Asian 

cinema and in semantic discussions on Chinese cinema.  

 

1.1  Towards an Understanding of Melodrama 

 

One question immediately arises when we speak of melodrama: what exactly is it? Like 

many other scholars, Wimal Dissanayake (1993) in his seminal study on melodrama and 

Asian cinema used the ‘original’ meaning. In his account, the term melodrama stems 

from “the Greek word melos, meaning ‘song’ and originally denoted a stage play 

accompanied by music” (Dissanayake, 1993: 1). Melodrama in the early nineteenth-

century “meant a romantic and sentimental play that contained songs and music deemed 

appropriate for enhancing the situations presented on stage” (Ibid., 1). Thus in a strict 

sense, melodrama refers to dramas combined with music. As a theatrical and literary 

form (known as the sentimental novel), melodrama was already very popular in the late 

18th century in France and Britain and became the dominant theatrical genre in the 19th 

century (Mercer & Shingler, 2004: 7). Silent movies drew largely on the conventions of 

                                                        
1 Zheng Zhengqiu (1889-1935), Cai Chusheng (1906-1965), and Xie Jin (1923-2008) are recognizably 
famous filmmakers in Chinese movie history. More details in terms of substitutive modes can be found in 
He Chungeng’s A Comparison between Chinese and Western Melodrama Films in Their Development and 
Cultural Meaning. 
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theatrical melodrama and developed a form of cinematic melodrama.  

 

While the term melodrama redefined over time entails different meanings and conceptual 

applications, it has gained a more stable definition in the field of film studies. Peter 

Brooks has characterized melodrama as the “theatrical impulse itself: the impulse 

towards dramatization, heightening, expression, acting out” (Brooks, 1976: xv). For 

Brooks, melodrama should be understood as a drama of “excess”, a modern form and a 

mode of “high emotionalism and stark ethical conflict that is neither comic nor tragic” 

(Brooks, 1976: 12). The priority of melodrama was then given to sensationalism, and 

arousing emotions of the audience. While melodrama today usually refers to a popular 

form emphasizing emotionalism and sentimentality, this as Singer (2001) notes was not 

exclusively the case in the early film industry, since pathos is not a necessary factor in 

melodrama. 

 
We have now come to a point where the concept of melodrama needs to be narrowed 

down in such a way that a linkage between melodrama and the family can be built up. We 

have been warned by scholars such as Linda Williams (1998) not to equate melodrama 

with family melodrama, the maternal melodrama, or the ‘woman’s film’. The breakdown 

of this long-held assumption does not alter the fact, however, that melodrama often 

orchestrates gender- and generational- conflicts on a high level in order to depict the clash 

of identities.  

 

The development of family melodrama has basically followed two major trajectories with 

reference to cinematic practice and theoretical constructions. Douglas Sirk was 

recognized as a highly influential director, who established a fundamental model of 

cinematic practice for family melodrama; the identification of family melodrama as a 

genre or as a subgenre of melodrama, which emerged in the wake of a wide range of 

theories that developed alongside Neo-Marxism, psychoanalysis and feminism in the late 

1970s. 

 

Thomas Schatz (1981) in Hollywood Genres has summarized the basic features of 

Hollywood family melodrama by consolidating research done in the 1970s. First and 

foremost, the emphasis of family melodrama is primarily placed on the conflict and 



 
 

68 

tension in a middle-class family. The conflict can occur either between generations or 

within couple relations. The center of conflict lies in, as Gledhill puts it, “melodramatic 

desire and the socially constructed world” (Gledhill, 1987: 37). Thus, melodrama touches 

upon social, economic, and political issues by means of focusing on the personal 

emotional trauma of an individual family member. A high degree of audience 

identification with the film characters constitutes the second important characteristic of 

family melodrama. The audience usually shows fears, anxieties, or sympathy, in response 

to the performance of the central figure – also the victim in most cases. What then 

characterizes the third feature is what Freud called “the return of the repressed” (Freud, 

1911; quoted in Oring, 1993), which emerges often within the filmic text.  

 

While identifying features of Western family melodrama to some extent can open up the 

way for studying Chinese family melodrama, we should be aware of the danger of 

equating the two, which can impose constraints or assumptions on Chinese family 

melodrama. I agree with Dissanayake that a very important characteristic of Asian 

melodrama that differentiates it from Western melodrama is “the familial self that is the 

focus of interest”, whereas “it is the individual self in relation to family that is explored” in 

Western melodrama (Dissanayake, 1993: 4). Not only has Dissanayake noticed a specific 

narrative function of melodrama in addressing family issues in general, but more 

importantly, he also raises the fundamental difference between so-called Western 

melodrama and Asian melodrama, which is anchored in the different perceptions of 

family. This brings us back to the argument that I have built in the first and second 

section: it is important to focus on the family system and familial relationships that are 

played out in ethnic Chinese families, in order to study family as an identity unit, when it 

has been in active transition.  

 

Regardless of the differences nonetheless, melodrama, be it Western or Asian, is deeply 

rooted in everyday conflicts and troubles. It “addresses us within the limitations of the 

status quo, of the ideologically permissible”, while acknowledging “demands inadmissible 

in the codes of social, psychological or political discourse.” (Gledhill, 1987: 38) By 

grounding different stories, conflicts, and experiences in very intimate and personal lives, 

these melodramas invite people from different backgrounds to experience the emotions 

and feelings of the characters. Following the same train of thoughts, I continue to outline 
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two major discourses derived from the notion of what constitutes melodrama, in order to 

further explore the complexity of the concept. 

 

1.2  Two Discourses 

 

Stuart Cunningham (1981) argues that melodrama, rather than being a purely aesthetic 

term, should be viewed as a discursive category in a broader sense, since a melodramatic 

movie in general effectively creates “religious, moral, political, as well as aesthetic 

experience” (Cunningham, 1981: 348). In a similar vein, E. Ann Kaplan (1993) 

distinguishes two major discourses in order to approach the deeper structure and 

connotation of melodrama: “The first aesthetic melodrama discourse is mainly interested 

in the cultural repression of unconscious desire (sexual, oedipal), whereas the second 

political one concerns repressed social prohibitions to do with, in particular, class and 

race” (Kaplan, 1993: 10). Thus, melodrama should be seen as consisting of at least two 

dimensions collaborating with each other: aesthetics and ideology. Furthermore, because 

of its roots in the rapidly changing context, melodrama since its inception has carried out 

both a moral and historical mission. Following Kaplan’s argument, I place melodrama in 

two discursive trajectories embedded within each other and make an attempt to point 

out the necessity of this intertwining of perspectives central to the interpretation of 

melodrama, which affects the ways in which the variant form of Chinese melodrama can 

be understood. 

 

It is perhaps helpful first of all to indicate that no form of art is created without a specific 

social or historical context. Any art by its very nature must be examined in relation to the 

society from which the art form emerges. Raymond Williams (1958) noted the ways in 

which social power and cultural access become relevant for understanding art works and 

aesthetic taste. In the wake of Williams, many efforts have been made to explain how 

media texts – including printed texts and audio-visual texts – can serve as records to trace 

social transformations, and likewise, how these texts shape people’s choices, their 

experiences, and identities.  

 

In a similar vein and in a more specific subject area, both Brooks (1976) and 

Cunningham (1981) have pointed out that the melodramatic discourse – inheriting the 
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tradition of classic theatrical melodrama – coincides with modernity; a period witnessing 

a dramatic shift away from traditional (perhaps even feudal) institutions to a more 

democratic society. Historically, melodrama has emerged and crystallized itself 

simultaneous to “periods of intense social and ideological crisis” (Elsaesser, 1972: 13). 

Possessing great subversive potential, melodrama has also allowed film directors to tackle 

‘taboo’ issues: desires and demands barred by thresholds raised in social and political 

code. Thus, it functions as a site of ideological struggle, as Geoffrey Nowell-Smith (1977, 

1987) argues in his seminal work “Minelli and Melodrama”:  

 
Melodrama can be seen as a contradictory nexus, in which certain 
determinations (social, psychical, artistic) are brought together but in which 
the problem of the articulation of these determinations is not successfully 
resolved. The importance of melodrama…lies precisely in its ideological 
failure. Because it cannot accommodate its problems, either in a real present 
or in an ideal future, but lays them open in their shameless contradictoriness, 
it opens a space which most Hollywood forms have studiously closed off. 
(Nowell-Smith, 1987: 74) 

 
Once we agree that these two discourses are highly dependent on and tightly interwoven 

with each other, we come to the point where it is necessary to highlight the importance 

of these two perspectives for a better understanding of the Chinese-themed film 

melodrama.  

 

First, the aesthetic discourse tends to focus exclusively on generic conventions such as 

theme, style, subject, and sensibility that are repeatedly used in film productions. This 

presumed exclusive nature can, however, lead to misinterpretation. Not only do we run 

the risk of applying the universalizing and humanist thought to any art work, but also it 

is easy to overlook the driving force which lies at the heart of some relationships; for 

instance, colonialism, class, gender, and race, if we look solely at the aesthetic 

development.  

 

The same holds for a one-sided cultural politics discourse, which may lead us too much 

towards the other extreme. In media political discourse, analysis is done on the basis of 

pragmatic and contextual approaches, in order to understand the impact of certain 

constraints. Melodrama undoubtedly possesses subversive potential; therefore, it ought 

to be situated within a political context. However, we should be aware of what a political 
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reading of melodrama can bring to us. On the one hand, it allows us to grasp the profound 

meaning of some issues; for instance, race, gender, and subjectivity, which were once 

conveniently simplified, whitewashed or romanticized, yet on the other hand, a one-sided 

cultural politics approach can block our appreciation of the artistic nature of film and the 

aesthetic experience created by art, especially if we read melodrama as political 

propaganda (even though it is able to function as such, for instance in the 1930s when 

China faced a national crisis brought about by the domestic trouble and foreign 

invasion).2 

 

1.3  A Close-up 

 

Although many scholars have interpreted melodrama with regard to its link to social and 

historical change, in the wake of Brooks and his emphasis on the social function and 

ethical basis of melodrama, we have also been warned by scholars such as Dissanayake 

that melodrama in Asian cinema “connotes different sets of associations from those 

obtaining in the west” (Dissanayake, 1993: 4). Perhaps then, it is time for us to pick up 

where we left off in the introductory part of this section, and which constitutes the focus 

of the remaining discussion: how and why is melodrama relevant to the study of Chinese 

family? My concern therefore shifts from the symbolic importance of melodrama, to why 

it can serve as a vehicle for our interpretations of the Chinese on screen. In this regard, 

melodrama needs to be situated within a given context that determines its relevance. 

Drawing on theories from Brooks (1976), I argue that melodrama – as an “expressive 

mode” – is the key to understanding the representation of the Chinese American family 

depicted by ethnic Chinese filmmakers. Derived from the concept of melodrama, I 

delineate an approach and in doing so provide a framework for later chapters, through 

which the image formation can be analyzed.  

 

My research on the representation of the Chinese and the Chinese American family 

shows the role of melodrama in establishing the experience of Chinese immigrants in the 

United States as the narrative focus. It is noteworthy that the act of cross-national 

migration generates a much broader range of issues – for instance, the changing family 
                                                        
2 The 1930s saw the social upheavals and foreign invasion in China, namely, Japanese imperialism and the 
power struggle between nationalist and communist forces, which led to a vicious cycle of poverty and 
serious socio-economic crisis.  
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structure and relationship, the displacement of cultural identity, and the conflict between 

the Chinese American community and outsiders – which can be found in the 

melodramatic representation. Thus, melodrama is not only used to uncover the hidden 

past, but also brings to light the ideological conflict between home- and host-country 

norms.  

 

It should be stressed that family is a central but controversial theme in our lives. As the 

character Paul explains in Ang Lee’s The Ice Storm, “A family is like your own personal 

anti-matter. Your family is the void you emerge from and the place you return to when 

you die and that’s the paradox – the closer you’re drawn back in, the deeper into the void 

you go” (Danna, quoted in Mera, 2007: 66). 

 

One of the most important social functions of melodrama, as Brooks (1976) has already 

pointed out, lies in the fact that it appeals to familial order, which is subject to rapid 

social changes. First of all, I can begin my argument by assuming that there are at least 

two ideal types of family values: a universalistic type of value which is a more or less 

universal phenomenon always identifiable with families, and contextual family values 

which follow specific cultural norms. Making this distinction does not mean that I 

overlook their interrelationship: what I loosely call ‘universalism’ is sensitive to context, 

and theories developed within a certain context can nonetheless be applied on a larger 

scale. My goal here is certainly not to provide a theoretical discussion of family values, 

but to alert us to significant changes and non-changes in the Chinese family in a different 

cultural context within which migration is situated. If we accept this basic premise, we 

can agree that the family theme has a popular appeal to all who share this common 

ground. Furthermore, people who by and large conform to certain rules and practices 

that govern their family life, also have the desire to learn about the lives of other people 

engaged in different types of family paradigms.  

 

The framework for understanding family values and moving them into the realm of open 

discourse proposed here, allows us to notice the deep-rooted appeal of family-themed or 

family-oriented films. Thus, it is not surprising to see the presence of the Chinese family 

in a remarkably diverse oeuvre of films directed by transnational Chinese filmmakers. 

Fascinated and charmed by this particular topic, international audiences of different 
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backgrounds – young and old, men and women, rich and poor – are exposed to the 

culturally-specific features of the traditional Chinese family culture, as well as to the clash 

of values, cultural beliefs, and norms, which are a direct result of ongoing cultural 

exchange.  

 

I argue that the role of Chinese family melodrama is spelled out first of all by its popular 

appeal for viewers, and second, by its ability to construct and deconstruct Chinese 

identity. In this regard, what links the Chinese family in the context of migration and 

family melodrama is the concept of identity. The constitution of identity, on the one hand, 

serves as a key concept for the study of immigration; on the other hand, it forms the 

foundation on which the melodramatic setting rests. After all, through melodrama we can 

trace the formation of hierarchies of gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity and class, where the 

concept of identity plays a crucial role. Although family melodrama seems to be connected 

with the ‘private’ in general, the family in fact transcends one’s place of residence and 

thus should be situated within the wider societal context. We should therefore stop 

thinking of home as a fixed place, but rather as a mindset or a set of different 

relationships, as David Morley (2000) suggests in Home Territories: Media, Mobility and 

Identity. This view allows us to examine different types of conflict and tension within 

family relationships that are often brought about by migration and cultural displacement. 

We are enabled in this way to address the construction or crisis of identity of each 

individual member and of the family, which is shown within the domestic space of the 

family. 

 

The fundamental goal of melodrama can then be stated simply as follows: it aims to 

construct/deconstruct all dimensions of identity such as race, gender, class and ethnicity, 

as well as on an institutional level with regard to the family and the nation. This is of 

great importance, since the issue of identity in a global era is increasingly at stake. As 

Paul Gilroy states, “We live in a world where identity matters” (Gilroy, 1997: 301). Kokena 

Mercer from another perspective points out that identity only becomes an issue when it 

is in crisis, when something assumed to be fixed and stable is replaced by feelings of 

doubt and uncertainty (Mercer, 1990: 43). 

 

While the family itself questions any kind of fixed identity, the hybrid nature of 
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melodrama must also be acknowledged in a similar vein. Thus, the following part of this 

chapter is dedicated to defining melodrama’s role as a border-crosser. In order to get a 

closer picture of how melodrama blurs or dismantles the boundaries, I zoom in and focus 

on two types of boundaries: the public/private divide and the East/West dichotomy, 

although admittedly melodrama has crossed other boundaries such as that between low 

and high culture or between mass culture and art (if we use the term “art” in its strictest 

sense). Since  Brook’s seminal book The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac, Henry James 

and the Mode of Excess, has already lead us through the low and high theatric forms from 

which melodrama originated and demonstrated how low and high cultural sensibilities 

are united together under the umbrella of the melodramatic imagination by carefully 

reading the characters created by Balzac and Henry James, there is no need to here take 

up any further this discussion concerning cultural hierarchy broken up by melodrama. I 

instead explore how melodrama is relevant for the study of the Chinese family – a 

continuation of previous arguments made by looking closely at the boundaries between 

public and private, as well as those between East and West.  

 

1.4  Blurring Two Boundaries 

 

The first boundary that is blurred by melodrama is the boundary between the public and 

the private, on which further elaboration is needed. As I suggested earlier, melodrama 

provides a venue where private spheres meet in conjunction with public spheres. The 

emotional culmination achieved by the individual family member’s personal conflicts 

serves to reinforce the feeling of the public or to evoke collective memory. The aesthetics 

of melodrama is closely intertwined with the audience’s emotional involvement in the 

process of establishing intimacy. As such, it is the intimacy that breaks down the 

private/public dichotomy and that binds together the film director, the film character 

and the audience. 

 

How can we call it intimacy, however? Furthermore, what are the consequences of this 

intimacy? In her study on Ann Hui’s Song of the Exile, Audrey Yue approaches intimacy 

“as an orientation that emphasizes certain modes of relationship, not simply tied to the 

private, erotic and sexual, but also associated with the limits of (diasporic) borders and 

the externality of risks.” She furthers points out:   
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Intimacy is a pertinent discourse to engage the diaspora because it is a 
conduit for unraveling the interdependent relationship between self and 
other, private and public, law and lore, home and host. This is evident in 
diasporic relationships where home and host cultures are transformed as a 
result of their interaction with each other. In the diaspora, intimacy also 
refers to the nostalgia of deep longing for the familiar, the cultural memories 
that make up diasporic archives, and the transformation of kinship 
structures. (Yue, 2010: 3)  

 

While sharing her thoughts on the intersection between intimacy and diaspora, I argue 

further that the acquisition of intimacy from melodrama can be understood in two ways. 

Firstly, intimacy is made possible by domestic settings and familial imagery which are 

placed in the larger context of society. Considered as an expressive mode in which a 

human subject’s inner life is depicted, melodrama – with its focus on everyday life, close 

relationships and family stories – centers heavily on intimacy. The most frequently 

applied techniques in the melodrama – such as close-up, montage, and special lighting – 

further heighten the feeling of intimacy.  

 

Secondly, intimacy is achieved by sharing and by a mutual participation. To put it 

another way, the emotions of the characters and the viewers are revealed in a dialectical 

way. This vulnerability shown on and off the screen creates another kind of effective 

intimacy, which occurs in the structures of emotional experience: the audience 

sympathizes with the victim; the sadness or suffering of the character in the story makes 

the audience cry; the stress created by melodrama can unite the audiences against a 

common villain; painful contradictions of social and personal relationships because of 

the irresolvable dilemma appeal strongly to the viewers (Ang, 1982; Williams, 1998).  

 

Thus, the strength of melodrama lies in the questions that it raises for the viewer. The 

centrality of these questions is the idea of intimacy, which has a powerful impact on all 

sorts of relationships: the relationship between the public and private, between the 

outside and inside, and between the outer and inner life. Empowered by the sense of 

intimacy between the audiovisual world and that of the viewers, melodrama bridges 

everyday life and the representational world, and thus problematizes and blurs the 

boundary between the public and private realms.   
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What makes the effect of boundary-blurring so profound is that melodrama presents in 

some ways, the congruence between the inner and outer world. A more detailed 

explanation can be provided in the following way: one is not able to fully understand the 

melodramatic conflict without knowing the larger social-cultural context, which is a 

crucial factor in shaping the individual and the family. Irresolvable conflicts are 

emphasized by the strong tie between the family and the larger society – two 

fundamental components of melodrama, and integration of internal and external forces – 

in some direct or subtle ways – cause conflicts that are necessary to narrative persuasion. 

 

As Nowell-Smith (1987) notes, “The genre or the form that has come to be known as 

melodrama arises from the conjunction of a formal history proper (development of 

tragedy, realism, etc.), a set of social determinations, which have to do with the rise of the 

bourgeoisie; and a set of psychic determinations, which take shape around the family” 

(Nowell-Smith, 1987: 113). It is the mechanism in a relatively closed world – for instance 

family – that opens a highly dynamic space. To this space, I refer primarily to the social 

or historical context. Along the internal and the external axes, different forces are aligned, 

and therefore motivate structural conflicts towards resolution. Thus, it is in this sense of 

space and of place, where the domestic expands to encompass the private and the public 

that we can understand small units as part of a greater unity.   

 

In a similar vein, powerful emotions shared by the audience watching in the public realm 

while the character is performing in private or domestic space, creates an intimate 

relationship which transcends the private/public boundary. Emotions by definition are 

“internal phenomena that can, but do not always, make themselves observable through 

expression and behavior” (Niedenthal, 2006: 5). Considered as a melodramatic device, 

pathos operated through melodrama to a certain extent balances the public3 dimension 

of the movie with the personal space of private emotion.  

 

The second boundary crossed by melodrama that I am concerned with can be expressed 

in paradoxical terms: we need to stop thinking of melodrama in terms of cultural 

production or cultural consumption – even though this is the case – and start to think of 
                                                        
3 Sonia Livingstone in Audiences and Publics attempts to distinguish “a public” and “an audience”. While 
acknowledging the fact that the relationship between the audience and the public is complex, I treat the 
audience as “informed public” in my discussions.  
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melodrama as a site of cultural engagement. I explain why the switch from cultural 

production and cultural consumption to cultural engagement can facilitate our 

understanding of melodrama as a cultural border-crosser.  

 

Contemporary cultural industry from the start has adopted two major approaches: either 

a producer-oriented strategy or a consumer-targeted guideline (Williams, 1997: 134). 

The term cultural production entails a discourse that is usually associated with the 

producer, where efforts are made to present the viewer with his/her/their subject. 

Accordingly, ‘who is speaking’ and ‘on behalf of whom’ becomes a crucial matter. While 

cultural production highlights the importance of the role played by the cultural producer, 

cultural consumption brings the cultural consumer into focus. ‘To whom do we speak’ 

then becomes a major concern in the theory of cultural consumption.   

 

Of course a producer-oriented approach in no way demeans the importance and the 

needs of the consumer. Likewise, a consumer-targeted approach does not have to 

underestimate the value of the producer. I nevertheless propose that in order to 

understand the cross-cultural nature of melodrama, we need to focus on the perspective 

of cultural engagement which can deviate from producer-centered or consumer-centered 

approach. I argue that such transcendence is necessary in the context of increasingly 

globalized cultural production and consumption. We should bear in mind though that 

emphasizing international trends and multiculturalism is not meant to overlook local 

practices in promoting national art and culture.  

 

We need to then offer a clear definition of cultural engagement, especially in relation to 

art forms. Here I want to borrow Simon Featherstone’s description of cultural 

engagement put forward in Postcolonial Cultures. Drawing on postcolonial theories and 

perspectives, he identifies cinema as “a process of cultural engagement, definition and 

resistance” (Featherstone, 2005: 99). Unlike cultural production or cultural consumption, 

the term “cultural engagement” focuses on the means “by which film-makers and 

audiences can negotiate particular, localized meanings beyond what seems an 

increasingly homogenized global film language that has its origins in American – though 

how far Hollywood itself was or is a ‘national’ cinema is itself a point of contention” (Ibid., 

99). 
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The delineation of two boundaries that melodrama crosses allows us to make a further 

point: melodrama is an aesthetic, cultural and political form. At the most obvious level, 

melodrama reflects and is shaped by culture. The emergence and development of 

melodrama has exemplified at least two major cultural trajectories –the East and West, 

through which emotions, imaginations, and values take shape and are expressed. 

Dissanayake (1991) observes several characteristics associated with Asian melodramas 

that differ from Western melodramas; for example, “the notion of villainy”, “the concept 

of suffering”, and “the presuppositions of family”. He concludes that “in most Asian 

societies melodrama has a distinguished history considerably different from its history in 

the West and is intimately linked to myth, ritual, religious practices, and ceremonies” 

(Dissanayake, 1991: 3). 

 
The strong appeal of melodrama to viewers from different cultural background lies in the 

apparent intersection of two different trajectories. Having been increasingly recognized 

as a site of cultural negotiation within which contradictory cultural values and norms are 

negotiated and accommodated, melodrama blurs the cultural boundary between East and 

West and between past and present. Such cultural negotiation, I suggest, can be 

understood with regard to two dimensions: context and content.  

 
The first negotiation takes place within a certain historical context: the emergence and 

development of modern melodramatic techniques and formulas in Asian countries and in 

the West are part of the process of modernization, industrialization and urbanization. 

Melodrama then became a very powerful narrative tool addressing the crisis of modernity. 

While the first intersection is connected with the historical context of the encounter 

between tradition and modernity which are shared by East and West, the second 

intersection is seen in the film text, which often describes the tradition-modernity nexus 

and the East-West conflict.  

 
Thus, melodrama is useful as a form of cultural engagement. It shows how seemingly 

oppositional factors/concepts/values/elements can be bound together to evoke 

negotiation or transformation. Furthermore, engaged in a similar dialectical process, 

audiences from diverse cultural backgrounds can gain access to the emotions of 

characters in film melodramas at different levels. The family melodrama in transnational 

Chinese cinema, therefore, can be seen as an attempt made by ethnic Chinese filmmakers 
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to ensure cross-cultural engagement, as a means by which a specific subject-identity is 

reconstructed in a situational, historical and geographical context, and as a reinvention 

of melodramatic aesthetics, combining Western generic conventions and Chinese 

characteristics. Such effort plays an important role in global cultural politics today, in 

which the flows of goods, people, and concepts are increasing, and the borders of cultures 

are more often than not emphasized but also blurred. 

 
So far I have studied two major discourses in constructing film melodrama, and I have 

further highlighted the role of melodrama as a border-crosser, exemplified by at least two 

major boundaries that it moves beyond. Attention to two discourses and two boundary 

settings expresses my main concern pertaining to the concept of melodrama. More 

importantly, it provides a frame of reference to examine the relevance of melodrama for 

our understanding of the experience of the Chinese moving across the controversial 

border – metaphorically and physically, which is the major focus of the thesis.  

 
The study of the subject of the Chinese immigrant family challenges us to consider the 

new meanings of cultural imagery and the cultural imaginary take on a transnational 

world, where tensions arise not only with regard to the family, but also from the 

increasing transnational nature of cinematic production and consumption in the global 

era. Thinking of film as a mediator of national and cultural borders, we must be attentive 

to these unspoken dimensions of the film text such as national heritage and cultural 

sensibility. Certain ways in which we think about the function of art exert a critical 

influence on our filmic experience. The nature of melodrama as a border-crosser or 

negotiator, while on the one hand requires it to be sensitive to national and cultural 

specificities, on the other hand brings our attention to transnational phenomenon. 

Therefore, before we move on to the next chapter, it is necessary to dedicate some space 

to transnational Chinese cinema, by means of approaching the value and importance of a 

transnational perspective.  

 
1.5  Towards an Understanding of Transnational 

 
The concept of transnational cinema arises from the increasingly globalized conditions of 

film production, distribution, consumption and the representation, which cannot be 

accounted for by the old national cinema model. In the past two decades, three main 
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patterns have been proposed to theorize the term “transnational”, as Will Higbee and 

Song Hwee Lim have summarized in the first issue of Transnational Cinema (Higbee & 

Lim, 2010). The first approach, exemplified by Higson (2002), uses the dichotomy of 

national and transnational to address issues such as film production, distribution and 

exhibition that cannot be fully understood within national boundaries. The second 

approach concerns Sheldon Lu’s understandings of the transnational as a regional 

phenomenon based on a shared cultural heritage (Lu, 1997). The final approach sheds 

light on the diasporic, exilic and postcolonial cinemas that have long been ignored in the 

history of film studies (Naficy, 2001).  

 

The concept of “transnational”, after being used loosely in different disciplines – 

sometimes without a clear definition - has become almost an academic buzzword. Zhang 

Yingjin, like many other scholars, has questioned the usefulness of the term. He argues: 

 
The term ‘transnational’ remains unsettled primarily because of multiple 
interpretations of the national in transnationalism. What is emphasized in 
the term ‘transnational’? If it is the national, then what does this ‘national’ 
encompass – national culture, language, economy, politics, ethnicity, religion, 
and/or regionalism? If the emphasis falls on the prefix ‘trans’ (i.e. on 
cinema’s ability to cross and bring together, if not transcend, different 
nations, cultures, and languages), then this aspect of transnational film 
studies is already subsumed by comparative film studies. (Zhang 2007: 37)  

 
I have decided that instead of using “diasporic cinema”, “exilic cinema”, or “accented 

cinema”, I will adopt the term “transnational cinema” to encompass film-making 

activities that are located in various geographical regions but sharing cultural traits of 

“Chineseness”. I justify my adoption of the concept as a useful research tool, in order to 

bring insights into the importance of localized transnationalism and transnational locality 

in studying Chinese-themed movies or Chinese-language films. To begin with, I argue 

why the term “transnational” has certain value for studying diasporic Chinese families 

and Chinese cinema and this possibly can provide a convincing answer to Zhang’s 

questions. 

 

First of all, as previously argued, Chinese Americans have been historically transnational 

and the transnational family among Chinese diaspora populations is one of the historical 

patterns coupled with migration. It is a transnational subject that we attempt to deal with. 
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Taking a transnational perspective enables us to explore the ethnic roots and dual 

heritage of diasporic families. 

 

The transnational sense of “Chineseness” moves beyond the conventional construction of 

the “political China”, which has been further problematized and complicated by the 

historically separated territories and polities of Hong Kong, Taiwan and Mainland China. 

In relation to the concept of “cultural China” (Tu, 1994), the transnational ethnicization 

of Chineseness both encompasses and transcends the ethnically, territorially, 

linguistically, and religiously defined Chineseness. For Tu, the Chinese diaspora as the 

periphery can constitute a new cultural center of Chineseness. The interface between 

“Chinese” and the “Chinese overseas” has produced a transnational Chinese imagination, 

which is a staging ground for acting rather than an escape. Thus, insights into the 

concept of “transnational” allow us to move toward ethnic transnationalism, calling for 

maintaining a shared identity and a sense of mutual belonging. In so doing, migrants are 

able to mobilize ethnic ties without being confined to ethnic stratification. 

 

Second, the conventional methods of film studies that examined the cinemas of Hong 

Kong, Taiwan, Mainland China, and Chinese exiles separately cannot account for new 

trends of increased cross-border cooperation. Under the old framework, film productions 

in these areas are treated as if flows of money and personnel can be ignored. Some co-

funded and co-produced movies, because of transnational reality, were confronted with 

fundamental contradictions in terms of its regional classification. The concept of 

“transnational”, therefore, can register the complexity of film production and shared 

markets that move beyond the territory-based division.     

 

Indeed, it is precisely the cross-border reality of Chinese cinema that requires a concept 

which can encompass the sense of sharedness and allow for diversity at the same time. If 

we go back to the end of nineteenth century when films first reached China in 1896, we 

can also recognize the transnational nature at the root of Chinese cinema.  The film 

consumption and distribution in China, as Lu (1997) notes, is “an essentially 

transnational nature”, since the inception of Chinese cinema (Lu, 1997: 2). Kenneth Chan 

also listed a few instances in Remade in Hollywood to illustrate the transnationalism of 
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Chinese cinema.4 Because of the historical context in which political, social and cultural 

revolutions were taking place, and despite the influence of Western art and culture on 

Chinese films, the Chinese cinema as a modern art form was used to carry out the 

mission of reflecting the twentieth-century revolution, the intense political and cultural 

confrontation between East and West, between tradition and modernity. In the case of 

Chinese cinema, national and transnational practices thus become localized.  

 

Third, a transnational perspective enables us to see the evolving relationship between 

Chinese films and Hollywood conventions and the interwoven relationship between 

localized transnationalism and “transnational locality”. While we agree that transnational 

Chinese cinema is in no sense exclusively counter to or accommodating conventional 

Hollywood mechanisms (further elaborated upon in the third chapter), we should 

recognize that transnational Chinese cinema can function as a mode of self-

representation. In order to make this point, I bring into focus Hamid Naficy’s influential 

delineation of “transnational films”. In “Phobic Spaces and Liminal Panics”, Naficy calls 

transnational films a genre. It is a genre of “cine-writing and self-narrativization with 

specific generic and thematic conventions”, which encompasses “products of the 

particular transnational location of filmmakers in time and place and in social life and 

cultural difference”(Naficy, 1996: 121). He continues, “by linking genre, authorship, and 

transnational positioning, the independent transnational genre allows films to be read 

and reread not only as individual texts produced by authorial vision and generic 

conventions, but also as sites for intertextual, cross-cultural, and translational struggles 

over meanings and identities” (Ibid., 121). 

 

Such a strategy has proven to be a successful vehicle through which people in exile or the 

traditionally marginalized are allowed to express themselves in new environments. In 

the hands of transnational Chinese artists, the film as a platform entails different 

strategies of representation and self-representation. We must bear in mind though that 

cultural self-representation as a principle does not fix the problem entailed by 

representation and power, but instead shifts the attention from the traditional minority 
                                                        
4 In this book, Chan lists several examples to argue for the transnational nature of Chinese cinema, for 
instance, American James Ricalton in 1897 screened the Thomas Edison films in Shanghai. Benjamin 
Brodsky – another American, helped the Chinese to set up the Asia Film Company – China’s earliest film 
company in Shanghai. The Grandview was founded by two overseas Chinese in San Francisco in 1933 and 
later became one of Hong Kong’s biggest production houses of Cantonese films.  
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versus majority controversy to the global dimension of ethnic transnationalism, while at 

the same time allowing cultural insiders to construct and represent their culture freely. It 

is in this regard that transnational Chinese cinema serves to make cultural engagement 

possible, a crucial argument that I made earlier. In the next chapter, I turn to the 

importance of transnational Chinese cinema from another perspective, which lead us 

onto the context where the Chinese American family has been either reduced to a social-

cultural cliché or deprived of existence; in view of paradoxes arising from the “model 

minority” discourse and Hollywood’s filmic discourse on the Chinese.  
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Old Problems, New Challenges:  
The Paradoxical Paradigm of Representing the Chinese American Family 

Chapter 3 
 

On January 8, 2011, the Wall Street Journal published an article – “Why Chinese Mothers 

Are Superior” – written by Amy Chua. It contains excerpts from her book Battle Hymn of 

the Tiger Mother (released around the same time as the article), in which a traditional 

and strict Chinese parenting style is described through her own stories. The article 

provoked huge public response. Many readers mislead by the title believed that Chua was 

promoting “superior” Chinese child-rearing norms, unaware of its self-mocking and 

ironic tone, as can be discerned from the cover description: “This is a story about a 

mother, two daughters, and two dogs. This was supposed to be a story of how Chinese 

parents are better at raising kids than Western ones. But instead, it’s about a bitter clash 

of cultures, a fleeting taste of glory, and how I was humbled by a thirteen-year-old” (Chua, 

2011). 

 

Leaving aside the fact that (as acknowledged by the author) the tiger mother approach is 

now outdated rather than a representative or dominant pattern in Chinese communities, 

two thirds of American respondents according to The Wall Street Journal considered the 

“Demanding Eastern” parenting approach to be superior to the “Permissive Western” 

model.1 Having said that, I have less concern over the culturally authentic representation 

of the Chinese family or cultural misreading, even though on the subject of “ethnic 

criticism”2 both issues remain highly debated. Rather, I am interested in the mainstream 

American vision of the Chinese family in general: for instance, the positive 

representation of the Chinese way of parenting has consequently shifted public attention 

away from problems arising from the intensified cultural clash and intergenerational 

conflict commonly associated with modernity and migration, which are played out in 

immigrant families.  

 
                                                        
1 The poll initiated by The Wall Street Journal is posted online,  
http://online.wsj.com/community/groups/general-forum/topics/western-parents-too-indulgent 
Last accessed on September 3rd, 2013 
The result of the vote shows that there is a certain fear of losing parental authority among American 
parents.   
2 “ethnic criticism” is a term used by Jun Xing to refer to comments from the ethnic communities (Xing, 
1998: 190). 



 
 

85 

Perhaps it is helpful to point to a contrasting form of media representation of the Chinese: 

the American mainstream media for a number of reasons exaggerate representations of 

the Chinese to both negative and positive extremes; possibly a historically deep-rooted 

attitude, displaying both appreciative and hostile perceptions simultaneously.3 Such 

ambivalence – admiration coupled with denigration – is reflected in a variety of popular 

binary representations of the Chinese. In line with the scope of my own research 

interests, I focus on the representation of ethnic Chinese families living in the United 

States, which has first and foremost brought to the surface meanings fraught with 

paradoxical phenomena. Two separate discursive paths have been developed to 

represent the Chinese migrant experience. While the model minority myth is inclined to 

place a very high value on the cultural basis of ethnic Chinese family norms, which is 

characterized by stability, low divorce rate, filial piety, hard work, self-respect, and self-

reliance, one persistent tradition in Hollywood films was the denial of “family” as a 

category to characterize the Chinese, in view of ingrained stereotypical imaging. 

Consequently, the Chinese American family has either been reduced to a social-cultural 

cliché or deprived of existence. 

 

This chapter then offers some explanation as to why the Chinese American family is a 

mystified form in American media discourse. By placing importance on looking into the 

highly stereotypical representation of race and ethnicity, I analyze the myth and absence 

of the Chinese American family by making use of Collins’ notion of “controlling images” 

(Collins, 1990). Controlling images account for stereotypes and stratifications imposed 

by the dominant culture on traditionally subordinated groups. While I keep in mind the 

difference between controlling images and stereotypes,4 these two terms are used 

interchangeably in this text. Both terms are used to discuss the simplified conceptions 

concerning the attributes of the Chinese community, which are formed on the basis of 

                                                        
3 Harold Isaacs noted the long feeling of ambivalence towards China in American society. Two parallel series 
of images – the China of Marco Polo and Pearl Buck and the China of Genghis Khan and Mao Zedong and 
his successors – always accompany each other (Isaacs, quoted in Wong, 1992). American historian John 
King Fairbank also explored the American ambivalence towards China (Fairbank, 1983: 314-315). 
4 The main difference between stereotype and controlling images is that the latter term more explicitly 
directs to relationships of power. As Darrel Y. Hamamoto argues, “the notion of ‘stereotype’ is inadequate 
because it does not convey the implication that controlling images are a means of exerting symbolic power, 
and by extension, material control over a given group by the dominant society through discursive practices 
that compose the television text” (Hamamoto, 1993: 206). Even though Hamamoto’s argument mainly 
concerns television studies, it certainly is relevant to our understanding of filmic representation.   



 
 

86 

previously perceived characteristics. Examining the controlling images of 

Chinese/Chinese Americans that Hollywood has exercised for over a century5 therefore 

can function as an overarching tool, which allows us to point out biases in the 

representation of the Chinese, in terms of their cultural traditions and family values 

under pressure. As my analysis is anchored on two different discourses (general social 

discourse and filmic discourse) developed in a relational space where the existing 

paradigm of representation has come to express notions of race, ethnicity, and cultural 

difference, the “family” comes to disappear in this process of analyzing the problems.  

 

In the following part of this chapter, I investigate two different discourses: the discourse 

of the model minority and the filmic discourse on the Chinese/Chinese Americans in 

Hollywood film history. The rationale for this chapter is to provide a perspective that is 

historically, culturally and politically informed on contemporary ideological struggles. 

The constructed categories of ethnicity, race, and gender, which have been historically 

inscribed and naturalized, have also proven to be effective conceptual tools, guiding the 

ways in which media representations are produced. It must of course be conceded that 

some stereotypes also concern and are sometimes based on highly visible and distinctive 

features, such as gender, ethnic, and national attributes. However, I do not attempt to 

reduce very complicated situations to discursive oppositions between races, ethnicities, 

or cultures. My concern here instead is with the fact that the cinematic image of the 

Chinese produced by Hollywood is so stereotypical to the point that it does not allow any 

room for the representation of family. To this end, I suggest that transnational Chinese 

cinema, rather than being a ‘catch-all’ category, in fact can be seen as a point of self-

representation as well as a valuable resource for understanding cultural elements in film 

texts.  

 

 
                                                        
5 Clearly there has been a long tradition for Hollywood to reduce cultural outsiders (for instance, minority 
groups) to stereotypes. The ethnic Chinese are not the only victims, since other groups such as Arabs, 
African Americans, and Latinos are singled out for their marked differences. In his book From Sambo to 
Super- spade: The Black Experience in Motion Pictures, Daniel Leab points out that the black image on the 
Hollywood screen has always lacked the dimension of humanity, be it the old Sambo caricature, or the 
dubbed Super-spade. Jacques Shaheen, in Reel Bad Arabs: How Hollywood Vilifies a People, uses 350 
instances of films made since the 1970s to argue how Arabs haven been portrayed in Hollywood as 
'insidious cultural others'; In his 2002 anthology Latino Images in Film: Stereotypes, Subversion, and 
Resistance, Berg documents the stereotyped image of Latinos. 
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3.1 Theoretical Excursions: Representation of Race/Ethnicity 

 

My critical interest with regard to representation and in particular to the matter of 

“representing difference or otherness”, is derived from the empirical observations from 

which the paradoxical representation of the Chinese American family is obtained. As I 

come to argue in this chapter, the cultural dimension of the Chinese American family has 

been overly stressed in the model minority thesis, whereas the social and cultural 

construction of race remains predominant in the cinematic representation of the Chinese. 

It may not even be an exaggeration to say that the cultural inscrutability of China and the 

Chinese remain dominant in Hollywood film-making (Moy, 1993; Chan, 2009). This 

becomes clearer if we take a closer look at the Hollywood movie industry: the 

representational strategies – “mythification, marking, and omission”6 (Snead, 1994; Xing, 

1998) – are still practiced in Hollywood.  

 

However, before we move on to these issues, we need to first explore the concept of 

representation, in order to facilitate further discussion. Representation, by definition, is 

the social process of making sense within all available signifying systems: speech, 

writing, print and video (Hartley, 1994: 267). Indeed, the social process of making sense 

ultimately means that all acts of representation contain reality constructed from a certain 

point of view.  

 

Contemporary media constitutes a central– if not the most powerful site – through which 

representations are created and distributed, and thus affects ways of perceiving the world. 

Like a number of other scholars, Edward Said and Stuart Hall have called our attention to 

the ideological intent or implication of images and representations. The signifying 

practice of representation shows what Hall (1987) precisely calls “the politics of 

representation”. He further points out that “there is no escape from the representation, 

and we cannot wield ‘how life really is out there’ as a kind of test against which the 

political rightness or wrongness of a particular cultural strategy or text can be measured” 

(Hall, 1996: 476).  
                                                        
6 Mythification, according to Moy, refers to the imperialistic gaze, which often translates into the use of 
mise-en-scene in films, providing a means for constructing Chineseness; marking (racial traits) is practiced 
by using what Eugene Wong has called “yellow-facing”; “the death of Asia” is commonly regarded by 
scholars – among others, James Moy, Dorothy Jones, and Eugene Wong – as a way of omission (quoted in 
Xing, 1998: 66-67). 
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In a similar vein and in a more specific subject area, Said approached the act of 

representation as the play of power relations between the Orientalists and the 

represented Orient. Clearly influenced by Foucault’s notions of power and knowledge, the 

concept of Orientalism in turn has deeply affected many scholars, who have then used the 

theory as an analytical tool to examine the constructions of ethnicity, race, and gender. 

Having raised fundamental questions of power and the system of representation, his 

theories are particularly useful in analyzing cross-cultural representation, given the 

profound long-term view that tends to inscribe a simple opposition between East and 

West from which the problems and tensions are generated. Said argues, “the Orient 

helped to define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting image, idea, personality, and 

experience” (Said, 1978: 1-2). The discourse of Orientalism in a ‘Saidian’ sense 

establishes the Oriental world as “unchanging, uniform and incapable of describing itself” 

(Said, 1978: 98). Therefore, the East is constructed as a monolithic and unchanging entity, 

in contrast to a dynamic and changing Western society.  

 

In light of these concerns, it is important to take into account the power of self-

representation, a concept that Said also suggested in his argument. Self-representation 

provides a possible answer to the intrinsic tensions arising from “representing others”. 

To be sure, my idea of self-representation requires a step beyond Orientalism and anti-

Orientalism. Accordingly, I do not ask for authenticity or ‘truth’, but rather stress the 

importance of different constructed views which are rooted in different cultures and 

societies. In no way does the notion of self-representation suggest that Asian culture can 

only be represented by Asians, since my argument in terms of representation or self-

representation is exactly derived from the observations that the Chinese family is a 

neglected topic in Hollywood film production, and the (stereotypical) Chinese characters 

presented by Hollywood are anything but family members.   

 

Before moving on to discuss the two seemingly paradoxical (or perhaps the same) ideas 

which have dominated Western cultural representations of the Chinese, first I will 

pinpoint the definitions of race and ethnicity. In this way we are able to see how race and 

ethnicity constitute the fundamental nodal points in the complex process of Chinese 

American identity formation and construction, which are anchored in media 

representations.  
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In the words of historian Stephan Palmié (2007), race “is not a thing but a social relation”. 

In a similar vein, Katya Gibel Mevorach (2007) maintains that race is “a metonym,” “a 

human invention whose criteria for differentiation are neither universal nor fixed but 

have always been used to manage difference”. Ethnicity, as Werner Sollors reminds us, 

“refers not to a thing-in-itself but to a relationship: ethnicity is typically based on a 

contrast” (Sollors, 1990: 288). Retaining the elements of racial identity and cultural 

heritage, the concept of ethnicity allows us to conflate culture and race, in addition to 

capturing the essence of ambivalence.  

 

While it is agreed that the terms race and ethnicity generate different social meanings in 

various historical contexts, both concepts I argue rest very much on the construction of 

boundaries, or what defines what is to be ‘included’ and ‘excluded’.7 The theory of race 

and ethnicity – concerning itself with and shaped in opposition to the representation of 

the “other”, the external, or the foreign – has the tendency to stereotype others from 

whom one must be able to differentiate oneself. Thus, the concepts of race and ethnicity 

concern cultural construction and expression, where racial differences and social values 

are formulated. The framework of race and ethnic construction necessitates all groups to 

define themselves and to be defined according to the dichotomy of self and other. The 

delineation of ethnic or racial boundaries is, on the one hand, problematic and often 

biased, yet on the other hand, it is useful in the sense that it allows our minds to 

construct and conceptualize an ordered world.  

 

To call attention to the bias of the representation of the Chinese raises a set of questions, 

which informs what is attempted in this chapter. By focusing on the nature of 

representation – or “the politics of truth” (Foucault, 1978) which is concerned more with 

the privileged discourse – we are inclined to ask then what kind of images are 

represented and what have been left out in the conventional mechanisms. With this in 

mind, I aim to demonstrate the inherently embedded logic of racial-ethnic category 

construction, by deconstructing the representation of the Chinese. Two layers can be 

differentiated upon at this point: the layer of social discourse which bears the influence 

of the assimilationist school of immigration studies, and the layer of filmic discourse 
                                                        
7 For more argument regarding how the construction of ethnicity and race both convey status information, 
one can refer to Cohen’s New Ethnicities, Old Racisms.  
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which centers on the cinematic representation of the Chinese anchored in narrative 

practices of the Hollywood cinema. I start with the first layer to explore the discourse of 

model minority dedicated to upgrading the ethnic group, which can be considered as the 

‘other side’ of the race card. I then move to the second layer with regard to the 

persistence of stereotyping the Chinese, in the process identifying issues of crucial 

importance to understanding bias of representation or the practice of simplifying 

complexity. 

 

3.2 The Myth of the Model Minority 

 

Originally, the concept of the model minority was used to describe the educational and 

economic success of Asian Americans, which was largely attributed to their adherence to 

traditional cultural values and family structures. The model minority thesis depicts Asian 

Americans – Japanese and Chinese Americans in particular – as a homogeneous and 

harmonious moral community, with members tied through elements of ‘traditional 

culture’ such as loyalty, frugality, hardwork, self-discipline, obedience to authority, and 

respect for elders and ancestors. Thus, their way to achieve upward mobility was set as a 

“model” for other ethnic minority groups to follow.  

 

The term model minority was first used by sociologist William Petersen (1966) in his 

article published in The New York Times Magazine, in reference to the successful 

assimilation of Japanese Americans into mainstream society. In less than one year, he 

wrote a similar article for the U.S. News and World Report, hailing Chinese Americans as a 

model minority – for their peacefulness, prosperity, and social progress – anchored 

hierarchically between Anglo Americans and African Americans.  

 

The following articles – which have been published by leading news magazines such as 

Newsweek, Time, and The New Republic, among others – regularly offered the image of 

Asian Americans as a “model minority”, validated by data showing low juvenile 

delinquency, high family income, and outstanding academic achievement within the 

community (Chen & Yoo, 2010: 221). By the 1980s, the idea of Asian Americans being a 

model minority had been deeply ingrained in the collective consciousness of mainstream 

America. 
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As the core argument of the model minority thesis, the immigrant family – seen as the 

custodian to keep, preserve and regulate traditional values of the home country – is 

easily singled out in order to manifest the source of power to sustain and strengthen 

ethnic identification. Vivano observes several features characterizing Asian immigrant 

families, which qualify them for model minority status: the high expectation of parents for 

children, parents’ selfless devotion and sacrifice for the children and the children’s 

obedience, obligations, and responsibilities to their parents and families in return 

(Vivano, 1989: 9). 

 

While the notion of the model minority is embraced by some “insiders” of the Asian 

American community for being accurate and complimentary, it has received heavy 

criticism from Asian American critics for imposing another stereotyped image on Asian 

Americans (Kitano & Daniels, 1988; Osajima, 1988; Liu, 1999). Revisionary views 

actually show many obstacles confronting Asian Americans which are neglected in the 

model minority thesis, as well as the negative aspects accompanied with striving for 

success; for instance, the deleterious effects of parents’ over-high expectations (Osajima, 

1988). Nevertheless, the Asian immigrant family still retains the image of a romanticized 

institution in the minds of a majority of Americans. 

 

Since China has occupied a primary position in the Orientalist construction, the Chinese 

American family, not surprisingly, stands out as the most distinguishable case. Social 

scientists such as Oxnam, attribute Chinese American achievement to the traditional 

culture: a strong Confucian respect for education, patriarchally-hierarchically structured 

family, and the great importance given to family’s face and reputation (Oxnam, 1986: 73). 

An over-determined cultural “mystique” – fashioned over the decades – continues to 

assign to the cultural industry an authority in defining what Chinese and the Chinese 

family look like.  

 

In response, I argue that the concept of the model minority, following the ethnic/racial 

construction model, has crystallized in place a flawed image of the Chinese American. My 

argument is derived from two major concerns. The first is that the advocacy of 

traditional Chinese culture and family values is fundamentally fraught with dangers. After 

all, traditional Chinese culture – which rested heavily on the feudal-patriarchal system – 
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exerted damaging effects on family life and in particular on women, as noted at length in 

the previous chapter. Since some practices are not able to keep up with contextual-

environmental changes, the Confucian tradition is dwindling gradually and fading away.  

 

Secondly, the concept of model minority in many respects overlooks inherent and deeply-

rooted tensions and problems – still very present and very real – coinciding with the 

inception of Chinese migration to the United States. Asian Americans in fact have been 

burdened with the responsibilities to live up to the idealized “model minority” image. The 

model minority construction serves as a shield to disguise the fact that the Chinese 

American group (the Asian American in general) remains a target for racial stereotyping 

and hostility. 

 

The image of the model minority may leave a strong impression on the reader that the 

Chinese American family is in general enjoying a positive situation. However, while for 

nearly half the century the media have promoted the Asian American as a model 

minority and the Asian immigrant family as an important source of strength for guidance 

and support, there has been very little if any attention by Hollywood towards the ethnic 

Chinese family. As a consequence, the Chinese American family has been almost entirely 

absent from the Hollywood screen. In an overview of Hollywood films from the 1900s 

onwards, one will find that the Chinese in these representations rarely appear as a family. 

The Chinese in Hollywood cinema are denied “family” as a category of characterization. 

 

3.3 Identifying “Controlling Images” of Chinese in Hollywood Films 

 

Harold Issacs (1958) was the first to describe the paradigm shift of narrative imagery in 

relation to American perceptions of China, encompassing long periods of time. Indeed, 

American images of the Chinese have been classified into six categories following a 

certain chronology: 1) the Age of Respect (the long eighteenth century); 2) the Age of 

Contempt (1840-1905); 3) the Age of Benevolence (1905-1937); 4) the Age of 

Admiration (1937-1944); 5) the Age of Disenchantment (1944-1949); 6) the Age of 

Hostility (1949- ) (Issacs, 1958, 1971). His view is endorsed by a number of scholars 

including Mosher, who later provided some adaptations to Isaac’s model: 6) The Age of 

Hostility (1949-1972); 7) The Second Age of Admiration (1972-1977); 8) The Second 
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Age of Disenchantment (1977-1980); 9) The Second Age of Benevolence (1980-1989). 

On the one hand, the imaginative trajectory allows us to see the importance of 

contextualizing and historicizing representation, yet on the other hand, the ambivalence 

of the American image of the Chinese is obscured upon such division.   

 

Espiritu (1997) concludes that there are four controlling images on the basis of the social 

construction of Asian-ness, referring respectively to the Yellow Peril, the model minority, 

the Dragon Lady, and the China Doll. In Orientals, Lee sums up six modern stereotypes 

with regard to the construction of Asian Americans, defined as follows: “pollutant, the 

coolie, the deviant, the yellow peril, the model minority, and the gook” (Lee, 1999: 8). 

 

In light of these studies, I have divided the controlling images of the Chinese into two 

loose categories: the “yellow peril” formula and the “model minority” narrative. Such a 

division has been made for two reasons: first, the “yellow peril” and the “model minority” 

are usually considered as contrasting negative and positive portraits – something which I 

actually argue against; and secondly, because of the historically embedded ambivalent 

attitude, the ambivalence underlying the cinematic representation can be easily spotted 

by setting up this clear-cut division.  

 

The Yellow Peril Formula 

To begin with, I will elaborate upon the established formula of yellow peril, which is the 

most influential image associated with Asians and in particular with the Chinese and 

Japanese. Deeply rooted in the medieval fears of Genghis Khan and the Mongol invasions 

of Europe (Issacs, 1958) and propagated by Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany (1859-1941) 

upon Japan’s military victory over China in 1895, the yellow peril concept travelled from 

Europe to the United States, when the growth of the Chinese population in California 

triggered long-term fears and anxieties. The Boxer Uprising in China (1899-1901)8 

instilled yet another fear linked to the yellow peril formula (Xing, 1998). Essentially in 

sum, the yellow peril discourse – a vague term, yet relevant to a very long historical 

period – refers to the obsession with the potential threat posed by the mysterious, 

sinister and competitive Asian to the West. As Marchetti has suggested, “yellow peril 
                                                        
8 Boxer Uprising is commonly referred to as the Boxer Rebellion. The movement expressed Chinese 
people’s strong nationalist sentiments, with the aim to expel foreigners and remove their influences from 
China. As some foreign missionaries were killed, the event stirred the Western fear of the Yellow Peril.  
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combines racist terror of alien cultures, sexual anxieties, and the belief that the West will 

be overpowered and enveloped by the irresistible, dark, occult forces of the East” 

(Marchetti, 1994: 2). 

 

These historical currents and the fear caused by their confluence became noticeable in 

cinema, particularly during the silent film era. J. Frederick MacDonald (1974) thoroughly 

described the yellow peril representations of Chinese and Chinese Americans, which 

ranged from areas of open vice such as opium dens, prostitution, and gambling houses, 

to the alien appearance symbolized by Manchurian pigtails and odd-looking moustaches, 

from white slavery to the depravity of Chinese morals at the turn of the 20th century. In 

popular yellow peril vein, these features were fashioned and developed in numerous 

films in the silent film era such as The Chinese Rubbernecks (Sandro Bolchi, 1903), The 

Heathen Chinese and the Sunday School Teachers (1904), and The Yellow Peril (1908), as 

shown by Eugene Franklin Wong’s study on Asians in American motion pictures. Two of 

Hollywood’s favorite genres as Xing has concluded, are filled with the yellow peril image: 

“the rape narratives and the ‘Banzai’ type war films” (Xing, 1998: 55). By a similar token, 

Marchetti points out three narratives commonly used by Hollywood in constructing the 

fantasy of miscegenation, spurred by yellow peril, “the rape stories, captivity tales, and 

seduction narratives” (Marchetti, 1994: 8). 

 

Instead of repeatedly scrutinizing the cinematic images that range across a large oeuvre 

encompassing several genres, I focus on two representative archetypes – Dr. Fu Manchu, 

accompanied by the Dragon Lady, his female equivalent – both having personalized the 

yellow peril imagery – in order to illustrate further the concept of yellow peril, its relevant 

historical and political context, and its more recent embodiment.  

 

The character of Fu Manchu was created by the English novelist Sax Rohmer and it 

became publically popularized through its screen adaptation. Embodying ‘yellow power’, 

Fu Manchu seeks nothing but to overthrow the Western World, as reflected in his 

persistent search for the mask and sword of Genghis Khan. Dr. Fu Manchu was so 

popular that he was used by different forms of media for nearly a century. On the screen, 

he first appeared in the movie The Mysterious Dr. Fu Manchu (Rowland V. Lee, 1929) and 
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did not disappear until after the ‘comedy’ The Fiendish Plot of Dr. Fu Manchu (1980).9 

According to Richard A. Oehling (1980), Fu Manchu embodies three main forces of racist 

fear: the first one is Asian mastery of Western knowledge and modern technology; the 

second one is Asian access to mysterious Oriental powers; the last one has to do with the 

ability to unify power in the form of ‘yellow hordes’ that could sweep forward inexorably.  

 

Historically entrenched within the cultural fabric of the United States, the stereotypical 

image of Asian/Chinese Americans as ‘yellow peril’ has been widely produced, 

reproduced, and circulated. Traditionally, one can easily recognize the ‘yellow peril figure’ 

by his slanted eyes, arched brows, bristling Mustache and beard. But over the course of 

the last few decades, the representation of the yellow peril has become more subtle; it still 

exists but has undergone a steady adaptation. Various forms of yellow peril were 

prevalent during most of the twentieth century and have continued even today. From Fu 

Manchu to Ming the Merciless, from the yellow peril to the red menace that is connected 

with communist power, the Chinese/Chinese American has been continuously portrayed 

in American media as a threat and danger to the security and safety of the United States.  

 

While Fu Manchu is empowered by modern technology and access to mysterious occult 

powers, his female counterpart as a sexy, sly and cruel Dragon Lady is seen as having the 

ability to seduce and enslave naive and unsuspecting Western men. Drawing inspiration 

from The Yellow Danger (1898) and The Dragon (1913) by Matthew Phipps Shiel, as well 

as from Sax Rohmer’s The Daughter of Fu Manchu and its subsequent filmic adaptation 

Daughter of the Dragon (Lloyd Corrigan, 1931), the term “Dragon Lady” came into 

existence after the release of Terry and the Pirates (1934) by Milton Caniff.10 On a very 

general level, it may be that the yellow peril tradition has had its root in the fear of 

Genghis Khan, which is evident in the fictional creation of Fu Manchu. Likewise, the 

image of the “Dragon Lady” owes a large debt to the Empress Dowager Tzu Hsi or Cixi, 

who seized the reins of power in 1860 until her death in 1908. This cultural assumption 

found its expression in The New York Times, where she was described as “the wicked 

witch of the East, a reptilian dragon lady who had arranged the poisoning, strangling, 

                                                        
9 For more details concerning the film production of Dr. Fu Manchu, one may consult Urmila Seshagiri 
(2010), Race and the Modernist Imagination. 
10 Yen Le Espiritu provides a brief description of the racial construction of Asian American womanhood in 
Asian American Women and Men: Labor, Laws and Love (pp.93-95).  
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beheading, or forced suicide of anyone who had ever challenged her autocratic rule” 

(quoted in Shah 1997: xiv).  

 

The “Dragon Lady” image had its origin in the imaginatively constructed stories of Tzu 

Hsi, but it has been codified by a series of fictional characters played by ethnic Chinese 

actresses. Anna May Wong, the first Chinese American female star, was famed for and 

burdened by her role of the Dragon Lady that she became typecast for.11 Her classic roles 

in films such as Thief of Bagdad (Raoul Walsh, 1924), The Devil Dancer (Fred Niblo, 1927), 

Daughter of the Dragon (Lloyd Corrigan, 1931) and Shanghai Express (Josef von 

Sternberg, 1932) greatly shaped the audience’s perception of the Dragon Lady, 

characterized as a desirable, cunning, and dangerous female figure. Karla Rae Fuller gives 

the following account of the Dragon Lady; “The dragon lady archetype usually combines 

a powerful female allure with a serpentine treachery. She embodies a quintessential 

cunning nature that is often reflected in stark, severe makeup, hair, and costume styles.” 

(Fuller, 2010: 51) 

 

Just like her male counterpart, the Dragon Lady has come to exist in more recent 

variations, appearing regularly on screen.  In response to the contemporary feminist 

movement, a reformulation of the Dragon Lady has been embraced by Hollywood.  In a 

number of films, Chinese women have been routinely depicted as being identical to the 

reification of the Dragon Lady. Much like her predecessor Anna May Wong who 

personified the classical image of the Dragon Lady, the Chinese American actress Lucy 

Liu today is often associated with the Dragon Lady because of the tough characters she 

plays in films such as Payback (Brian Helgeland, 1999), Charlie’s Angels (McG, 2003) and 

Kill Bill (Quentin Tarantino, 2003), and in the TV drama series Ally McBeal (David E. 

Kelley, 1997-2002). Liu’s reaction to why she accepted roles that reinforce stereotypes 

was “I don’t have many options now”.12 

 

After we have studied the yellow peril formula through two incarnations, it becomes 

evident then that these depictions are unlikely to be neutral. Rather, the cinematic 

                                                        
11 In the book Anna May Wong: from Laundryman’s Daughter to Hollywood Legend, Graham Russell Hodges 
has provided a comprehensive study of Anna May Wong.  
12  Chuleenan Svetvilas, “From Anna May Wong to Lucy Liu,” 
 http://www.alternet.org/story/18175/?page=2 (last accessed on Sep.3rd, 2013) 
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representation of yellow peril exemplified by Dr. Fu Manchu and the Dragon Lady are 

historically, politically, and culturally embedded and informed. It is in this way that an 

over-determined performance of the yellow peril representation tends to mystify racial 

differences. Since cinematic representations (or any types of representation for that 

matter) inevitably imply a selective process, the choice of the subject and actor has to 

match the national, cultural, and racial sensibilities of the time. Therefore, while we 

should be aware of the ways in which Chinese characters are depicted, we can hardly 

ignore the association between certain characters and the social and ideological 

structures that are shaped along race, gender and ethnic lines.  

 

The Model Minority Narrative 

Much like the yellow peril formula that is informative about the mythical racial 

characteristics in filmic representations – historically and culturally embedded and 

conditioned – I argue that the model minority narrative tends to mythologize the ethnic 

and cultural heritage of the Chinese. There is a persistent tendency to view the image of 

the model minority as a positive image, which stands in stark contrast to the evil yellow 

peril. However, a further interrogation into the model minority narrative in Hollywood 

films allows us to see the rhetorical construction behind the thesis.  

 

While it is evident that yellow peril figures symbolize the threat posed by Asians, the 

model minority on the other hand, is embodied by the image of the subjugated and 

serving character, integrated into the larger narrative of the assimilation of the Chinese 

into American society. The image of the model minority according to Marchetti 

represents “a new bent on racist representations of Asian Americans” (Marchetti, 1994: 

216), which can be dated back to the Charlie Chan prototype. The passive China Doll 

seen as the Chinese version of Madame Butterfly was created in the same fashion. The 

model minority thesis through media representations blurs race and ethnicity into one 

configuration. 

 

As what will become evident in my argument, Chinese men are usually emasculated and 

the women are ultra-feminized through the model minority. As such, both images to 

some extent have reinforced a widely-held assumption that Asians are the embodiment 

of femininity. The gendered construction of race or the racial construction of gender in 
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the context of Chinese representation, exemplifies the ideology and function of 

orientalism. As the character Song Liling in David Henry Hwang’s play M. Butterfly (1993) 

has commented, “The West thinks of itself as masculine – big guns, big industry, big 

money – so the East is feminine – weak, delicate, poor […] but good at art, and full of 

inscrutable wisdom – the feminine mystique.” (Hwang, 1988)  

 

It is my intention to highlight this representation of emasculated Chinese men and ultra-

feminized Chinese women, in order to aid our understanding of how Asian Americans, in 

this case the Chinese, came to be recognized as the carriers of the “model”. To begin with, 

the controlling images of Chinese men being emasculated or asexual which are 

omnipresent in Hollywood movies – often in opposition to the construction of Western 

masculinity – has two major sources. One of them is related to the domestic jobs that 

many Asian men were forced to take such as laundry, cooking, and domestic servitude 

(Daniels, 1988:74) – a result of complex interactions of historical factors. As a result of 

the discriminative laws that barred them from employment opportunities, Chinese 

immigrant men were denied access to ‘male’ jobs, and so instead they turned to different 

work domains customarily seen as ‘female’.  

 

Moreover, the process of emasculating Chinese males seems to be necessary in their 

assimilation into American society. The practice of emasculation suggests, first and 

foremost, that Asian men could not in any case engage with women, in particular with 

white women, since historically racial miscegenation was posed as a social taboo. 

Proffered by Hollywood, Chinese men were deprived of sexuality, let alone a normal 

family life. The perceived emasculation of Chinese men continued to be reflected in the 

model minority stereotype, enhancing the traits of submissiveness, loyalty and asexuality, 

because of their amplified racial difference and all that it entails.  

 

One illustrative example can be that of Charlie Chan – a Hawaiian houseboy rising from 

the very bottom of the social ladder to the representation of the middle class – as a 

plausible showcase for the idea of being a model minority construct. Charlie Chan is a 

Chinese detective in the Honolulu Police Department. With his mysterious Oriental 

wisdom, he manages to solve crimes such as gambling and opium smuggling around the 

Pacific Rim. First appearing in Biggers’ novels, Chan featured in more than 50 films from 
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1926 onwards. It is interesting to note that while the films – with a cast of white actors 

(Warner Oland, Sidney Toler, and Roland Winters) as the Asian characters – gained 

popularity, the ones with Asian actors portraying Charlie Chan in fact received very little 

attention.13   

 

Clearly representing a more favorable view of the Chinese – or at least less hostile – the 

benevolent Chan indicates a perceptible shift in US attitude towards the Chinese people, 

from “wily evil” to “wily virtue” (Isaacs, 1958: 119), which was largely attributed to the 

generally improved Sino-America relationship during the Second World War. Eugene 

Wong offers an explanation for why the Americans were ready to accept a non-

threatening Chinese lead character, at a moment when the Chinese Exclusion Law was 

still in effect more than sixty years since its inception: “it is likely that the final 

immigration measures taken by the United States Government, and the subsequent 

social relief accompanying the end to the Asian immigration problem, gradually provided 

a psychological incentive and social climate given to the acceptance of an image of a non-

villainous Asian” (Wong, 1978: 108). 

 

In at least three senses we can identify Charlie Chan as the pioneer of the model minority. 

The model minority thesis suggests that all minority groups – as long as they stick to the 

value of hard work, nuclear family structure, and sufficient education – should be able to 

achieve upward social mobility from the bottom. Migrating from China to Hawaii, Chan 

managed to rise from a houseboy-servant for a rich white family to become a middle-

class detective. In Xing’s account, Charlie was a commonly used name to refer to the 

Chinese domestic servant, which can find its prototype in the emergence of the “Good 

boy, Charlie” character in Hollywood movies in the 1930s (Xing, 1998: 61). Clearly, 

Chan’s rising social status exemplifies the concept of model minority.  

 

Secondly, Chan’s deduction skills in solving cases and his “Confucian” wisdom seem to be 

quite inaccessible, which adds to his mystique. Such characteristics may in some ways 

appear to be similar to, yet different from evil Fu Manchu’s inscrutability. The difference 

lies merely in the way that the mysterious power is used. While Fu Manchu’s mystique is 

                                                        
13 One can find a brief introduction to Charlie Chan in Wenying Xu’s Historical Dictionary of Asian American 
Literature and Theater, pp. 47-48 
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commonly associated with the threat he poses to the Western World, Charlie Chan is 

downplayed by being non-threatening, overshadowed by the major Caucasian male 

characters. In this way, he is qualified as a model American citizen.  

 

My third concern regards Charlie Chan’s asexuality. Charlie Chan’s wife is rarely seen in 

the movie series, even though he has fourteen children. It is perhaps simple a long 

tradition that dictates fictional detectives should be devoid of sexuality such as Sherlock 

Holmes, Miss Marple, and Father Brown. However, if we take a look at the contemporary 

revival of the Charlie Chan form through Jackie Chan and Jet Li, and other variants of the 

model minority stereotype, we are inclined to agree that there is no attempt in 

Hollywood to show the Chinese family life. 

 

As I have pointed out, the model minority narrative usually represents Chinese men as 

emasculated and the women as ultra-feminized. The China Doll therefore is usually 

portrayed as someone in need of protection and attention from the “white knight” 

(Marchetti, 1994: 109). The image of the China Doll has very often received 

contradictory receptions. While it meets particularly heavy criticism from the Asian 

community, for creating sexist and racist stereotypes, it has enjoyed long popularity 

among mainstream audiences. Because of its popularity, the China Doll image is 

conveniently portrayed in different ethnic clothes such as the Japanese geisha (or 

Madame Butterfly), the Korean War Bride, or Miss Saigon. Seen as non-threatening and 

sexually servile, the China Doll image with its variant forms is still widely circulated.  

 

The seductive Dragon Lady and the subservient China Doll sometimes are interplayed 

with one another in films – particularly when the development of storylines requires so. 

For instance, The Red Lantern (Albert Capellani, 1919) portrays a China Doll turning into 

a Dragon Lady. The heroine Mahlee,  daughter of an Englishman and his Chinese mistress, 

falls in love with an American missionary. Losing him to Blanche (her half-sister) and 

disowned by her father, Mahlee avenges herself on the white world by joining the Boxer 

Rebellion. Another example is the main female character Tzu in Year of the Dragon 

(Michael Cimino, 1985). After having been “tamed” by her white lover, she is transformed 

from a typical Dragon Lady into a very loyal and passive China Doll,  
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The prevalence of the stereotype of Chinese women as the mysterious, sexy, passive, and 

docile China Doll invoked here, can be considered as a useful cinematic practice to satisfy 

social desires and needs of both male and female audiences. The China Doll is favored by 

the genre of doomed interracial romance, often treated as a melodrama, and providing a 

site where escape from reality and sexual indulgence becomes possible. The Chinese man 

in this type of movie is often depicted as incompetent, in stark contrast to the Caucasian 

male figure that appears as the “white knight”.  

 

An irony can be found here: the China Doll as a prevalent stereotype retains a long-

standing popularity with mainstream American viewers in the society in which the film is 

situated, but often has a rather short life within the filmic narrative. In the conventional 

setting, especially in the days of silent movies, the China Doll usually meets death, once 

her mission is fulfilled, as Anna May Wong told New York Herald Tribune in 1961; “When I 

die, my epitaph should be she died a thousand deaths. That was the story of my film 

career. Most of the time I played in mystery and intrigue stories. They didn’t know what 

to do with me at the end, so they killed me off.” (Wong, quoted in Moy, 1993: 86) 

 

The faithful, uncomplaining and servile model minority epitomized by Charlie Chan, 

blended with the beautiful, servile and sexual model minority associated with China Doll, 

shows the complexities behind the model minority stereotype. After we have examined 

the cinematic construction of model minority, one may begin to wonder whether the 

representation of Chinese people in Hollywood films increases the visibility of the 

Chinese, or does it actually give an insight into what it means to be American? Perhaps 

after all, the model minority image is not as positive as the term appears on the surface.  

 

Reassessing the Stereotypical Representation of the Chinese 

By exploring two layers of representation, I have pinpointed the ambivalence towards the 

representation of the Chinese as a battle between the constant desire for the exotic and 

fear of the alien, as well as a tension between the subsequent disguise and revelation of 

racial/ethnic strife. The act of representation in films (and other art forms, for that 

matter), often invokes a gendered, racialized and historical construction on a general 

level. As such, racialization and sexualization have been coupled with each other in the 

established conventions of Hollywood, which does not allow room for images of Chinese 
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family. The cases of the yellow peril and the model minority have presented us with an 

essentialized racial narrative that represses other non-racial features. Whether we care 

to admit it or not, it is not easy to escape from the clichés of popular culture, as 

Devereaux has aptly pointed out, by stating that “Hollywood cinematic conventions and 

production values” produce  

 
effects both on the aesthetic forms of representation – such as conventions 
about beauty, the nature of relations – and on the exploration of culturally 
local meanings not shared by the mass audiences of Hollywood cinema. 
Competing for an audience, as well as for advertising, packaging, and 
distribution, all participate in forcing culturally specific film and video 
toward the conventions of Hollywood. (Hillman & Devereaux, 1995:4)  

 
Stereotype as Barker suggests is “a vivid but simple representation that reduces persons 

to a set of exaggerated, usually negative, character traits and is thus a form of 

representation that essentializes others through the operation of power” (Barker, 2004: 

188). Other characteristics can be easily overlooked in the process of stereotype 

development, reducing ethnic characters to a mere backdrop in films. Moreover, the 

persistence of stereotypical images is crystallized by mass media production, which in 

turn maintains and enhances social boundaries of race, ethnicity, gender, and class. 

Consequently, it has greatly affected the way in which we perceive others and we 

ourselves are perceived.  

 

While a stereotype often ascribes a fixed, formulaic, and sometimes oversimplified form 

to a group, which can hardly be presented as something unbiased, it is too simple to 

attribute a binary view of positive/negative to these images. In this respect, I agree with 

Gina Marchetti that one should not look at “racial and ethnic media images as simply 

‘positive’ or ‘negative’, ‘realist’ or ‘racist’, ‘progressive’ or ‘reactionary’ ”(Marchetti, 1991: 

284). The question remains, however, why examine these stereotypical characters?  

 

The importance of attentiveness to conventional stereotypes should be evaluated from at 

least from three perspectives. First, a reexamination of the stereotype helps us to see and 

understand what type of images got circulated and popularized in the first place, and still 

retain popularity. As discussed above, the images of yellow peril and model minority, even 

in their most subtle forms are still widely produced and circulated.  
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Second, the study evokes the awareness of paradoxical consciousness: the traditional 

narratives of race or the stereotypical representation of ethnicity, while recognizably 

problematic in contemporary society, are so vibrant that the circuit of cultural production 

and consumption today still has to grapple seriously with the scars of racial constructs. 

One must remain aware of the consequences of stereotyping. In fact, two levels can 

therefore be detected here: the level of production and the level of consumption. 

 

On the level of producing stereotypical images, “racist practices in casting” (Xing, 1998: 

74) have exerted damaging effects on ethnic actors and actresses. The tendency to read 

cinematic stereotypes in association with reality has encouraged the racial/ethnic group 

to be represented in a manner that could fit neatly into the ethnic category, which in turn 

enhances this social perception. Much like the way in which ethnic filmmakers/actors 

have embodied an ethnic consciousness, which is closely related to the group they belong 

to, they are constantly faced with the racial/ethnic barrier when it comes to casting a 

film. Xing identified three practices that systematically restrict ethnic actors: role 

segregation (Asians cannot cross the racial border to play non-Asian roles); role 

stratification (Asians usually are not casting leading roles, even in Asian American 

themed films); and role delimitation (Asians/Asian Americans are offered very limited, 

mostly stereotypical roles) (Ibid., 76). 

 

Through the influence of the above-mentioned three practices, in particular the practice 

of role delimitation practiced in the film industry, Chinese actors and actresses are often 

confronted with a dilemma: reinforcing stereotypes of the people they represent or 

striving for professional recognition in an independent way. This is clearly shown by the 

documentary Hollywood Chinese, in which Dong makes a parallel between actresses Anna 

May Wong and Joan Chan: while Anna May Wong struggled to shake her conception as 

either the “China Doll” or “Dragon Lady” in the first half of the twentieth Century, Joan 

Chan is still trapped within the same struggle today.  

 

On the level of consumption, I argue that the wide circulation of stereotypes has had a 

strong and lasting impact on the people from the ethnic minority group that is 

represented, especially in relation to their identity construction. Several disciplines 

including psychology, sociology, literature, and film studies have so far lent space to 
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account for the social burden on ethnic groups created by media projections. As Elaine H. 

Kim (1990) has argued, the simplistic characterizations of Asians have determined a 

fixed social perception that “it is possible for the Asian man to be viewed as asexual and 

the Asian woman as only sexual, imbued with an innate understanding of how to please 

and serve” (Kim, quoted in Kang, 2002: 72). The ways in which Chinese Americans 

construct their identity in fact echo their perceived social role in the larger society.  

 

In an interview with Mother Jones, Arthur Dong (the director of the documentary 

Hollywood Chinese) admits, “I was brought up on a very diverse set of Chinese images on 

the screen: lovers, villains, mother-in-laws that were mean, parents that were great, and 

kids, just like in American movies-the whole spectrum of representation. So I had a pretty 

solid basis for how I saw my face on the screen.”14 Similarly, Tony Award-winner B. D. 

Wong, who became famous for his starring role of Song Liling in M. Butterfly, claims in 

Dong’s documentary Hollywood Chinese,  

 
I had a very high level of self-doubt and self-shame when I was a young boy. I 
hated myself – partly because of the way I was represented in the media. I 
also discovered very soon into my childhood that I was gay, and it was a very 
similar war of self-acceptance that I experienced as a gay person as I did 
being Asian American. (Wong, 2007) 
 

If it is acknowledged that any static and simplistic representation of racial/ethnic groups 

is not in accordance with the requirements of the present, one may wonder whether 

such a paradoxical situation can ever be shifted towards a more promising direction. 

Bringing to light the conventional stereotypes that characterize the great bulk of 

Hollywood films, in turn requires us to act and to pursue positive changes. Therefore, I 

consider it useful to highlight the significant role played by the transnational Chinese 

cinema as a form of self-representation, in addressing the cultural specificity dimension. 

More importantly and more related to my concerns, is how the displacement of cultural 

identity that has correspondingly influenced the forms and structure of the Chinese 

immigrant family has been represented in transnational Chinese films. It is because the 

stereotypical Chinese characters function as a background against which the 

                                                        
14 The full interview can be found on the website of Mother Jones magazine 
Jen Quraishi (2008), “Hollywood Chinese: An Interview with Arthur Dong: A new film about being Chinese 
in Tinseltown takes on yellowface, kung fu masters, and heroin-dealing Triads” 
http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2008/04/hollywood-chinese-interview-arthur-dong (last accessed 
on Sep.3rd, 2013) 
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contemporary Chinese community is seen, the departure from these images become 

extraordinary. This constitutes the third important reason for calling attention to ethnic 

stereotyping.   

 

In the same chapter, I have also argued for the necessity and importance of a 

transnational perspective. It is possible to take this point of transnationalism further and 

suggest that the hybrid quality and formation of Chineseness calls for a new dynamic 

construction of transnational ethnicized subjectivity and a sense of homecoming without 

moving geographically. This view is determined by the historical facts that Chineseness 

is constructed beyond the border of an individual nation state, and the Chinese in 

Diaspora are usually confronted by a double alienation (alienation from the homeland 

and the host land). In this respect, the transnational cinema, while making a contribution 

to the cultural representation, also forms a platform, on which a contemporary imagined 

community associated with “home” may often be constructed.  

 

When it comes to discussing non-Western cinema, this argument is often made in close 

relation with the notion of resistance. My idea of transnational Chinese cinema as a site of 

self-representation, however, has a different approach. Instead of countering or resisting 

the Hollywood cliché, an angle of ethnic transnationalism is highlighted, in order to locate 

ethnic cinema as an engaging cinema.  Therefore, it is necessary to dedicate some 

remaining space to a discussion of resisting “resistance”. 

 

3.4 Resisting Resistance 

 

While inaugurating an important shift from representation to self-representation or 

rather a complex combination of both, we must take caution in how we use the concept 

of self-representation in analysis and understanding of image-making processes and 

image interpretation. Some issues and problems, therefore, may be worth 

reconsideration: Is an “insider” perspective necessarily more authentic than an “outsider” 

viewpoint? Is self-representation meant to create positive images? What is emphasized 

in the ethnic art works? If it is the ethnic, then what does this ethnic encompass – 

politics, social context, or an ethnic culture? Is a film that deals with ethnicity necessarily 

meant to establish an “oppositional culture” (Said, 1993), in opposition to the 
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mainstream representation? One may be increasingly aware that it is difficult, or even 

impossible, to assign a single homogenous voice or perspective. The insider/outsider 

distinction, just like the East-West dichotomy, is made under the assumption that there 

are two homogeneous and parallel worlds constructed separately. As negotiation and 

compromises have occurred more often in dialogues between the outsider and insider 

nowadays, the perception of self and others are confronted with constant changes.  

 

In the light of these questions, there has been a growing hesitancy among scholars, and 

filmmakers to label movies as having an explicit political stance. Since it is a too 

complicated and controversial topic to be addressed in a simple manner, I will only make 

the point shared with Stuart Hall that no single fixed meaning can be assigned to media 

images (Hall, 1997). Thus, much like the way we reject the notion of positive or negative 

images, it is important and useful for us not to equate transnational Chinese cinema with 

“counter-cinema”, a term used by Peter Wollen (1972) to refer to alternative 

(oppositional) cinema; a film practice that counters a hegemonic and dominant North 

American film culture. For the same reason, neither should we equate self-representation 

with a practice of counter-representation.  

 
In studying media arts that are different from Hollywood conventions, some scholars also 

advocated the concept of Third Cinema. There is a tendency among film scholars to place 

the discussion of Chinese cinema within the “Third Cinema” framework (Dissanayake, 

1994). Coined originally by Argentine filmmakers Solanas and Getino (1969), the term is 

used to refer to the theory of cinemas as opposed to cultural imperialism or political 

colonialism. To distinguish Third Cinema from First Cinema and Second cinema, Solanas 

explains,   

 
First Cinema expresses imperialist, capitalist, bourgeois ideas. Big monopoly 
capital finances big spectacle cinema as well as authorial and informational 
cinema. Second cinema is all that expresses the aspirations of the middle 
stratum, the petite bourgeoisie. Second cinema is often nihilistic, 
mystificatory. It turns in circles. It is cut off from reality. So called author 
cinema often belongs in the second cinema, but both good and bad authors 
may be found in first and third cinema. For us, Third Cinema is the 
expression of a new culture and of social changes. Generally speaking, Third 
Cinema gives an account of reality and history. It is also linked with national 
culture. It is the way the world is conceptualized and not the genre nor the 
explicitly political character of a film, which makes it belong to Third Cinema. 
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(Solanas, quoted by Willem, 1989: 9) 
 

Having been entirely dedicated to realizing political change, Third Cinema offers an 

overtly political stance, for as Hayward points out, Third Cinema is a “cinema committed 

to a direct confrontation of the political and cinematic systems […] from a third space 

that is distinct from First and Second cinema positions” (Hayward, 2006: 423). While it is 

undeniable that both Third Cinema and counter-cinema have achieved progress in 

empowering the traditionally powerless, and in the meantime have promoted a wider 

diversity of filmmaking/filmmakers who have found a place outside the realm of 

Hollywood，I argue both concepts are fraught with problems, and three of which are 

highlighted below.  

 

First, one of the main tensions and challenges arising from the concept of Third Cinema I 

argue is the denial of entertainment or pleasure, an important function of the film 

medium. Much like the dichotomy set between oppression and resistance or the 

powerful and the powerless, popularity and integrity seem to be difficult to reconcile in 

Third Cinema. This neglects the fact that the needs of different consumer groups are not 

necessarily exclusive.  

 

More importantly, both conceptually and in the film practices they entail, the political 

stance and thinking also limits the filmmaking process and sometimes creates unrealistic 

demands on filmmakers. In the context of counter-cinema or Third Cinema, films are 

usually relegated to a form of propaganda, which is used against the politically powerful 

(or perhaps even “Hollywood”), neglecting what I have argued for – and argue again later 

– the film medium’s ability as a mediator; since films, wittingly or unwittingly, “transform, 

translate, distort and modify the meaning or the elements they are supposed to carry” 

(Latour, 2005: 39). 

 

Third, much like the theoretical problems of Orientalism and Occidentalism, the concept 

of Third Cinema also overlooks nuances, where histories, cultures, and peoples are 

intertwined, interconnected and mutually interactive. As shown by our earlier argument, 

it is in fact impossible to divorce Chinese film practices from Hollywood conventions, 

when we recognize the transnational nature of Chinese cinema.  
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Taken together, these factors or reasons require us to stop thinking of transnational 

Chinese cinema as a type of counter-cinema or Third Cinema. While stereotypes, 

invisibility, or underrepresentation are problems commonly associated with 

racial/ethnic representation, treating the content of self-representation as simple 

opposition or resistance leaves little social and cultural breathing space. In developing 

these thoughts, I am inspired by Rey Chow’s notion of “resistance”. Shedding light on the 

blind spots of the term “resistance”, she argues,  

 
If there is a metanarrative that continues to thrive in these times of 
metanarrative bashing, it is that of ‘resistance.’ […] In many respects, 
‘resistance’ has become the rhetorical support of identitarian politics, the 
conceptualization that underwrites discourses of class, racial, and sexual 
identity. As an imaginary appealing especially to intellectuals, ‘resistance’ 
would have to come from somewhere. It follows that resistance is often lodged 
in something called ‘the people’ or one of its variants, such as ‘the masses’, ‘the 
folk’, or, at times, ‘the subalterns’. What is implicitly set up, then, is a 
dichotomy between the pernicious power on top and the innocent, suffering 
masses at the bottom, whose voices await being heard in what is imagined as 
a corrective to the abuses of political power (Chow, 1998:113). 
 

On the one hand, as the product of the logic of colonialism, the existence of oppression 

and resistance between the powerful and the powerless can by no means be denied, but 

on the other hand, we need to recognize film as a medium that embodies hybridity, 

translation, transculturalism, and transnationalism. Chow aptly points out, “what is often 

missing in such an imaginary of popular resistance is the crucial notion of a mediating 

apparatus, a specifically defined public space that would serve to regulate the 

relationship between those who have political power” (Chow, 1998: 113). 

 

Another key point of resisting resistance I attempt to argue for is that, insofar as Third 

Cinema has explained to us how we should treat cinema as a tool that can possibly lead 

towards liberation from convention, such advocacy becomes less relevant to the central 

concerns of transnational Chinese films, which involves a struggle for artistic recognition, 

in addition to the acknowledgement that ethnic arts can cultivate an historical and 

sociological awareness.  

 

Thus, the notion of transnational Chinese films as a mode of self-representation is 

complex on several levels. On one level, there has developed a great distance from “being 



 
 

109 

represented by others”: Chinese American ethnic groups no longer relied solely upon 

conventional stereotypical images to construct a sense of self-perception. As a result, 

visibility is achieved in a real sense. On another level, the notion of self-representation is 

inseparable from representation, in the sense that generic and thematic conventions are 

kept and used. In this regard, we then yield our assent: representation and self-

representation, if we still loosely use the division, are continually in transformation 

through power relations within a given community; and at the same time, the two forms 

are inevitably becoming hybridized, in the practice of a dialogic interplay and negotiation.  

 

In short, I suggest that a shift is required from the notions of resistance, “counter-”, or 

“anti-” when we are addressing transnational Chinese cinema. To think of self-

representation as a positioned voice and a means of self-perception, rather than 

resisting “representation by others” allows open dialogue. While positive change is 

pursued, the interwoven relationship between Hollywood cinema and Chinese cinema, 

particularly in the early decades of twentieth century, deserves some reconsideration. 

Therefore, in the next chapter I take an explicitly historical approach that looks at the 

transnational encounter in the 1920s and 1930s on the Chinese screen, which may offer 

some clues in explaining the interface between the historical and cultural specificity of 

melodrama and its transnational and transcultural nature; effectively contributing to 

ongoing debates over melodrama in a general sense.  
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Film Melodrama in Early Chinese Cinema                                                                
Chapter Four 

 

Melodrama, as introduced in the second chapter, developed in complex historical, 

transnational and transcultural contexts. Accordingly we must begin to rethink the 

notion of “resisting resistance” as described in chapter three, where I argued that 

transnational Chinese cinema has served as a means of self-narrativization rather than a 

‘counter-Hollywood’ function, as these two cinemas are inextricably intertwined. A 

reconsideration of the relationship between Chinese cinema and Hollywood, be it under 

the current wave of globalization or in the first few decades of the twentieth century 

when intensive transnational encounters were first taking place in China, benefits not 

only the study of Chinese cinema, but also provides an alternative view of melodrama and 

contributes to the ongoing debate on the subject.  

 

Following this line, in this chapter I first summarize three representative views in the 

field of Chinese cinema studies in their treatment of the term ‘melodrama’. I then apply a 

historical lens through which the exchange between China and the West can be observed. 

The issue here can be magnified through the reaction of Chinese audiences and 

filmmakers to Hollywood melodrama films, and with focus on the earliest Chinese 

experiments with melodrama to display conflicts between China and the West. As a way 

of continuing this examination, I focus on the period of the 1920s and 1930s – one of the 

most fruitful periods of Chinese literary and filmmaking creativity. 

 

Choosing this period has a certain rationale. To begin with, the first decades of the 

twentieth century witnessed many changes in China. The historical event known as the 

May Fourth movement of 19191 – during which a mass student demonstration broke out 

in Beijing to protest against the Treaty of Versailles regarding the transfer of Shandong 

province from German to Japanese control – marked the beginning of a radical social 

reform movement. Moreover, the May Fourth Movement also determined the direction of 

                                                        
1 The May Fourth movement refers primarily to the cultural and political movement taking place in May 4th, 
1919, when students were protesting against the Treaty of Versailles regarding the Shandong issue. In the 
wake of the movement, there was a rising sense of Chinese nationalism. In a broader sense, the event is 
linked to the New Culture Movement from the mid-1910s to 1920s, which aimed to destroy traditional 
Confucian culture and promote a so-called new culture characterized by democracy and science. More 
details as to the May Fourth movement can be found in Chow Tse-Tsung (1960), The May Fourth Movement: 
Intellectual Revolution in Modern China. Cambridge/Mass.: Harvard University. 
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Chinese modernization. According to Chinese official historiography, the period before 

1919 is identified as the pre-modern era and the modern era starts roughly in 1920.2 

There was ongoing cultural change with the logic of modernity serving to steer the 

process of change. Influenced by the May Fourth demonstrations and the accompanying 

New Culture Movement, many Chinese intellectuals of this time were seriously reflecting 

on the traditional Confucian morality and calling for reforms in the social structure. As a 

result, many values and customs taken for granted, such as the hierarchical and 

patriarchal structure of the family, arranged marriage, and the notion of filial piety, were 

criticized.  

 

As one of the most important social functions of melodrama lies in its appeal to familial 

order, which is subject to rapid social changes (Brooks, 1976), the expression of 

melodrama finds a resonance in Chinese cinema. It was in this particular transitional 

period that melodrama became immensely popular. Not only were Hollywood family 

melodramas, produced for instance by D. W. Griffith, welcomed in Chinese cinema, but 

melodrama also became widely used by Chinese filmmakers. Zheng Zhengqiu (1889-

1935), Zhang Shichuan (1899—1954), Sun Yu (1900-1990), Cai Chusheng (1906-1965), 

and Fei Mu (1906-1951) as some of the most prominent names, adopted melodrama in 

their own language and own style. 

 

By shedding light on this particular period of the 1920s and 1930s that witnessed a rapid 

increase of cultural imports, we see the evolving relationship between Chinese film 

production and Western influences, as well as the interwoven relation between localized 

transnationalism and transnational locality. More importantly and curiously, a turn 

towards melodrama – both early Chinese and Hollywood productions – is concomitant 

with the popularity of Chinese family melodrama today and the search for the aesthetic 

root of melodrama in the context of Chinese modernity. Ang Lee during one of his 

interviews (Lee, quoted in Berry, 2005: 325) claimed that his “Father Knows Best” trilogy 

owes a lot to the early Chinese film Twin Stars of the Silver Screen (Yinhan shuangxing, 

                                                        
2 Sheldon Lu has identified a series of overlapping “modern” moments: “incipient modernity in the late Qing, 
May Fourth bourgeois modernity, capitalist semi-colonial modernity in Shanghai-Nanjing in the Republican 
Era, communist revolutionary modernity, socialist modernity (1950s-1970s), the modernity of the new 
enlightenment in the New Period (1980s) and postsocialist modernity in the post-New Period from 1989 
to the present ” (Lu, 2007: 1). As May Fourth movement closely ties the discovery of values, modernity and 
popular culture together, it is commonly recognized as the start of modernity.  
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1931). Without any exaggeration it is possible to say that this was a “golden period” of 

film production, when everything was still unsettled and alternative aesthetics models 

were allowed, in comparison with the highly censored filmmaking environment which 

came later. 

 

The importance of turning to the scope of Chinese melodrama within this particular 

period, as I have argued and continue to argue in this chapter, demonstrates the value of 

the historical archive of early Chinese melodrama films as a tool, both for confronting the 

idea that early Chinese cinema completely conformed to the established pattern of 

Hollywood cinema, and for looking into the historical past, as well as the Chinese 

melodramatic aesthetic that contemporary filmmakers often turn to for inspiration.  

 

4.1 Conceptualizing and Contextualizing Melodrama in Chinese Cinema Studies 

 

In the burgeoning field of Chinese cinema studies, attitudes toward the concept of 

melodrama diverge. Rather than offering an exhaustive account of the debate and the 

related question of cultural politics here, I instead summarize three representative 

attitudes in treating the term melodrama – an imported concept often labeled as 

“Western”. Drawing more broadly on the recent scholarship regarding Western 

melodrama theories and their relevance to Chinese cinema, I concern myself with the 

relationship between the Western concept of melodrama and the rediscovery of non-

Western roots of melodrama. 

 

First, a strong association of melodrama with a political agenda has been apparent in the 

history of Chinese cinema ever since the 1920s; indeed films taken in general have been 

used as an important propaganda weapons and tools for moral instruction. Drawing on 

both Anglo-American cinematic conventions of the melodrama genre and Chinese 

melodramatic traditions and sensibility, melodramatic constructs have been embraced by 

some Chinese filmmakers to tackle political or social issues, regardless of the statements 

frequently made by Chinese film critics that melodrama simplifies character, 

reduces complex moral issues to simple black-and-white formulations, and is framed in a 

rather oppositional structure; for instance, good-bad, desire-frustration, and happiness-

suffering. Nevertheless, the notion that social and political currents often underpin 
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melodrama continues to influence or even dominate our interpretation of Chinese film 

texts. Chinese filmmaker Xie Jin who became famous for his political melodrama and 

whose success was even identified as the “Xie Jin model”, is perhaps the most 

recognizably distinguished yet controversial filmmaker in Chinese film history. His 

“political melodrama” (Browne, 1994: 43) has attracted much critical attention over the 

years. Film scholars such as Ma Ning (1992, 1993, 1994), E. Ann Kaplan (1993), Paul 

Pickowicz (1993), and Nick Browne (1994) have utilized melodrama as a valuable 

analytical tool to explore and tackle the trauma-ridden past in Chinese-language films, but 

mainly with regard to Xie Jin’s films of the 1980s and to a lesser extent the left-wing films 

of the 1932–1937 period. For Pickowicz, contemporary Chinese cinema still draws 

largely on a tradition of melodramatic representation that is characterized by “rhetorical 

excess, extravagant representation, and intensity of moral claim”, a continuation of the 

left-wing tradition of the 1930s (Pickowicz, 1993: 300-301). 

 

Second, melodrama is clearly a part of the local context, which suggests that popular 

melodramatic film texts comprise the national heritage and are culturally sensitive. Thus, 

some scholars of revisionist melodrama studies have attempted to move beyond the 

generic confines and critically explore how film melodrama has presented the 

fundamental contradictions arising from the process of Chinese modernization. 

 

Much like Brooks (1976), who has argued that the emergence of melodramatic 

imagination in the West was closely tied to modernity and the rise of the middle classes, 

in turn creating a new ‘ethical’ value system as well as breaking down the oppressive 

social order, Chris Berry (2003, 2006) has identified a similar link between modernity 

and Chinese melodrama. He goes on to argue:  

 
In so far as the emergence of the modern Chinese melodrama is coincident 
with the Chinese experience of modernity as a European import […] we may 
therefore hypothesise that the Chinese family lunlipian3 is itself a modern and 
hybrid form that stages the tension between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’ as a 
tension between different models of subjectivity, with competing value 
systems for judging behaviour. (Berry, 2003: 186) 
 

                                                        
3 Berry & Farquhar suggest that the standard Chinese translation of “melodrama” should be “jiating 
lunlipian (family ethics film)” (Berry, 2006: 243). Although I don’t fully agree with him, he does point out 
the centrality of family in melodrama films.  
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Furthermore, Chris Berry and Mary Farquhar have identified in Chinese films a strand of 

“melodramatic realism”, which favors “the dispossessed and was therefore tailor-made 

for early Chinese reformers who often saw themselves as victims of a modern and 

traditional world order that had to be transformed” (Berry & Farquhar, 2006: 82). Their 

studies have generated some insights into a broader historical, aesthetical, and cultural 

perspective, which can account for the cross-cultural and transnational proliferation of 

melodrama in the wake of turbulent economic and social problems following 

modernization, industrialization, urbanization, and Western imperialism. 

 

Third, melodrama as an imported concept remains highly contested in the field of 

Chinese cinema studies – particularly in deciding whether it is appropriate to use in the 

context of Chinese filmmaking. Through debates regarding cultural sensitivity and 

national awareness, some scholars have rejected the use of melodrama in the study of 

Chinese cinema. For instance, Emilie Yueh-yu Yeh, in line with a string of others, has 

argued at length for the need to replace the term melodrama with ‘wenyi’ as a generic 

and critical category. According to her: 

 
wenyi and melodrama are literally discordant: letters and arts (wenyi) vs. 
musical theatre (melo-drama). One emphasizes literary value and artistic 
taste; popular fiction that aspires to serious literature. The other offers the 
theatrical display and emotional excitement of the sort found in stage 
musicals (cf. Broadway, operetta, vaudeville). (Yeh, 2009: 445) 

 
Yeh proposes using the term wenyi because it can “locate an intrinsic and perhaps more 

illuminating concept than melodrama to explain Chinese-language cinemas” (Yeh, 2009: 

438); thereby translating the melodramatic tradition and domestic sources into a non-

Westernized theory. Yeh is not the first to promote the concept of wenyi. As early as 

1985, Cai Guorong had already raised this issue. For him,  

 
Chinese wenyi melodrama generally developed along two lines: those works 
that deal with family relationships and ethics, and those that depict 
romances […] First, films of this genre use contemporary or recent society as 
a backdrop; second, they deal with human emotions and are therefore lyrical 
to an extent. (Cai, 1985; in Zhang, 2012: 25) 

 
Conceptually, by proposing to substitute wenyi for melodrama, Yeh has pointed to a set of 

tensions underpinning the term melodrama, which is relevant to several issues such as 

translation and cultural identity in the aftermath of colonialism and imperialism. To begin 
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with, in the case of Chinese generic categorization, it is hard to find a synonymous term 

for melodrama. Currently the most common Chinese terms used to describe the films 

with melodramatic narratives include qingjieju (films focusing on narrative), yanqingju 

(films emphasizing the romantic plot), jiating lunlipian (movies exploring family ethics), 

or wenyipian (letters and arts) (Lu, 2001; Berry & Farquhar, 2006; Teo, 1997). An 

important point to notice, nonetheless, is that Yeh’s claim for a non-Western theory is an 

explicit attempt to move cultural colonialism and imperialism in Hong Kong to the 

periphery, and instead bring more into focus Chinese cultural heritage.  

 

Yeh indeed touches upon some crucial issues, yet she also leaves some elements 

unresolved. What remains problematic in her analysis of wenyi and melodrama is that 

she neglects the connections between Hollywood melodrama and early Chinese 

melodrama films, between Chinese theatrical plays and movie melodramas, which in the 

end reduces her argument to the assumption that melodrama is a pure, singular, and 

closed genre.  

 

Even though Yeh has argued convincingly for the extent to which wenyi connects with 

and departs from melodrama, in particular with her historical account of wenyi being a 

highly valuable tool in interpreting contemporary Hong Kong films, she failed to 

adequately account for the development of narrative cinema, 1920s and 1930s 

melodramas in particular, a period in which the bulk of melodrama films were produced 

by representative filmmakers in early Chinese film history.  

 

The logic of Yeh’s argument is instructive in recognizing the difference between wenyi 

and melodrama. Yeh seems to have argued from the perspective of emotional excess not 

expressed in wenyi movies – a type of film more linked to a high-art tradition than to 

melodrama – but then where do we locate the films set outside the canon of wenyi films 

but use similar motifs in their large narrative and thematic structures in the 1920s and 

1930s? Thus, the other side of this picture is important: literary tradition can coexist with 

theatrical tradition within the same canon of melodrama.  

 

From this perspective, we could take Yeh’s definition of wenyi and melodrama further, 

and argue that early cinema in China was largely affected by and borrowed forms from 
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the theatrical play. For instance, Peking opera has inaugurated not only the dramatic 

feature films in China in the first decades of the twentieth century, but also the “accented” 

cinemas of Taiwan and Hong Kong at a later period. Teo notes that “in both the silent and 

sound periods, Chinese cinema utilized opera films that capitalized on the love of 

traditional xiqu”4 (Teo, 1997: 40). He further points out that the opera film was dominant 

in Cantonese cinema. In a similar vein, when summarizing three features that 

characterize early film artists in China, Zhang Yingjin found that “most leading directors 

and screenwriters […] were in one way or another affiliated with theater or drama of the 

time” (Zhang, 2004: 54). Although Yeh has never claimed definitively that wenyi film has 

nothing to do with theatrical plays, her argument does not give enough credit to this art 

form with regard to how it has influenced early Chinese cinema, and in particular, how it 

has shaped melodrama films.  

 

Other ways of thinking about Yeh’s different yet representative voice of a group of 

scholars also suggest that melodrama is only relevant to explaining films of the Euro-

American style. Therefore, her account of melodrama seems to reduce melodrama to an 

essentially Euro-American form, which looks implausible if we take into account the claim 

that melodrama is a cultural form developed in response to modernity (Brooks, 1976) and 

that the melodramatic imagination allows different cultures and cinemas to participate. 

In this respect, I argue that Yeh, in proposing her alternative view, has run the risk of 

excluding a possibility that we can actually make synchronic and diachronic comparisons 

within the framework of melodrama, since this category can encompass a whole series of 

different kinds of movies that are about diverse cultures, produced in many different 

countries.  

 

As I do not intend to suggest that melodrama is a more appropriate term than wenyi, 

which is not a main concern of this chapter, I do not discuss this point further. I am at 

least skeptical though, as to whether wenyi can substitute for melodrama. From this 

perspective, I agree with the way Stephen Teo views melodrama and wenyi. For him, 

wenyipian can be seen as a particular subgenre of melodrama, which has its origins in 

“wenming xi” (civilized dramas)5 and the literature of the “yuanyang hudie pai” 

                                                        
4 In Chinese, the term xiqu means opera and theatre.  
5 Civilized drama is also called modern drama, which is based on Western spoken drama. It’s imported to 
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(Mandarin Duck and Butterfly School)6. In fact, the acceptance and popularity of family 

melodrama films can hardly be separated from the popularity of the Mandarin Duck and 

Butterfly school in the 1910s and 1920s. I come back to this point later.  

 

As announced earlier, the central task of this chapter is to spell out an alternative view of 

melodrama that integrates Western ideologies and film practices with Chinese literary, 

political, ethical, and aesthetic traditions, through the study of the emergence and 

popularity of melodrama films in the 1920s and 1930s. I propose a concept of melodrama 

in context that serves as the basis for rethinking melodrama, and by extension, the 

terrain of history, politics, ethics, and aesthetics, as I see a close connection between 

melodrama and the critical dimension of space-time.  

 

I can take a moment here to briefly explain what I mean by melodrama in context. 

Conceptualization can never be entirely separated from its historical context, which 

means a melodrama text should always locate itself, and be located in space and time. As 

such, it contains two layers of meaning. First, the articulation of a moral logic in 

melodrama is sensitive to the context in which these moral rules are prescribed and 

shared. A given story can be narrated in different ways depending on the new and 

changing social environment and the subsequent variations of moral obligation. In other 

words, the narrative structure varies depending on the target audience, which means the 

story may end differently in order to fit into the expectations of an audience in a given 

society. Second, the interpretation of a melodrama text requires one to understand and 

apply moral rules to which the text refers. As I have pointed out in the second chapter, 

two types of family values can be broadly identified: a universalistic type of value and 

contextual family values. Because culture and the cultural products need to be understood 

in terms of time and space, I argue that we should examine melodrama in such a way that 

                                                                                                                                                                            
China via Japan. Having become a localized form, it carries influences of traditional Chinese drama, such as 
stereotyped roles, and stylized movement. A more detailed description concerning civilized drama and its 
impact on early Chinese cinema can be found in Vivian Shen (2005) The Origins Of Left-Wing Cinema In 
China, 1932-37. 
6 The “School of Mandarin Duck and Butterfly” is a kind of popular literature that emerged in response to 
historical demands. It has carried on and developed the traditional culture, and has not only generated 
profound influence on the history of modern Chinese literature, but also on the production of Chinese 
movies, as many “Duck and Butterfly” novels have been adapted into films and TV shows. Around 1920, 
some writers started to get involved in the film industry, becoming scriptwriter and film critics. For the 
connection between “Mandarin Duck and Butterfly” writers and early cinema, one can refer for instance to 
Zhang Zhen’s Amorous History of the Silver Screen: Shanghai Cinema, 1896-1937.  
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allows for these two factors to be taken into consideration. Melodrama is a transnational 

form, yet it is locally produced and perceived in culturally specific ways.   

 

An argument derived from the contextualization of melodrama rests upon two points. 

First and foremost, linked to the discussions developed in the previous chapters, it 

attempts to answer the question as to why melodrama is relevant to the terminological 

discussions on transnational Chinese cinema from a historical perspective, by arguing 

against a prevailing notion that the theory of melodrama framed within Western 

paradigms is necessarily repressing the rediscovery of non-Western melodramatic 

traditions. On the contrary, I find that the existing studies of Western melodrama in fact 

provide us with constructive concepts, which form conceptual tools and approaches to 

understanding the Chinese reception of movie melodramas – both foreign and domestic 

ones. A valuable appreciation of the melodramatic project is still grounded in a specific 

cultural context though. 

 

Second, even though in the first half of the 20th century, the cinematic strategies of 

Chinese melodrama was directly subject to Western influence, what Zhu Ying (2003) 

calls “shadow play: early Chinese cinema in the shadow of Hollywood”,7 one should not 

underestimate the historical, cultural, and political specificity of China embodied in the 

films under discussion, as well as the receptivity of audiences to melodrama in China.8  

 

Perhaps we can sum up these two points in the form of questions as follows: Why did the 

acceptance of the narratives of melodrama become predominant in the early twentieth 

century in China? To what extent had local Chinese filmmakers from the early period 

embraced, rejected or adjusted to the Western ideologies and practices? In other words, 

what has defined and shaped the interpretation of a “Chinese” audience, and in a similar 

vein, what has defined a “Chinese” melodrama? Both questions in fact can be seen, 

fundamentally and ultimately, a process of the structuring and restructuring of the inner 

and outer stimulations.   

                                                        
7 The term “shadow play” is used originally by Chinese to refer to the belief that cinema has its root in 
Chinese shadow play. Likewise, the literal translation of film in Chinese language is dianying, electric 
shadows, which also suggests a connection with mobile shadows.  
8 For instance, Paul G. Pickowicz (1993) traced the May Fourth tradition of the 1930s and 1940s in Chinese 
melodrama films in his article “Melodramatic Representation and the ‘May Fourth’ Tradition of Chinese 
Filmmaking”. 
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In order to pursue these two questions, we first turn to a more recent account of 

melodrama, which is proposed by Gledhill in her article “Rethinking Genre”. She suggests:   

 
Melodrama is not nor ever was a singular genre. However, we may 
retrospectively conceive its historical effectivity in two interdependent ways: 
first, as an early cultural machine for the mass production of popular genres 
capable of summoning up and putting into place different kinds of audience; 
second, as a modality, understood as a culturally conditioned mode of 
perception and aesthetic articulation. As a genre producing machine, 
melodrama is forged from the convergence of two broad-based cultural 
traditions: one, excluded from official culture, which contained a mix of folk 
and new urban entertainment forms, and another, more formally coherent, 
deriving from an increasingly influential middle-class fiction and theatre of 
sentimental drama and comedy. (Gledhill, 2000: 227) 

 
In at least two ways, Gledhill’s conception of melodrama is valuable and important. First, 

by proposing to interpret melodrama as a “cultural machine” and a “modality”, Gledhill 

has identified melodrama as a virtual “genre-producing machine”, a machine that 

“generates” further genres (Ibid., 227-229) rather than an integral genre which has 

developed in and of itself over the past. As such, melodramatic structures become relevant 

to a wide range of categories in the Chinese context. Second, and more importantly, it 

allows us to pick up two points identified as central to the concerns of this chapter: the 

mass reception of melodramas on screen, and the cultural condition in which melodrama 

is produced. Much like Gledhill, I suggest that melodrama serves to draw upon large 

audiences with different backgrounds, but is culturally produced and perceived.   

 

These two major points that I have pinpointed can be elaborated upon more fully, and 

each in itself is worthy of a book-length development. However, this chapter does not 

intend to establish a canon of Chinese melodrama, nor historicize Chinese melodramatic 

elements exploited for over a thousand years, which range from legendary novels in the 

Tang Dynasty (618-907), to narrative stories in the Song Dynasty (960-1276), from 

historical drama in the Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368), to opera in the Qing Dynasty (1644-

1911). To a large extent, sorting out the roots of the melodramatic imagination within 

Chinese popular culture can contribute to the rehabilitation of melodrama as a cultural 

form. But since my concern is with the cinematic form of melodrama, I skip the 

discussions of narrative traditions of literary and stage melodramas, although these three 

different arts forms are of course intertwined, and to a large extent this deep-rooted and 
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long-term Chinese melodramatic tradition can also account for the ready Chinese 

acceptance of melodrama films. I suggest that by looking into the reception and 

production of melodrama films within the Chinese context, and moving from the use of 

“melodrama” as a fixed genre to its functional dimension, through which national 

consciousness, ideology, and nostalgia are expressed in non-Western cultures, the 

concept of melodrama can be enriched considerably.  

 

In the rest of the chapter I argue that the development of melodrama in Chinese cinema 

during the 1920s and 1930s contributed to the emergence and development of 

vernacular modernism and functioned as a reflective and reactive discourse on the 

experience of modernity, following arguments developed by Miriam Hansen. In her study 

on classical cinema as vernacular modernism, Hansen argued “modernism encompasses 

a whole range of cultural and artistic practices that register, respond to, and reflect upon 

processes of modernization and the experience of modernity, including a paradigmatic 

transformation of the conditions under which art is produced, transmitted, and 

consumed” (Hansen, 1999: 66). Hansen’s argument is primarily about Hollywood 

cinema’s hegemony as the “first global vernacular” (Ibid., 68). Later, Hansen introduced 

the term “vernacular modernism” into the study of Shanghai silent film. For her, 

“Shanghai cinema of the 1920s and 30s represents a distinct brand of vernacular 

modernism, one that evolved in a complex relation to American – and other foreign – 

models while drawing on and transforming Chinese traditions in theater, literature, 

graphic and print culture, both modernist and popular” (Hansen, 2000: 13). She further 

argued:  

 
Chinese culture had modernized in ways that exceeded the purview of 
literary and intellectual modernism. It had developed responses to 
modernization in a wide range of media and on a mass scale, spawning a 
vernacular form of modernism. This modernist vernacular may not always 
have tallied with the ideals of national culture formulated in literary and 
political discourse at the time, but it clearly represented an idiom of its own 
kind, a locally and culturally specific aesthetics […] The Shanghai silent film 
achieves a translation, hybridization, and reconfiguration of foreign as well 
as indigenous discourses on modernity and modernization. (Ibid., 19) 

 
My use of the term ‘vernacular modernism’ overlaps with Hansen’s, but extends into the 

deeper layers of the complicated history during the first decades of the 20th century in 

China. I argue that the critical acceptance of Hollywood films in China during the first 
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three decades of the 20th century contributed to China’s vernacular cultures. More 

importantly, many Chinese films of the period adapted from the vernacular literature, 

continued to expose the questions and issues that have traditionally informed the lives of 

citizens in the new social context. It was under such circumstances that the melodramatic 

narrative functioned actively in drawing attention to the tensions and contradictions that 

resulted from an increasing disintegration of the boundary between modernity and 

tradition, between high and low culture, and between Westernization and Sinification. I 

argue that the widespread appeal of melodrama is not simply a question of stylistics. 

Rather, this approach to cinematic storytelling addresses the kinds of moral, social, and 

political questions that seemed to be most urgent and problematic at the beginning of 

the twentieth century, and some of which have remained central issues today. The 

traditional moral assumptions underlying melodrama are highly controversial, yet 

extremely appealing to the general public.   

 

In making this argument I aim to accomplish two tasks: firstly to show that a melodrama 

film can be assessed in a variety of ways, depending on different cultural, historical and 

political constructions. To do this, I look at the distribution, reception and appropriation 

of D. W. Griffith’s melodrama films in China. Second, I undermine any simplistic views 

that Chinese melodramas are mimicry of American (European) film style. In the 

emerging narrative cinema, the concerns for the nation and national identity became 

relevant for most filmmakers, and domestic films concerning moral sensitivity strongly 

anchored in Chinese society became prominent. In other words, our understanding of 

melodrama films is dictated by the historical and cultural context. Therefore, this chapter 

establishes melodrama as a contextually and culturally conditioned subject, by focusing 

on the historical role played by melodrama in China in the 1920s and 1930s. Having set 

out this framework, we are able to tease out answers to the two main questions raised 

earlier.  

 

4.2 A Contextualized View of the Reception of D. W. Griffith 

 

One may wonder why Griffith and why now? My first concern comes from the fact that 

Griffith was one of the most influential Anglo-American filmmakers in China, and whose 

films were so popular in the early 1920s that film scholar Zheng Junli (1911-1969) 
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identified the phenomenon as “Griffith fever” in A Brief History of Chinese Cinema (1936). 

From 1922 till 1924, eleven films by Griffith were shown, mostly in Shanghai theaters, 

including Judith of Bethulia (1914), The Birth of a Nation (1915), Intolerance (1916), The 

Hearts of the World (1918), The Girl Who Stayed at Home (1919), Broken Blossoms (1919), 

The Greatest Question (1919), Way Down East (1920), The Love Flower (1920), Orphans 

of the Storm (1921), and One Exciting Night (1922).  

 

Second, the collective memory of Griffith was erased in China, in accordance with the 

Cultural Revolution and the campaigns against Western influence. Griffith’s works were 

devalued; his influence was also devalued conceptually through a connection with 

simplistic melodramatic binary coding, and with Western colonialism and imperialism. 

Since qualities such as high-Chinese unity, the national cultural heritage and national 

identity were highly valued; Griffith’s name has remained in the periphery until more 

recent times. Chen Jianhua’s “Griffith and Early Chinese Cinema” is to my knowledge the 

only detailed research on Griffith and early Chinese films. He observes the influence of 

Griffith on the film advertisement and newspaper film criticism in China, which has 

promoted not only foreign but also domestic films. More recently, in 2012, Zhang Zhen 

also described briefly the connection between Griffith and early Chinese narrative film, in 

her article on Chinese melodrama.  

 

The third reason concerns the significant role of Griffith in film history. Griffith was a 

master of the sensational melodrama in the silent era. According to Schatz, Griffith 

established for melodrama the fundamental “style, tone, and substance in films like Hearts 

of the World (1918), Broken Blossoms, True-Heart Suzie (1919), Way Down East (1920), 

and Orphans of the storm (1922) ” (Schatz, 1981: 222). Thomas Elsaesser claims that 

“ever since DW Griffith, there is no mystery about the importance of the family in 

mainstream cinema either as representation or as addressee” (Elsaesser, 1996: 122), 

which suggests on the one hand that the family relationship constitutes one of the 

dominant themes of Griffith’s movies, and his success in bringing family issues to films 

on the other.   

 

In what way can we argue that Griffith’s melodrama has indeed contributed to the 

development of Chinese vernacular modernism? At the first and also the most basic 
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level, we have to consider the historical distribution, exhibition and marketing of his 

films, as modern practice. Given modernity in China being an uneven process subject to 

spatial-temporal fluctuations, I will frame my discussion within Shanghai modernity. 

This position has to do with, on the one hand the hybrid and cosmopolitan nature of 

Shanghai, a city that is more advanced in the modernization process, and on the other 

the fact that the exhibition of Griffith’s films was mostly taking place in Shanghai. Before 

we move on to the question of how Griffith’s movies were marketed and promoted to 

the Chinese audiences, we need to ask first, who constituted the major audience of 

melodrama films in the 1920s? These two questions are crucial to our understanding of 

the mentality of Chinese audiences and they actually answer to each other. It is largely 

assumed that the majority of regular cinemagoers were foreigners living in China and 

well-educated Chinese people. However, Zhang Yingjin has noted a pattern of 

transformation in terms of audiences: 

 
In the early years, traditional theater fans might venture side trips into the 
exotic spectacles offered by Western shadowplays. Typically, these early shorts 
featured smiling female dancers, a woman bathing in a tub, passengers on a 
giant steamship, a bicycle race involving a head-on collision, and the police 
and passers-by chasing a troublemaker on the street (Leyda 1972: 2; Y. Zheng 
1982: 1-2). As time went by, students, clerks and other educated urbanites 
were no longer content with action-filled slapstick. Instead, they would join the 
gentry and other urban leisure classes in appreciating the screen equivalents 
of butterfly stories in the 1920s. The adaptation of traditional narratives of 
legendary heroes and historical figures further accustomed an audience of the 
literate and the illiterate alike to watching films as a satisfactory experience. 
(Zhang, 2004: 18)  

 
His account contains two very solid points: the regular cinemagoers were not limited to 

the upper classes but included both the literate and the illiterate, and the films that 

attracted the audience’s interest were largely romantic stories (“the screen equivalents of 

butterfly stories”) and history (“narratives of […] historical figures”). A closer look at the 

first point reveals a link between cinema and vernacular modernism. The second telling 

point indicates a strong link between the taste of the target audience and the strategic 

step made by the Shanghai film industry to promote movie going as a modern lifestyle.  

Leo Ou-fan Lee has examined the ways in which urban venues including theaters, 

magazines, newspapers, and city guides contributed to the expansion of the market 

potential of the movies. According to Lee, Shanghai audiences’ taste and viewing habits 

have been largely shaped by print culture – in particular the Mandarin Ducks and 
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Butterfly school of popular fiction (Lee, 1999: 84). In a similar vein, Jay Leyda observed 

the vernacular taste exhibited by Chinese viewers, “the Chinese spectator’s love of 

tradition, with all the security and serenity that tradition represents” (Leyda, 1972: 49). 

Leyda acknowledged that “these ‘old subjects’ were so extremely popular with film 

audiences then that we are forced to look beneath the ‘escapist’ surface and beyond the 

ticket-buyer’s wish to forget for a couple of hours the huge political issues and the 

prospect of disturbing change that were coming down upon Shanghai” (Ibid., 49-50). 

Although he was referring to the old popular sources, such as “Peking opera, fairy tales, 

myths, and folklore” (Ibid., 49), which largely inspired the Chinese films made in the 

1920s, he also pointed in the direction from which we can understand the underlying 

reasons why Chinese audiences favored Griffith. Characterized by high emotionalism, 

stark ethical conflict, and the focus on the family-home as the site in which conflict is 

taking place, Griffith’s melodrama films often side with the powerless and the oppressed. 

The interpretation fits easily into a certain collective imagination of a past China, as the 

society was under pressures of modernity and the continuing threat of colonialism and 

imperialism. Griffith’s melodrama films were remote in the sense of not being about 

China, yet were relevant in some way to the Chinese situation.  

 

If Griffith’s films function as global vernacular, then it is the way in which his films were 

translated and reconfigured in their Chinese context of reception that connects with 

Chinese vernacular. Therefore, it is important to briefly examine how the alien 

entertainment form and popular culture – Griffith’s films in my case – became established. 

I argue that the process of domesticating and localizing Griffith’s films can hardly be 

separated from the popularity of the Mandarin Duck and Butterfly school in the 1910s 

and 1920s.  

 

The “Butterfly” genre is characterized by its sensationalism, sentimentality, patterned 

plots, and politically and morally conservative stance, in comparison with the May Fourth 

New Culture that carries the idea of revolution in order to realize the goals of anti-

imperialist and anti-feudal enlightenment. The taste and the viewing habits of Shanghai 

audiences were in part shaped by this school, which led to the acceptance of melodrama. 

The year of 1924 in particular witnessed the increasing involvement of the “Butterfly” 

writers in the Chinese film industry and in making melodrama films. Yuli Hun (The Spirit 
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of the Jade Pear) by Xu Chenya (1889-1937) was adapted into film by Zhen Zhengqiu in 

1924.  Bao Tianxiao (1876-1973) was appointed by the Mingxing studio (Star motion 

picture studio) as a scriptwriter and wrote seven screenplays (Zhu & Rosen, 2010: 243).  

 

One needs to be aware though that since the May Fourth Movement, there have been two 

major strands of melodrama. One type is moralist (known for the conservative position 

and intimately tied with the wenyi art), represented by Zheng Zhengqiu who turned to 

Confucianism for resolution. The other type is exemplified by Sun Yu’s revolutionary 

romanticism (known as leftist melodrama), which looks for primary sources from the 

Marxist canon.9 It seems to me, therefore, that two kinds of audiences can be delineated, 

linked to the two strands of filmmaking. One embraces the “Butterfly” tradition, which on 

the one hand reconstitutes the aura of traditional moral codes and glorifies the traditions, 

and on the other hand is suspicious towards foreign ideology. The other type is more 

influenced by the principles of the May Fourth Movement, which awakens the 

conception of individual rights and freedom. However, these two strands are not as 

exclusive from each other as at first sight. In this regard, I would like to reassert Zhang 

Yingjin’s point that “rather than opposing itself to realism and romanticism favored by 

May Fourth literature, melodrama combined elements from both and provided leftists 

and the non-leftists alike with an effective form in which to address social problems 

while articulating versions of idealism, be they Marxist or conservative in nature” 

(Zhang, 2004: 105). The leftist tradition in China became more powerful from the 1930s 

onwards, and therefore the influence of the Mandarin Duck and Butterfly School was still 

dominant in the 1920s.  

 

Griffith’s relation to the literary genre of Mandarin Duck and Butterfly casts more light on 

vernacular modernism. It is the local appropriation of Griffith that counts as vernacular 

education. The “Butterfly” School played one of the most important roles – if not the most 

important role – in the process of appropriating Griffith. The leading literary figures from 

the “butterfly” school endeavored to balance the distance between the vernacular taste of 

the mass viewers and the alienated texts. One of the distinguished fiction writers and 

translators in the “Butterfly” school, Zhou Shoujuan (1894-1968), was one of the first 

                                                        
9 Zhang Zhen (2005) identified Zheng Zhengqiu’s style as slow-paced ethical melodrama and Paul 
Pickowicz (1993) traced the leftist melodrama in Chinese cinema. 
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and most influential of those who introduced Griffith to Chinese viewers, when he was 

appointed chief editor of Shenbao’s literary supplement10, “Ziyou tan” (Free Speech).11 

According to his article in Shenbao of December 16th, 1919, Zhou remarked on the great 

complexity or elaboration of plot, setting, theme, and thoughts in Hearts of the Word. He 

was deeply impressed with Griffith’s prime motivation for making films that informed a 

very general solicitude for the promotion of ethics and a shared understanding. On 

February 12th, 1920, he wrote another article in Shenbao to praise Griffith’s artistic 

achievements. For Zhou, Griffith surpassed Harold Lloyd in turning films into an 

experience of enlightenment, more than “just” entertainment, judging by the film 

Intolerance’s depiction of the oppressed and exploited people under capitalism. 

Furthermore, after Way Down East was released for the fourth time in Shanghai, Zhou 

translated the original novel, on which the film was based, into Chinese, illustrated with 

images from the film. The book was printed by the Shanghai dadong shuju press in 1926. 

 

Not only were “Butterfly” writers and influential literary figures promoting Griffith’s 

films through newspapers and magazines but many foreign film plot scripts were 

rendered in literary Chinese to cater to the taste of Chinese viewers. To further illustrate 

how foreign films have been tailored for the vernacular taste of the Chinese audiences, we 

now turn to the translation of Griffith’s film titles, which apparently marked them with 

the “Butterfly” label. This cross-cultural translation can in principle be viewed as the third 

factor that led to the local appropriation of Griffith. In a pragmatic sense, the translation 

indicates the negotiation between the diverse cultural resources that shaped this new 

cinematic culture.  

 

Let me offer a very brief overview of the titles that have been translated into Chinese: 

Judith of Bethulia – Jiefu jiuguo ji (Chaste Wife Saves the Nation); The Birth of a Nation – 

Chongjian guangming (See the Light Again); Intolerance – Dangtong fayi (Wiping Out 

Dissenters); The Hearts of the World – Tiexue yuanyang (The Blood and Iron Mandarin 

                                                        
10 Shenbao is the oldest Chinese newspaper and was founded by British merchant Ernest Major in Shanghai 
in 1872. From 1912 to the mid-1930s, it moved public opinions out of the confines of private and literary 
works and strongly developed a readership interested in political issues, when owned by Shi Liangcai (later 
assassinated in 1934 by arrangement of Chiang Kai-shek). 
11 These articles can be found in the movie supplement of Shenbao published mostly during 1919 and 1920: 
Shenbao, June 27th, 1919, no.14; Shenbao, November 18th, 1919, no.14 Shenbao, February 12th, 1920, 
no.13;  
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Duck Couple); His Majesty, the American – Taizi jiuguoji (Prince Saves the Country); The 

Girl Who Stayed at Home – Ouzhan fengliu shi (Romance in the European War); Broken 

Blossoms – Canhua lei (Tears of a Withered Flower); The Greatest Question – Zuida zhi 

wenti (The Greatest Question); Way Down East – Lai hun (Repudiate a Marriage Contract); 

The Love Flower – Xiaonv chenzhou (Dutiful Daughter Sinks the Boat); Orphans of the 

Storm – Luanshi guchu (Orphans of the Chaotic Time); An Exciting Night – Kongbu de yiye 

(A Night of Horror). The Chinese translated titles seem to confirm Leyda’s point about 

Chinese audience’s favorites themes: one is the family-ethics film that often included 

elements of romance; another is the historical film with nation as its narrative focus. 

Moreover, it is common that the Chinese titles borrowed language from classic Chinese 

poems, as “Butterfly” writers did. For instance, Canhua lei (as translation of Broken 

Blossoms), was derived from a poem by Shi Weibai from the Song Dynasty. He wrote, 

“Hudie youyi wei hua zui, canhua lei zai shuizhong jian” (literally it means that while the 

butterfly is attracted towards the flower, the broken flower is weeping under the water). 

Butterfly and broken flower are used metaphorically in the poem to refer to the 

unrequited love. In a way, the translated Chinese title points to the Chinese interpretation 

of the film Broken Blossoms.  

 

In the process of creating the value of Griffith’s films – by means of literary and cultural 

translation, the exotic and foreign have become localized and appropriated. A 

habitualized sensitivity was therefore developed, shaped and refined. I suggest that the 

Griffith fever lies in the cohabitation of exotic and local, classical and vernacular, modern 

and traditional, which created a shared space for cultural sensibilities, common sense, 

collective memories, and structures of feeling. In this regard, we also note that society’s 

perception is not a passive reflection of whatever shapes the life of its citizens, but 

creates and recreates cultural and social trends. This became particularly evident in two 

cases – Broken Blossoms and Way Down East. Therefore, we move from the first level to a 

more symbolic level that articulates the uncertainties and anxieties in the minds of 

Chinese people caused by the specific historical situation. A study of Griffith at the 

symbolic level presents two clashes: the conflict between China and West and the one 

between traditional and modern values.  

 

Let us begin with the case of Broken Blossoms, which is among the first movies bringing 
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to light a tragic love story between a Chinese man – who is also the main character – and 

a Caucasian girl. In the film, Cheng Huan (Richard Barthelmess) is a Chinese man who 

aspires to spread Buddhism in the Western world. When he is confronted with a reality 

in London that differs from his initial expectations, his ambitions start to fade away. 

When he meets Lucy Burrows (Lillian Gish) – who is often abused by her father, Battling 

Burrows (Donald Crisp) – he feels the urge to provide shelter for her. One day, after 

being brutally beaten by her father again, Lucy runs away to hide at Cheng’s store. 

Cheng takes care of Lucy and protects her from her father’s fists. The two characters 

start to develop an implicit romantic bond, until Lucy is accidentally found by an 

acquaintance of her father. The story ends very dramatically – Lucy does not survive her 

father’s iron fist, Battling Burrows is killed by Cheng, and then commits suicide after 

having carried Lucy’s body to his place.  

 

Despite the fact that the Chinese character is played by a Caucasian man in “yellowface” 

makeup, and with some cultural misinterpretations in the film, Griffith created perhaps 

one of the first major and sympathetic Chinese images, seeking to break away from the 

conventional narrative of yellow peril, which was prevalent in Hollywood cinema. While 

Battling Burrows is portrayed as an evil character brutalizing his own daughter, Cheng 

appears to be a man of peace and honor influenced by his Chinese cultural background.   

 

Broken Blossoms was released in Shanghai in 1922 as Canhua lei. Interestingly enough, 

the distributor of the movie came up with the slogan “zhongguo ren, xing ji renci” (the 

benevolent nature of the Chinese) – which was published in the newspapers – as a 

selling point to attract Chinese people to the cinema. It is important to note that the film 

was initially scheduled to be shown in theaters for one week, but shortly after three 

days it was withdrawn from circulation, which was announced by the newspapers in an 

obscure manner, stating that the movie was no longer on the running schedule due to 

some special reasons. When the film was premiered in the cinema, the audiences were 

provided with the complete original version. It was soon replaced by a cut and 

narratively inconsistent version with the scene of the Chinese man killing a Caucasian 

man removed. The film was further banned from circulation in Hong Kong.12 

                                                        
12 The original text by San San can be found in “Discussion with Nelson about Seven Films by Griffith”, Film 
Magazine, volume 1, no. 1. 
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The truth behind the abrupt cancellation and the cut version was exposed by Rui Kaizhi 

later in Shenbao in 1923:  

 
The intervention comes from outside, since the evil father with a British 
background certainly brings great lasting disgrace upon Britain; any citizen 
of the state – be it Chinese or British – should feel the same need for 
protecting the dignity of the country; any further imported films about 
Chinese should not deviate us from the spirit of this type of caution.13 

 
Some Chinese viewers of the period considered Cheng Huan, the ‘Yellow Man’, as a 

positive image of Chinese in the West. Initially published in Shenbao, an anonymous 

article praised the movie for its portrait of a pure love relationship: “Have we not seen 

enough films that were imported from abroad, wherein our people, whenever they were 

depicted, were (over half of them) found among gangsters and robbers. Only in Canhua 

lei could a Chinese perform noble and pure love. Can we not regard it as our honour?”14 

 

The cinematic construction of the ambiguous relationship between Lucy and Cheng 

Huan is a reflection of the anxiety of miscegenation and the tragic ending is the 

inevitable result of the interracial romance. As Gina Marchetti observes, “the narrative 

pattern most often associated with Hollywood dramas involving the ‘yellow peril’ 

features the rape or threat of rape of a Caucasian woman by a villainous Asian man” 

(Marchetti 1994:11). However, Griffith’s way of handling the intimate situations and the 

ritualistic suicide of the Chinese man could be interpreted differently in the Chinese 

context. According to this anonymous reviewer, the lack of physical involvement 

reflected Cheng’s nobility, which defined him as a man of noble character. As the ancient 

Chinese proverb goes, “junzi zuohuai buluan” (a man of noble character should be able 

to defy temptation), it is not surprising that Cheng’s repressed desire for Lucy could be 

viewed as a gesture of showing his respect. Moreover, because suicide was often seen as 

a positive action in terms of protecting one’s dignity and spiritedness, Cheng’s suicide 

was also perceived as his devotion to pure and noble love. 

 

Critical voices also focused on issues such as Cheng Huan’s inappropriate clothing, the 

confusion of Buddhism with Confucianism, and the scenes of Chinatown filled with 

                                                        
13 The original text was written by Rui kaizhi, and published in Shenbao, May 1923. It is the author’s 
translation. 
14 The original text can be found in Film Magazine 1.1, May 1924: 4. It is translated by Chen Jianhua. 
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gambling and opium smoking. Among others, He Xinleng (1898-1933), the editor of the 

newspaper supplement Shenbao, claimed that Broken Blossoms in fact uttered a racial 

slur about Chinese people, given the film’s portrayal of a “white-faking-yellow” 

character who looks extremely unhealthy and decadent and acts like an emotionless 

puppet, the scene of gambling and opium smoking, as well as the indistinguishable 

categorizing of Chinese, Indian and Malaysian. Although He Xinleng acknowledged that 

Griffith’s impression of Chinese people was largely based on Chinatowns in the United 

States, he was outraged by the character chosen to represent the whole ethnic Chinese 

group. 

 

In the same article he eagerly expressed the need for state censorship:  

 
1) State government should strictly ban any film that contains a racial slur 
about Chinese people. Censorship should be applied to imported films, and 
action is needed when offensive images of the Chinese and China are spotted: 
either banning the film, or warning the production company; 2) Some 
Chinese immigrants might commit immoral acts, but diplomats and Chinese 
overseas students should take the responsibility to change the situation into 
a more promising direction; 3) Chinese film companies should endeavor to 
produce movies that depict Chinese virtue, and propagate them to Euro-
American countries. The government should provide assistance.15 

 
Leaving aside the question of whether Broken Blossoms offered a “positive” or 

“offensive” image of the Chinese, the thoughts of He certainly can be viewed as a direct 

result of the increasingly enhanced national consciousness arising from national crisis. 

The protest against offensive images of the Chinese in Hollywood films went hand in 

hand with the resistance against imperialism in the 1920s and 1930s. Furthermore, it 

also reflected a close connection between the growing sense of nationalism and 

conceptions of the national on the level of cinematic representation, when film had 

become an important cultural industry in China, and the media were considered an 

irreplaceable tool to engage people in both the public and private space.  

 

Confronted with Western cultural and military threats, the Chinese started to question 

the validity and adaptability of traditional Chinese culture and values. This context 

alone could account for the wide appeal of Way Down East. The film tells a story of a 

                                                        
15 The original text can be found in “After watching Broken Blossoms”, written by He Xinleng in Guowen 
zhoubao (National News Weekly), Volume 2, no.12, April 1925. It is the author’s translation. 
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beautiful but poor country girl Anna Moore (Lillian Gish) being lured into a fake 

marriage by an upper-class man Lennox Sanderson (Lowell Sherman), when she comes 

to visit her rich relatives in Boston. She becomes pregnant but the baby dies soon after 

birth. Anna is left drifting, and later finds herself a job in a farm, where David Bartlett 

(Richard Barthelmess) – a farmer’s son – falls in love with her. When the old Bartlett 

learns of Anna’s past from the town gossip, he turns Anna out into the snowstorm. After 

David saves Anna from the freezing waterfall at the last minute, the film closes with 

their marriage – a happy ending.  

 

While Way Down East was treated as an old-fashioned melodrama in the 1920s in the 

United States,16 in China it touched on a number of sensitive issues arising from a 

changing society in which the acceptance of traditions was at stake. The established 

notions of partner selection and marriage in traditional Chinese society were 

questioned and challenged, when the idea of free love became more popular. The 

pursuit of romantic and free love was not something new though. It came before the 

twentieth century, if one takes a look at classic Chinese novels, such as Tale of the 

Western Chamber or The Dream of the Red Chamber. But the old cultural practice, such 

as a marriage of convenience, arranged marriage, or woman’s faithfulness to her 

husband unto death was more frequently confronted in this changing social context. In 

line with the phenomenon, Way Down East was interpreted somehow as anti-feudal 

propaganda by the Chinese as Zheng documented.  

 

Zheng wrote that the movie Way Down East was first shown in 1924, but the film in fact 

was premiered in Shanghai in May 1922 and had a week run in the cinemas. Because of 

the popularity, the movie was re-released in Shanghai in October. It was reported that 

President Li and his family went to the theater for this movie, when it was screened in 

Beijing in 1922 in the Zhenguang movie house. In the end the film was re-released at 

least three times.17 To understand the historical popularity of this particular film, we 

can borrow Zheng’s description.  

 
The romance films were influenced considerably by American films, 

                                                        
16 The rejection of Griffith’s reliance on melodrama can be found in Lea Jacobs’ The Decline of Sentiment: 
American Film in the 1920s. 
17 More information can be consulted in Shenbao, January 1923, no.1 
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especially the early films of D. W. Griffith. In 1924, Way Down East arrived in 
China and caused a sensation among spectators. Consequently, all the earlier 
Griffith films – Orphans of the Storm, The Birth of a Nation, Broken Blossoms, 
The Fatal Marriage, Intolerance and A Flower of Love – were re-released and 
re-evaluated. Theses such as Mr Cheng Bugao’s “The Success of Griffith” in 
Film Journal were published. Scriptwriters, directors and actors were all 
eager to learn from Way Down East. The film was so successful because “what 
it depicts has a universal meaning and therefore conforms to Chinese social 
conditions […]” (Mr San San, “Talking about Seven Griffith Films,” Film 
Journal 2, 1924) […] Way Down East and Orphans of the Storm reflected the 
difficulties of women in their struggle for free courtship in a semi-feudal 
society. Our social background against which our “romance films” appeared 
was quite similar to this. (Zheng, 1996: 1398)  

 
In a very direct manner, Zheng Junli had pointed out the influence Griffith had on 

Chinese romantic melodramas. Instead of detailing the connection between Griffith and 

Chinese family-ethics or romantic films, I focus on one case, Gu'er jiu zu ji (Orphan 

Rescues Grandfather, 1923), the first long film and serious drama, as well as one of the 

first domestic box office hits in China. The film was the production of Star film studio 

owned by Luo Mingyou (1900–1967).18 Luo brought Way Down East and Orphans of the 

Storm to Beijing audiences when he was running the Zhenguang movie house in Beijing 

(in fact, the survival of his theater owed much to these two films). More importantly, he 

turned the local theater into a nation-wide film production company based in Shanghai. 

The company produced a large number of melodrama films starting with Orphan 

Rescues Grandfather.  

 

Orphan Rescues Grandfather was directed by Zhang Shichuan and written by Zheng 

Zhengqiu, who was often associated with Griffith. As Zhang Zhen notes, “Comparisons 

between Griffith and Zheng Zhengqiu, the ‘father of Chinese cinema’, by critics then and 

now are legion, largely because of their shared interest in social and ethical issues or 

crises in the advent of modernity, as well as the desire to appeal to a wide audience 

through elaborate yet intelligible storytelling” (Zhang, 2012: 38).  

 

The dramatic story of Orphan Rescues Grandfather is set against the backdrop of a 

constantly changing society where the social and moral breakdown could be deeply felt. 

An initially happy and rich family with a newly married couple and the father (Zheng 

                                                        
18 More details about Luo Mingyou can be consulted at Historical Dictionary of Chinese Cinema. 
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Zhegu) is broken up after the husband dies in a horse-riding accident. While still 

suffering from the loss, the father is lured into an evil trick played by his nephew, who 

attempts to take over the family fortune. Accused of adultery, the daughter-in-law 

(Wang Hanlun) is driven out of her house, despite her pregnancy. Unable to commit 

suicide, she finds herself a small place to live and gives birth to a son. Ten years later, 

the son (Zheng Xiaoqiu) turns out to be a very smart and diligent student, studying at 

the school that is financially supported by his grandfather. The film uses the encounter 

between grandfather and grandson to save the family eventually – the grandfather is 

rescued by the grandson from the hands of his nephew, who later confesses that he 

wrongly accused the daughter-in-law of having an affair.  

 

In several respects, one can claim that the film is a Griffith inspired film. First of all, 

there are some directly transplanted elements from Griffith’s films in this film. The 

movie is titled Orphan Rescues Grandfather, which obviously refers in its title to 

Griffith’s Orphan of The Storm. Moreover, the rescue scene in Orphan Rescues 

Grandfather echoes the hero-rescues-beauty sequence in Way Down East. However, it 

must be at least noted that there is an essential difference between Griffith’s rescue 

scenario and the rescue scene in this film: while Griffith seeks to protect the girl, the 

orphan endeavored to save the family.19 

 

More importantly, Orphan Rescues Grandfather to a certain extent has established the 

structure for the Chinese family melodrama. First and foremost, the emphasis of this 

film is primarily placed on the conflict and tension in a family caught in the web of 

traditional value-system. The film touches upon social issues such as the patriarchal 

family system by focusing on the personal emotional trauma of an individual family 

member such as the woman protagonist, Yu Weiru. Similar to Way Down East, Orphan 

remains patriarchal in the discourse but suggests the need to criticize the patrilineal, 

patri-local and patriarchal tradition in Chinese society.  

 

The audience could easily identify with the film characters (Zhang 2005: 127), 

especially the grandson and the daughter-in-law – the second important characteristic 
                                                        
19 As Gish recalled, Griffith’s instruction to her was that her characters should be understood to represent 
“the essence of all girlhood, not just one girl” and to embody “the essence of virginity”; quoted by Grant 
(2011): 16. 
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of this film. Wang Hanlun who played the daughter-in-law was the first leading actress 

in Chinese melodrama film. She was known as yinmu diyi beidan (number one tragic 

female role). Much like Anna, Weiru is a suffering woman: she loses her husband, gets 

slandered, is driven out of the house, and lives in poverty with her son.  

 

Finally, both Way Down East and Orphan Rescues Grandfather are structured by the 

binary distinction of good/bad, virtue/evil or moral/immoral. The binary narrative is 

predominant in early Chinese film history, which is evidenced by the 

modernity/tradition and city/country antithesis in movie narrative. The clear moral 

stance of Orphan Rescues Grandfather suggests the concern of maintaining the moral 

order. The film takes the conflict to its inevitable conclusion by rewarding good and 

punishing evil.  

 

Orphan Rescues Grandfather conveys the important social functions of melodrama, 

which appeals to familial order. The modernization process in China has influenced the 

family structure and destabilized family values, gender and generational relations 

within the family, as well as the function of the family in larger society. Because of a set 

of clashes arising from the process of modernization, for instance in wealth and poverty, 

urbanity and the countryside, and individual desire and social restraint, the expression 

of melodrama finds a resonance in Chinese cinema. By utilizing the cinematic form of 

family melodrama, the complexity of the family domain – where diverse forms of 

conflict between generations, gender roles, classes, cultures, and nations – is brought 

into focus.  

 

4.3 The Making of Melodrama in Early Chinese Cinema 

 

Having established the research time frame in the 1920s and 1930s, we see that a 

society in crisis presents both a challenge and an opportunity for the development of 

melodrama. As a result, film melodrama was at its peak in those years. Among others, the 

most significant, well-known and commercially successful melodramas were Gu'er jiu zu 

ji (Orphan Rescues Grandfather, Zheng Zhengqiu & Zhang Shichuan, 1923), Ku’er ruonv 

(The Poor Children, Zhang Shichuan, 1924), Changmen xianmu (Mother from a Brothel, 

Cheng Bugao, 1930), Yecao xianhua (Wild Flowers, Sunyu, 1930), Taohua qi xueji (Peach 
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Blossom Weeps Tears of Blood, also known as The Peach Girl, Bu Wancang, 1931), Yinhan 

shuangxing (Twin Stars of the Silver Screen, Shi Dongshan, co-produced by Cai Chusheng, 

1931), Xiao wanyi (Small Toys, Sun Yu, 1933), Zimei hua (Twin Sisters, Zheng Zhengqiu, 

1933), Shen nu (Goddess, Wu Yonggang, 1934), Yuguang qu (Fishermen's Song, Cai 

Chusheng, 1934), Tian lun (Song of China, Fei Mu, 1935), Malu tianshi (Street Angel, Yuan 

Muzhi, 1937), and Cimu qu (Tears of a Mother, Zhu Shilin, 1937). 

 

Two major paradoxes can be detected, which are interconnected: the first one is derived 

from the complex relations between film as a transnational phenomenon, and bears 

national cultural characteristics. In early Chinese film history, while the impact of 

Hollywood film on local culture and audiences was essentially indistinguishable from 

domestic imaginaries and filmmaking, the demand for the construction of a national 

cinema was never off the agenda of public discussion. Second, a sense of moral dilemma 

was shared. Both filmmakers and viewers saw the tension in Chinese society and family 

but were generally reluctant to overthrow the established social and family order. 

Perhaps no other filmic forms of the same period projected such a paradoxical and 

complicated view of the Chinese situation, at once embracing and questioning the 

traditional construct of Chinese family structure and ethics. 

 

Nevertheless, the experiment and prosperity of melodrama films in the 1920s and 1930s 

marked the growing maturity of China's narrative cinema, which in many ways has 

challenged the assumption that early Chinese cinema was largely dominated by 

Hollywood cinema.20 While the Western influence in this period was obvious, one should 

also note the presence of distinct Chinese style through these films. More importantly, 

melodrama has constructed a critical discursive field pertaining to the constitution of 

prewar Chinese identities through its capacity to “simultaneously incorporate the 

discourses of imperialism, nationalism, and class and gender conflict points not only to 
                                                        
20 Noel Burch, for instance, in his work To the Distant Observer: Form and Meaning in the Japanese Cinema, 
has identified prewar Japanese cinema as the “only national cinema to derive fundamentally from a non-
European culture”, which is different from the “standard ‘Hollywood style’ of shooting and editing adopted 
by the industries of Europe and the US, as well as by colonized nations.” (Burch, 1979: p.390) In his view, 
while Japanese cinema to a certain degree has challenged the hegemonic practices of Hollywood cinema, 
the other civilizations – such as China, India, and Egypt – have failed to develop an original mode of filmic 
expression, due to Western powers’ infiltration and colonization (or semi-colonization) of local film 
industry. On the basis of Leyda’s statistics, Burch argues that the early Chinese cinema is merely shaped by 
processes of path dependence and mimicry of Hollywood style, ranging from stock characters to 
camerawork, from editing techniques to narrative structure (Ibid., 26-27). 
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the genre’s structural malleability but to the role it played in approaching and ‘resolving’ 

the historical complexities that lie behind its intersecting horizons” (Hays & Nikolopoulou, 

1996: xi),.  

 

A very crucial reason for the success and long-term popularity of movie melodrama in 

China is its focus on family life. The dramatic and sensational depiction of family life in a 

large part reflects and reshapes the new unfamiliar modern world in which traditional 

order is experiencing transformation and moral confrontations are taking place. In 

accordance with a range of circumstances in which traditional social norms were 

undergoing rapid changes and the firmly established family structure and family ethics 

were challenged, Chinese melodrama film enjoyed a period of considerable prosperity and 

progress in the 1920s and 1930s.  

 

As argued in chapter one, the concept of the Chinese family is firmly anchored in two 

relationships – the individual and the family, and the state and the family. In order to 

explore how the family is portrayed in melodrama, I again focus on these two 

perspectives: family relationships (rather than individual family members), and family in 

relation to nation. To begin with, I focus in more detail on the family relationships 

pertaining to the understanding of Chinese melodrama films.  

 

The Family Relationship as Narrative Focus 

The representation of the traditional Chinese family as characterized by patriarchal, 

patrilineal, and patrilocal configurations – which suggests gender, age, and generation as 

the determining factors in defining family role, duty, and privilege – underwent 

transformation and became the narrative focus of Chinese 1920s and 1930s melodramas. 

Reflecting social changes taking place in China, these melodrama films magnified the 

social problems by zooming in on the ideal locus of the family, because of its connection 

with both the state and the individual. However, as melodramas of this period relied 

primarily on the setting of the traditional extended family, the constellation of characters 

conformed to a fixed pattern. Moreover, relationships among family members pre-

established by individual roles within the family and the entire family’s social class 

remained the focus of interest. 
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The representation of the Chinese family as it evolved throughout the period of the 

1920s and 1930s effectively present both the changing social context in which family is 

transformed, and the struggles for either maintaining or breaking down the conventional 

order. The representation of the family in early Chinese cinema is a multi-layered 

phenomenon. The family relation displayed in the movies is addressed here along two 

fundamental axes – generation and gender. I start with the cinematic construction of 

generational relationship within which three subtypes can be distinguished. 

 

The father-son/father-daughter (in-law) constitutes the first pair of relationships. The 

narrative of the story in the film Song of China (Fei Mu, 1935) – one of the few early 

Chinese movies shown in United States and which was dedicated to exploring blood 

bonds and ethical relationships between members of a Chinese family – showed a 

journey in which the son seeks to fulfill his father’s will, reaffirming the traditional family 

values of filial piety. What is interesting in this film is how the father-son relationship 

undergoes a clear transformation: while the son performs the duties of filial piety to his 

father signified by his act of moving back to the countryside and working for the 

orphanage, his own son and daughter choose to leave him for a modern and more 

luxurious lifestyle in the city. The impact of the story is intensified by the conflict 

between the father’s traditional family orientation and the son’s demands for urbanity 

and modernity, which is resolved through reconciliation between the grandson and his 

grandfather. 

 

The film Song of China promotes the traditional value of filial respect. The story ends up 

with the son returning to the country, affirming the role of the “father” in preserving the 

family values. The son's filial piety toward his father is shown explicitly in the film. As the 

old Confucian order collapsed with the end of the imperial system, the father – who was 

the head of the family and maintainer of familial order – became a central and 

controversial figure in the cinematic representation. The fictional relationship between 

the father and the son/daughter/daughter-in-law are cinematically constructed to either 

affirm or subvert the notion of filial respect. Similar to the film Song of China, the 

patriarchal hierarchy is reinforced in Orphan Rescues Grandfather, a film discussed later. 

The hierarchy and obedience central to the codes of filial piety are virtually subverted in 

the film Wild Flowers through the autonomy of the son. The father not only arranges a 
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marriage for the son, but also attempts to break up the romance between the son and his 

lover. Instead of following the father’s will, the son leaves the family to be with the girl 

that he loves. As arranged marriage and filial piety were recognized as key sources of 

power of the traditional Chinese family, obedience and disobedience to the father is a 

reflection of family structure transition. 

 

The second subtype is the mother-son or mother-daughter relation, exemplified in Wu 

Yonggang’s 1934 film, The Goddess. The main female character (played by Ruan Lingyu, 

who was famous for her melodramatic roles) is simultaneously a shameful prostitute and 

a self-sacrificing mother. The film tells the story about a woman selling her body in order 

to support her son’s education. The immorality of her profession is morally justified by 

her role as a virtuous mother, which encourages the audience to sympathise with her. 

The representation of a single mother’s strong will and commitment to raise and educate 

the child at any cost is dominant in many films. 

 

The film Tears of a Mother (Zhu Shilin, 1937) portrays another all-loving and all-

sacrificing Chinese mother, who raises four children. The only benevolent son is 

imprisoned for covering up his father’s crime of stealing rice. The father dies in a 

depressed state, leaving the mother with grown-up children, none of which is willing to 

take care of the elderly mother. After being ill-treated, the mother has no choice but to 

live in an institutional care home. When the son comes out of prison and discovers this, 

he condemns the other sons for their dereliction of filial piety, who are nonetheless 

forgiven by the mother. By addressing tensions between the elderly mother and her 

grown-up sons, the film highlights the notion of filial piety. 

 

On the one hand, the image of the “suffering woman or mother” exposes to a large extent 

the complicity of closely interdependent factors such as political, economic and sexual 

power. Miriam Hansen observed that the contradictions of modernity can be seen 

through the figure of the woman in Shanghai cinema (Hansen, 2000: 15). On the other 

hand, the image of a self-sacrificing mother who devotes everything to her child is largely 

seen as an ideal in the Chinese society. Rey Chow refers to this as “culturally required 

self-sacrifice” (Chow 1991: 170). The relationship between gender and nation has 

increasingly attracted scholarly attention. For instance, Yuval-Davis points out that 
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“women especially are often required to carry this 'burden of representation,' as they are 

constructed as the symbolic bearers of the collectivity's identity and honour, both 

personally and collectively.” (Yuval-Davis 1997: 45) The image of the good mother can be 

seen in movies such as Orphans rescues Grandfather (Zhang Shichuan, 1923), The Poor 

Children (Zhang Shichuan, 1924), and Mother from a Brothel (Cheng Bugao, 1930). 

 

The third subtype highlights the grandfather-grandson relationship. In the context of 

kinship, the term ‘grandfather’ carries a strong connotation of power. However, more 

often than not, the conflict between father and son is resolved by the intimacy between 

grandfather and grandson. More specifically, while films are inclined to show tensions 

between father and son, the warm bond between grandfather and grandson – skipping 

the generation of the father – remains an important theme or topic explored in Chinese 

cinema; see for example, the return of the grandson in Song of China and the reunion of 

grandfather and grandson in Orphan Rescues Grandfather.  

 

It is highly noticeable that film directors used ‘melodramatic love’ to challenge established 

notions of traditional Chinese partner selection: for instance in marriages of convenience 

or arranged marriages. In that way the second major pattern exposing the flaws of the 

old marriage system can be identified. The exploration of the pursuit of romantic love as a 

primary basis for marriage marks a resistance to the established order of male 

dominance over female, parents over children, the rich over the poor. It was always the 

case that marriage was to be entangled with a number of other issues, which then 

required the consent of the whole family, and in particular, the approval of male figures 

such as the father. It was difficult for those wishing to break away from social 

conventions and from parental authority. 

 

Considered as the “butterfly prototype”21 (Pickowicz, 1991: 45), Peach Blossom 

Weeps Tears of Blood (Bu Wancang, 1931) portrays the tragic love between a countryside 

girl Lingu (played by Ruan Lingyu) and the son of a rich landowner De’en (played by Jin 

Yan). Being ‘poor’ and ‘uncultured’, her lover’s mother rejects the girl and their marriage 

is disapproved of even after the young couple is living together in the city. They are 
                                                        
21 Originating from the image of Madame Butterfly, the butterfly prototype refers to a pattern of woman 
sacrificing herself for the happiness of another person or for the family, which is the centrality of 
melodrama. 
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forced to separate because of the mother’s stance. By the time De’en escapes from his 

mother, it is already too late: Lingu dies, leaving a newly-born daughter to the man. The 

movie represents parental power and the traditional pattern of partner selection based 

on the principle of men dang hudui (matching socio-economic status). The relationship 

between the mother and (future) daughter-in-law represents the conflict between the 

demands of romantic love and social conventions associated with parental authority, 

which often stood against marriage between rich and poor. 

 

Starring the same actor and actress as the film Peach Blossom Weeps Tears of Blood (Bu 

Wancang, 1931),22  Sun Yu’s Wild Flowers offers another example of challenging 

established partner selection in China. The title Wild Flowers suggests a girl from a 

humble background can only be considered as a “wild flower” in its metaphoric sense. 

Love blossoms between two people from very different class backgrounds: Huang Yun, a 

talented violinist from a wealthy family, and Lilian, a poor orphan who survives by selling 

flowers but with a very beautiful singing voice. Huang leaves his family in rebellion 

against an arranged marriage planned by his parents. With the help of the young 

musician, Lilian soon becomes a famous singer. Despite strong opposition from the 

family, Huang decides to stay with Lilian. The film condemns the practice of arranged 

marriage and celebrates free choice. Sun Yu claimed that his film was inspired by 

Alexandre Dumas’ La Dame aux Camélias (1848) and the American-produced film Camille 

(George Cukor, 1936).23 The original story is remade with lighter sentiments and a love-

conquers-all happy ending, which reflects Sun's sympathy for the lower classes and his 

notion of an ideal society. 

 

If the movie Wild Flowers is centrally concerned with marriage based on love, the silent 

film Twin Stars of the Silver Screen (1931) showed the problems with arranged marriage 

from another perspective. It directly depicted the plight of women resulting from 

arranged marriage. In the story, a young movie actress falls for an actor, who already has 

a wife selected by his parents. Although hardly any romantic feeling is involved in the 

                                                        
22 Peach Blossom Weeps Tears marked the first cooperation between Ruan Lingyu and Jin Yan as a screen 
couple. After this movie, they played as a couple in several other melodrama films including Wild Flowers. 
23 One can find more information on Chinese-language films inspired by foreign literary sources in the 
online Journal: The Chinese Mirror, retrieved from 
http://www.chinesemirror.com/index/chinese-language-films-foreign-literary-sources.html 
 



 
 

141 

marriage, he is unable to leave his wife, as his cousin warns, “Your country-bred wife will 

never survive in the event of a divorce”. The Confucian tradition established principles by 

which men were endowed with decision to divorce their wives if deemed necessary, 

whereas women were not allowed to declare divorce. The man in the film eventually ends 

the romance and returns to his family home to fulfill his duty to his wife and parents.  

 

The practice of arranged marriage as a feudal custom and a culturally specific subject 

was the target of criticism and concern, and therefore, was one of the most dominant 

themes in Chinese films. From the first narrative film in Chinese film history Nanfu nanqi 

(The Difficult Couple, Zhang Shichuan & Zheng Zhengqiu, 1913), to later movies such as 

Qingchun zhige (Song of Youth, Cui Wei & Chen Huaiai, 1959), Zaochun eryue (Early 

Spring in February, Xie Tieli, 1964), and Wutai jiemei (Two Stage Sisters, Xie Jin, 1965), 

Chinese films often centered around arranged marriage themes and related issues such 

as parental and patriarchal authority.  

 

Organizing family relationships along the lines of gender and generation may enable us to 

see the ambivalence and anxiety deeply inscribed in melodramatic narratives. As films are 

created within specific historical and discursive environments, many of the films made in 

the 1920s and 1930s actively and thematically responded to the pressures of 

modernization and imperialism. Particular oppositions and contradictions – including the 

rural-urban conflict, the Chinese-Western conflict, and the moral-sexual conflict – were 

used to structure the narrative and inform the constellations of characters. The conflicts 

found in filmic configurations of the family were entangled in the ambivalence confronted 

by Chinese filmmakers and viewers. On the one hand, they were exposed in every sense 

to the fascination and excitement of Western culture. On the other hand, feelings of guilt, 

threat and uncertainty arose, when overwhelmed by the loss of tradition. Thus, film as a 

modern art form and narrative was increasingly used by filmmakers to create an image 

of ‘Chineseness’ from the 1920s onwards. The relationship between China and the West, 

or the conflict between tradition and modernization, played a rather important role in the 

early Chinese cinema, and determined the formation of a Chinese attitude towards 

melodrama films. 

 

The relationship between popular culture, the nation and modernity has attracted critical 
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attention, as Hansen notes that some “have begun to approach Chinese silent films 

within the wider framework of metropolitan film culture and Shanghai modernity” 

(Hansen, 2000: 14). In a similar vein and on a different set of issues, Berry and Farquhar 

have discussed melodrama, family and the nation caught up in transformation and 

modernization. For them, the meaning of home and family presented in the melodrama 

films has always been closely tied to the destiny of the nation, framed within different 

historical moments and under different sociopolitical arrangements. As they observe, 

“melodramatic realism is a major strain in the Chinese cinema because its central theme 

of outraged innocence was often perceived as real in national, and not just personal, 

terms” (Berry & Farquhar, 2006: 82).  

 

My particular interest, however, concerns the entrenched binary opposition of country 

and city within melodrama films. Hansen has reminded us that “the ‘city/country 

antithesis’ […] has a persistent currency in the cultural imagination of modern China well 

into the present” (Hansen, 2000: 15). This contrast resulted from Chinese conceptions of 

city and country. One can see that Chinese cinema of the early twentieth century often 

addressed the nation in crisis and a range of conflicting identities and values by zooming 

in on city-country issues. I argue that the national subjects and social criticism were 

conveyed through representation of family issues, which were often set against the 

background of the rural and the urban. In other words, the articulation of the nation and 

national identity in early Chinese films relied on conflicts in the context of the 

rural/urban or the country/city. The confluence of family, city-country, and nation was 

exploited by filmmakers to address the urgency of social-cultural change. To this end, it is 

suggested that nostalgia for a preindustrial past was persistent, at a time when the 

nation had endured a dramatic series of ideological upheavals, and which is evident in 

both butterfly-school-influenced films and May-Fourth-enlightened movies. Following 

this line of thought, I now focus on the relationship between melodrama and “cultural 

nationalism” in the remainder of this chapter. More specifically, I explore the very 

conflicted and ambivalent relationship between Western influences and Chinese cultural 

construction through the dichotomy of city and country, displayed in family melodramas.  

 

The Family/Nation Nexus Refined through the City/Country Dichotomy 

The city according to Hawkins, “originally referred to the rights and privileges of the 
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Roman civis, or citizen, and thus by extension to the mass of social principles that serve 

to organize a society and lend a specific ‘quality’ to its life” (Hawkins, 1986: xii). Since the 

term city is further linked to a notion of civilization, it as Robert Park notes, “possesses a 

moral as well as a physical organization, and these two mutually interact in 

characteristic ways to mold and modify one another” (Park, 1984: 4). In the Chinese 

context, Rhoads Murphey has offered some insights into the term “city”. According to him, 

the emphasis of city is on order, authority, and power. For him, the city walls were 

“symbols of the state-imperial authority, designed to emphasize and glorify the city's role 

as the seat of power” (Murphey, 1980: 19). Here, we must bear in mind that the mode of 

conceptualizing the city had been introduced into China long before modernization. 

However, the city after the Western invasion of China, thinking in particular of Shanghai, 

frequently has come to represent the ‘aggressive power’ of the West. And in modern 

Chinese cultural history, “the city” as Zhang has observed, “repeatedly emerged as a 

source of contamination and depravation, as a place of sexual promiscuity and moral 

corruption, and as a dangerous trap for the young and the innocent” (Zhang, 1996: 11). 

 

The countryside, on the other hand, “represents the essence of China.” (Pickowicz, 2011: 

46) Raymond Williams points out that the English word ‘country’ “is derived from contra 

(against, opposite) and has the original sense of land spread out over against the 

observer” (Williams, 1973: 307). The corresponding Chinese term for country is xiang, 

which refers to the rural village. But xiang also carries a strong emotional connotation in 

jiaxiang (hometown) and sixiang (homesickness or nostalgia). The term can also 

function imaginatively, indicating something with the ‘best’ of attributes. Chinese 

conceptions of the city and country in many respects are different from the ones defined 

in the West, which becomes more evident throughout the analysis. Another point worth 

mentioning is that the configuration of city and the countryside has again been realigned 

with changes to the political ideology since the 1940s. The term country became more 

associated with revolutionary spirit, rather than tradition or conservatism. The 

fundamental change of rural-urban discourses naturally owes much to Chairman Mao’s 

rewriting of the rural-urban dichotomy. 

 

The terms “city” and “country” have transcended geographical boundaries and codes. On 

the one hand, contradictions between traditional and modern values and lifestyles have 
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been dramatized through a wider topography of city/country oppositions. On the other 

hand, the antithesis between city and countryside depicted in Chinese movies has 

sometimes come to stand for the conflict between China and the West. Historical 

meanings and important socio-political connotations are therefore often employed. 

Configurations of the city and the country are central to our understanding of some 

fundamental issues in Chinese melodrama such as the images of “suffering women” in the 

city as a metaphor for nation in danger, the articulation of conflicts between China and 

the West, and of morality and sexuality, as well as the resolution of “returning to the 

country”. 

 

This section approaches the configuration of city-country from a family-nation 

relationship perspective. By way of a brief account of filmic representations of families 

torn apart by modernization, urbanization, and mobility, I demonstrate that Chinese 

perceptions of family and home are beyond those individual units labeled as family. In 

order to analyze the family-nation relationships through the city-country dichotomy in 

melodrama films, I take a brief look at three films; Sun Yu’s Small Toys, Fei Mu’s Song of 

China, and Shi Dongshan’s Twin Stars of the Silver Screen. 

 

Let us begin with Sun Yu’s Small Toys, starring Ruan Lingyu and Li Lili. The film depicts 

the dramatic breakup of Mrs. Ye’s family due to urbanization and imperialism. It shows 

how nation and family have come to terms through city-country relations and the 

elaborated image of the suffering woman played by Ruan. The filmmaker, Sun Yu, clearly 

influenced by the education he received in the United States, was famous for his use of 

melodrama genre. Small Toys as Paul Picowicz comments, “contains precisely the type of 

rhetorical excess, grossly exaggerated representations, and extreme moral bipolarity that 

one finds in Chinese film melodramas of the twenties and, for that matter, in the classic 

American film melodramas made by D. W. Griffith that were so well known in China.” 

(Pickowicz, 1993: 305) 

 

Viewing the film from the perspective of Sun Yu’s cinematic city-country divide, one sees 

that the narrative structure alternates between the imperialist invasion as national 

discourse and the family melodrama, with the representation of the suffering mother, 

who travels from the country to the city of Shanghai. Taoye village where Mrs. Ye lives 
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with her son and daughter is portrayed as a beautiful and happy place, before the arrival 

of the Japanese troops. On the other hand, the city of Shanghai in the film appears to be a 

place of deterioration, where the national is overshadowed by the foreign. The military 

and economic threat is highlighted by the symbolic war between the toys made by local 

artisans (represented by the country woman Mrs. Ye) and the foreign toys such as 

airplanes, big guns, and battleships, manufactured by the foreign factories in Shanghai. 

 

The melodramatic conflict between country and city evolves and reaches a climatic point 

signified by the kidnapping of Mrs. Ye’s son, her daughter’s heroic death in a first-aid unit, 

and her own madness, all of which take place in Shanghai. When coupled with the 

alienation of the country woman in the metropolis where Mrs. Ye is treated as a crazy 

country woman, this forms the backdrop to the “awakened few” and the “sound 

sleepers” that Lee finds in some of Lu Xun’s major stories (Lee, 1987: 87). Underlying the 

apparent conflicts between city and country, between China and the imperialist forces, 

between traditional Chinese culture and Western culture, a close link is established 

between family and nation, as Mrs. Ye utters at the end of the film, “save your nation, 

save your home, and save yourself!” 

 

If the anxieties of the Chinese nation and home are articulated in Small Toys through the 

stark contrast between city and country, intensified by the image of the suffering woman 

and her broken family, it finds further expression in Fei Mu’s Song of China, which 

deployed the resolution of returning to the countryside as a culturally significant 

designation. At the allegorical level, the message of returning to the countryside seems to 

suggest a return to rural culture.  

 

It must be acknowledged that the suffering women and ignorant men in the countryside 

also appear frequently in modern literature. For instance, influential novelists such as Lu 

Xun, Xu Jie, Lu Yan, and Peng Jiahuang presented the dramatised rural life as backward 

and suffocating. Fictional texts by leftist women writers including Xiao Hong ferociously 

criticized the rural patriarchal discourse, enacted very often through the figure of 

women in her novels. Jay Leyda (1972) and Miriam Hansen (2000) remind us that there 

is no one-sided outcome regarding the city-countryside relationship. Indeed, Leyda 

observed that most of the protagonists were simply “peasants forced to leave village 
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miseries to endure city miseries” (Leyda 1972: 79).  

 

Nevertheless, the image of the idyllic countryside according to Zhang Yingjin (1996) 

remained persistent in the early twentieth century Chinese imagination. Many Chinese 

filmmakers and writers are still inclined to identify rural culture voluntarily with the 

myth of “cultural nationalism”. Twin Sisters (Zheng Zhengqiu, 1933), The Goddess (Wu 

Yonggang, 1934), and Street Angel (Yuan Muzhi, 1937), to name just a few examples 

conveyed a strong anti-urban message to inspire defection from the city. Films such as 

Peach Blossom Weeps Tears of Blood (Bu Wancang, 1931), The Big Road (Sun Yu, 1933), 

Fisherman’s Song (Cai Chusheng, 1934), and Song of China (Fei Mu, 1935) typically 

represented a romanticized view of the countryside as a rural unpolluted space.  

Compared to his later more progressive melodrama Spring in a Small City, Fei Mu’s Song 

of China seems to affirm the Chinese traditional cultural norm of filial piety. It is 

dedicated to the depiction of “China’s essence” – the poeticized countryside as a safe 

shelter, relatively free from urban influence, from the disruption of family order, and from 

the corruption of human nature. Therefore, the film was simply titled ‘Song of China’, 

when exported to the United States. The British Film Institute marked as the film as a 

“melodrama of patriarchal authority set at the end of the Qing Dynasty”.24   

 

As the conflict between traditional and modern values was conveyed through the city-

countryside opposition, a moral dilemma often confronted Chinese filmmakers. This 

ambivalence can be found in the movie Twin Stars of the Silver Screen. As described 

earlier, the movie touched upon the issue of free love, in conflict with the traditional 

notion of marriage. The male protagonist at the end chooses to end the romance, 

returning to the country to fulfill his duties to his country-bred wife and parents. Gender 

relations and moral principles are used in this particular family melodrama to challenge 

the traditional practice of mate selection and parental authority. The film underscores the 

contents of moral-sexual dilemma by again incorporating cultural notions about the city 

and the country. The film is critical of the problematic social reality of arranged marriage, 

yet seems to reaffirm the Chinese traditional cultural norm of filial piety, as evident from 

the choice made by the protagonists. Perhaps most significant is the message expressed 

in the film that neither restoring a traditional social order nor overthrowing it can solve 
                                                        
24 The information is retrieved from http://ftvdb.bfi.org.uk/sift/title/6312 
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the persistent problem arising from clashes between traditional and modern values. This 

is much like the observation made by Schatz, that “the melodrama’s social conflicts and 

contradictions could not be resolved by violently eliminating one of the opposing forces.” 

(Schatz, 1991: 154) 

 

By analyzing the filmic constructions of city and country within the world of the family 

melodrama, it calls for an interpretation consisting of three levels. First, we see a unique 

cultural landscape, where a critique of traditional civilization is often combined with a 

critical view of modern civilization, since in these films modernity often serves as an 

opposing force against tradition and vice versa. Second, the traditional Chinese construct 

of the countryside has been outweighed by a symbolic construction, which has the 

tendency to poeticize the country in the interests of creating a feeling of stability and 

familiarity and to maintain the harmony of family and society in times of rapid 

transformation. Third, it shows to some extent that films made in this period – by means 

of presenting the highly personalized family stories – were no longer solely bounded by 

Chinese cultural traditions. Many, if not the majority of the audiences, were ready to 

confront existential problems and to seek the reconstruction of national identity. 

 

4.4 Conclusions 

 

This chapter has taken us back to the 1920s and the 1930s, an important period in 

Chinese film history and in particular a period that witnessed the establishment of 

cinematic melodrama. The importance of bringing into focus the reception and 

production of melodrama films in early Chinese film history lays in the fact that, as I have 

pointed out earlier, melodrama is a transnational form but is culturally conditioned. I 

would like to suggest that historical scrutiny of melodrama films in the 1920s and 1930s 

adds a new perspective for exploring diverse facets of the “melodramatic imagination” 

and to highlight both continuities and discontinuities in the melodramatic expression. 

The melodramatic imagination permeates Chinese cinema throughout film history in the 

sense that today, transnational Chinese cinema – including Mainland China, Hong Kong, 

Taiwan, and overseas Chinese cinemas – still bear the influence of topical and thematic 

choices and preferences that were formed in the early cinema period.  
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As shown during my previous analysis, the tension generated between tradition and 

modernity has constituted the basic model of conflict in Chinese film production. 

Touching upon a wide range of topics – such as urbanization, national identity, and moral 

questions, among others – family in relation to the tradition/modernity debate was a 

major thematic concern in Chinese films in the 1920s and 1930s. It remains the case in 

contemporary Chinese cinema. In China on Screen: Cinema and Nation, film scholars 

Berry and Farquhar argue that “premodern concepts”, rather than fading away from 

“modern Chinese cultures, the imaginary, the cinema, or politics”, still function in their 

variant forms in the late twentieth century (Berry & Farquhar, 2006: 142). Even though 

they did not state explicitly the modernity-tradition conflict repeatedly seen in Chinese 

films, they did point out the powerful influence of traditional Chinese culture in cultural 

production in general.  

 

The cinematic construction of conflict in families between persistent traditional values 

and more modern values is perhaps most instructive in recognizing how tradition is 

preserved, negotiated and transformed in ethnic Chinese family life. Modernity often 

serves as an oppositional force against tradition and vice versa in Chinese language films. 

Dramatic tensions often arise from unresolved situations or problems. The encounter 

between "tradition" and "modernity" continues to affect cultural production and that 

tradition – including the traditional Chinese families, communities and values – does not 

necessarily disappear. This is also applicable to the analysis of the cinematic 

representation of the immigrant Chinese family, where conflict between tradition and 

modernity becomes more salient. Accordingly, the next chapter turns to analyzing the 

representation of Chinese American families in transnational Chinese melodrama films of 

the contemporary era.                                        
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The Chinese American Family in Contemporary Chinese Melodrama 
Chapter Five 

 

In this chapter, I examine the representations of Chinese American families in 

transnational Chinese melodrama films in the contemporary era. As neither cross-

cultural misunderstanding nor generational conflict is always fully communicable, these 

films endeavor to present how Chinese cultural values, beliefs, and practices generate 

problems in the family domain when being transplanted to an American setting. To 

narrow the scope of discussion, this chapter focuses on six films with families caught in 

different types of conflicts: My American Grandson (Ann Hui, 1991), Pushing Hands (Ang 

Lee, 1992), The Wedding Banquet (Ang Lee, 1993), The Guasha Treatment (Zheng 

Xiaolong, 2001), Saving Face (Alice Wu, 2004), and A Thousand Years of Good Prayers 

(Wayne Wang, 2007).  

 

The reasons for choosing these films are three-fold. First, my research is restricted to 

films made from the second half of the 1980s onwards. Although a few isolated earlier 

attempts of diasporic Chinese filmmakers have been discovered and studied, it was after 

the mid-1980s that an increasing number of filmmakers located in Mainland China, Hong 

Kong, Taiwan, and the United States made joint efforts to bring back into focus the more 

recent history of Chinese immigration. As I am more interested in Chinese American life 

after the 1980s, films such as Wayne Wang’s Eat a Bowl of Tea dealing with a larger 

history of Chinese people during the Exclusion Era are beyond my study.  

 

Second, the films under consideration adopt a transnational perspective, as they are 

produced and circulated across geo-political boundaries. Their problematic 

classifications suffice to challenge “Chinese” as a pre-given and monolithic term. The 

question to be pursued further then is how to reconcile the different layers of “Chinese” 

in these films. While Pushing Hands, The Wedding Banquet, Saving Face, and A Thousand 

Years of Good Prayers show how characters ‘unlearn Chineseness’ in the process of being 

assimilated into American culture, My American Grandson and The Guasha Treatment 

adopt a Chinese gaze to view American culture. My American Grandson in particular, 

arranges a return journey back to the grandson’s Chinese roots. Linked back to the 

second chapter where I argued for the value of the concept of the “transnational”, we 

need a transnational corpus of stories to understand the construction, deconstruction, 
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and reconstruction of Chinese American identity.  

 

Furthermore, the films that feature here were made by five filmmakers whose 

background to a large extent also reflects the hybrid sense of Chinese identity. Ann Hui – 

the daughter of a Chinese man and a Japanese woman – was born in Mainland China, 

moved first to Macau and then to Hong Kong, and received her education in both Hong 

Kong and London. Ang Lee’s parents were from Mainland China but during the Chinese 

Civil War they moved to Taiwan where Lee was born and raised in accordance with 

traditional Chinese cultural ways. After Lee completed his Bachelor’s degree in theater in 

the United States where he is mostly based, he was able to function as a director with the 

support of transnational capital, crew, and markets; especially from Taiwan, Mainland 

China and the United States. Zheng Xiaolong is a director and producer based in Mainland 

China but received his education in the United States. Well-known in China, he has made 

a number of TV shows with a particular interest in family ethics including Beijingers in 

New York (1993). The Guasha Treatment was his first and only film work. The other 

female moviemaker Alice Wu is a second-generation Chinese woman who was born, 

raised and educated in the United States. Wayne Wang shares similar experiences to Ang 

Lee except for the fact that he was originally from Hong Kong and was educated by Irish 

Jesuits before he went to America. These filmmakers can be loosely categorized as 

Chinese, but their mobility experiences have contributed greatly to their films about 

Chinese immigrant life. 

 

Third, the films I select for close readings show the dialectic movement between the 

changing social settings and peoples interactions with these changes, and furthermore, 

they all engage with issues of the immigrant Chinese family as a set of relationships: the 

relationship between traditional family values and the needs of modern life, the 

relationship between different cultural and ethnic group, the relationship between the 

national, the transnational, and the ethnic elements. Interactions between race, ethnicity, 

nation, kinship, and gender roles are then revealed. As I am more interested in the impact 

of traditional Chinese family values on modern Chinese American personal and family 

life, films focusing on other issues are therefore excluded.  

 

Two main questions arise in this chapter. First, how does traditional Chinese culture 
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continue to affect and conflict with the experience of modern Chinese American families? 

Second, how do the films present and resolve tensions arising from cultures in transition? 

A method is therefore needed for grasping the historical and cultural characteristics of 

specific film texts, as well as the link between the subject on screen and the subject off 

the screen. I propose to study what I call “the sentimental structure of feeling” that is 

expressed in the transnational Chinese family melodrama. A distinctive feature 

characterizing these films under discussion is how they are structured by conflict caused 

by transnational migration. That is to say contemporary Chinese films are highly aware 

of using cross-cultural tensions overlapping with generational conflicts to create a sense 

of melodramatic excess. In accordance with this, the argument in this chapter proceeds in 

two stages. In the first stage, I briefly outline the “sentimental structure of feeling”. 

Secondly, the chapter focuses on contemporary transnational Chinese films with a 

complex Chinese American family set-up – films that depict immigrant families, employ 

transnational capital and crew, and are circulated on the international cinema circuit 

aiming to appeal to both domestic and international audiences. These films are culturally 

important for their depiction of the contemporary Chinese overseas community and 

their exploration of social and cultural transformation. 

 
5.1 Introduction to the “Sentimental Structure of Feeling” 

 

Before we analyze these films, let me first spell out what the “sentimental structure of 

feeling” is and why it is a valuable and unifying conceptual framework in studying the 

cinematic representation of the Chinese American family. I develop the concept by 

drawing upon the seminal views of cultural theorists Raymond Williams who coined the 

phrase “structure of feeling” and Rey Chow who has elaborated use of the term 

“sentimental.”  

 

To begin with, what is “sentimental”? The conventional construction establishes an 

intimate relationship between the sentimental and sadness, often using tears to express 

unspeakable excess of emotions. The concept of melodrama implies emotional excess 

and dramatic conflict as the prominent features of sensibility. It is the sentimental that 

forms the core of the melodramatic imagination, as melodrama is typically characterized 

by emotional excess.  
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Rey Chow (2007) has systematically examined the concept of the sentimental as a 

recurrent theme in contemporary Chinese cinema. Starting from conventional 

understanding in which the sentimental is characterized by “apparent emotional excess, 

in the form of exaggerated grief or dejection or a propensity toward shedding tears”, 

Chow further reiterates Friedrich Schiller’s definition of sentimental being a “modern 

creative attitude marked by a particular self-consciousness of loss” (Chow, 2007: 15). 

However, Chow shifts her representation of the concept of sentimentalism from the 

Western construct to Chinese discursive constellations. Among many other equivalent 

Chinese expressions, Chow translates “sentimental” into “wenqing zhuyi” (warm 

sentimentism), suggestive of a balance of moderation and equilibrium much similar to 

the Confucian expression Zhongyong (conventionally translated as the Doctrine of the 

Mean referring to moderate and ordinary existence). She further provides a cultural 

explanation for “warm sentiment”: 

 
Warm sentiment, of course, does conjure up all the touchy-feely, lachrymose 
effusiveness that is conventionally associated with the sentimental. At the same 
time, a rather different connotation is being evoked: being warm, to be exact, is 
being in the middle between the extremes of hot and cold, bespeaking a kind of 
moderation that is, interestingly, not quite the effective outpour that is the 
typical definition of sentimentalism. This alternative emphasis on being 
moderate, which readily translates into affiliate notions of being mild, tender, 
tolerant, obliging, and forbearing, was the reason wenqing zhuyi used to be 
targeted for criticism as bourgeois ideology by the Chinese communists. (Ibid., 
17) 

 
On the basis of Western and Chinese discourses on sentimentalism, Chow summarizes 

the sentimental as “an inclination or a disposition toward making compromises and 

toward making-do with even – and especially – that which is oppressive and unbearable” 

(Ibid., 18). By defining sentimentalism as a disposition, Chow’s position suggests that the 

shaping of dispositions and observing the inner qualities of an individual allow 

preservation of sentimental elements in a community. The sentimental, as Chow 

summarizes,  

 
instead of being equated with the occurrence of affective excess per se, can 
more fruitfully be rethought as a discursive constellation – one that traverses 
affect, time, identity, and social mores, and whose contours tend to shift and 
morph under different cultural circumstances and likely with different 
genres, forms, and media. (Ibid.,17) 
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Indeed, it is in this way that we can see sentimentalism and culture as deeply intertwined. 

Sentimental feeling can be shared throughout the community; even though individuals 

may have somewhat different sentimental experiences, the experiences are often 

consistent with widespread cultural affinity in the era. Therefore, the sentimental sense 

is not an innate idea; rather it is a result of socialization into cultural norms.  

 

The notion of sentimental is not merely an expression of inner emotion but rather helps 

define the social order and produces an imagined relationship between self and society. 

Haiyan Lee has pointed out that the discourse of sentiment in fact touches upon a 

diverse set of issues such as enlightenment, individualism, and nationalism (Lee, 2007: 

9). Thus, the sentimental sense is parallel to other senses, which provides us a way of 

perceiving the world independent of human will.1  

 

These features seem to suggest the relevance of the sentimental in an examination of the 

Chinese American family, as conceptually there is a close connection between the 

changes occurring in the familial relationship and sentimental feeling. In a complex 

number of ways, the presence of sentimentalism is entangled with the representation of 

the family. In the first place, the sentimental has been bound up with other social forces, 

in transforming the Confucian family order and ethics in the new social context. 

Furthermore, in studying film melodrama, the sentimental often bears the connotations 

of effeminacy and emotional exaggeration, which then sheds light onto the politics of 

identity through a visual display of tensions of family relationships. In other words, 

identity in the Chinese context can be defined in the hierarchical world of family. Third, 

the sentimental is usually expressed in relatively small units such as families by means of 

sharing and confronting, as part of the same continuum. The sentimental narrative 

according to R.F. Brissenden’s account typically deals with the "conflict between the free 

(essentially moral) individual, the independent sensibility, and the forces of convention, 

the world" (Brissenden, quoted in Hoeller, 2000: 135). The force of convention in many 

instances are preserved and maintained through the enforcement of family norms, rules, 

and systems. 

 
                                                        
1 The sentimental is never solely about emotion per se but is always connected to other issues such as 
identity, gender, power, values, and community. Foucault’s study (1983) indicated that sexuality also 
constitutes an important part in defining our feelings, which is often related to ethical judgment.  
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In light of traditional Chinese family ethics described in the first chapter, Confucian 

sentimentality reflects a strong sense of moral sentiments that guides and regulates 

individual behavior and in turn reproduces normative identities. From this perspective, a 

hierarchical familial emotion becomes clear, where the father-son relation is of central 

concern. It is filial respect and loyalty that constitute the fundamental base of Confucian 

sentiment. Subsequently, in order to maintain it in a harmonious order, the rule of 

reciprocity has become necessary. The emperor, husband, or the father figure extended 

protection in exchange for loyalty.  

 

To explore the sentimental structure of feeling further, we must turn to Raymond 

Williams’ ideas on structure of feeling, understanding “affective elements of 

consciousness and relationships” historically (Williams, 1977: 132). In Williams’ 

account, the term is referred to as a “cultural hypothesis” that resulted from “attempts to 

understand such elements” (affective elements of consciousness and relationships) and 

“their connections in a generation or period, and needing always to be returned, 

interactively, to such evidence” (Ibid., 132-133). Williams suggests that a structure of 

feelings as an ongoing and evolving set of invisible values and beliefs is essential to the 

understanding of visible factors such as human relationships. It is instructive to quote 

him at length: 

 
The term is difficult, but ‘feeling’ is chosen to emphasize a distinction from 
more formal concepts of ‘world-view’ or ‘ideology’. We are concerned with 
meanings and values as they are actively lived and felt, and the relations 
between these and formal or systematic beliefs are in practice variable […] An 
alternative definition would be structures of experience […] We are talking 
about characteristic elements of impulse, restraint, and tone; specifically 
affective elements of consciousness and relationships: not feeling against 
thought, but thought as felt and feeling as thought: practical consciousness of a 
present kind, in a living and interrelating continuity. We are then defining these 
elements as a ‘structure’: as a set, with specific internal relations, at once 
interlocking and in tension. Yet we are also defining a social experience which is 
still in process, often indeed not yet recognized as social but taken to be private, 
idiosyncratic, and even isolating, but which in analysis […] has its emergent, 
connecting, and dominant characteristics. (Ibid., 132) 
 

What becomes clear and is reflected in this theory of a structure of feeling is that the 

structure is indeed complex. On one level, the structure is rather open as a negotiated 

order and a dynamic cluster of ideas. There develops a close connection between 
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underlying values and beliefs and interpersonal interactions. The values and beliefs are 

shaped by social, historical, cultural, and political forces jointly, on which human 

behaviors and relationships are based. On another level, the structure is also an imagined 

one. Similar to Benedict Anderson’s concept of an imagined community, a structure of 

feelings as lived experience is also socially constructed and imagined by the members 

who perceive themselves as part of the group.  

 

We are reminded by Williams that the essence of lived experience is made up of certain 

dominant values and meanings: “It is a whole body of practices and expectations, over the 

whole of living: our senses and assignments of energy, our shaping perceptions of 

ourselves and our world [...] it thus constitutes a sense of reality for most people in the 

society.” (Ibid., 110) From this perspective, conflict displayed in the family becomes a 

kind of power struggle with both sides striving for a hegemonic form of dominant culture. 

The resolution of the conflict usually results in a rebalancing of the power relationship 

among generations who stand for different cultures or share different structures of 

feelings.  

 

The importance of the melodrama film in the end is subordinated to the structure of 

feeling. As Williams argued in Preface to Film:  

 
Naturalism was a response to changes in the structure of feeling, which, in 
the event, it could not wholly express. The structure of feeling, as I have 
been calling it, lies deeply embedded in our lives; it cannot be merely 
extracted and summarized; it is perhaps only in art – and this is the 
importance of art – that it can be realized, and communicated, as a whole 
experience. (Williams & Orrom, 1954: 54)  

 

If we begin with an obvious premise that the widespread appeal of melodrama requires 

accessibility to all those exposed to it, there must be a common grounding. I suggested 

that it is the precise combination of sentimental elements and the narrative structure of 

melodrama that underpin the popularity and power of the melodramatic mode. In 

Watching Dallas: soap opera and the melodramatic imagination (1985), len Ang points out 

that the melodramatic imagination can evoke a tragic structure of feeling. Likewise, film 

scholar Zhang Zhen argues that retracing “the convoluted origins and vectors of Chinese 

melodrama – both as practice and discourse” can help us understand and conceptualize 
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“the transformations of ‘structure of feeling’ in modern Chinese culture enabled by 

cinema and related expressive forms” (Zhang, 2012: 40). However, it remains unclear in 

her argument what exactly the structure of feeling is and how it has been transformed in 

accordance with modernism. This allows me some room to explore what I call the 

sentimental structure of feeling that is derived from the blend of traditional Chinese 

culture in melodrama films.  

 

I further argue that the structure of feeling reinforces the affective power of the 

melodramatic text in two senses. In the first sense, the structure of feeling generated 

among the audiences creates an affective relation between melodrama and historical 

context, between emotions and historical events and social phenomenon. In the second 

sense, the structure of feeling – associated with generational experiences, values, and 

ideologies – brings together the aesthetic and ethical conceptualization, which then 

encourages a vision of family ethics and Chinese melodramatic conflict not as mutually 

exclusive but rather as concurrent dimensions for understanding cultural differences. 

Therefore, the sentimental structure of feeling is invoked to describe an emergent reality 

that is not fully known or communicable.  

 

Chinese family melodrama thus can be viewed as a struggle between established forms 

and the efforts to articulate live experience or structure of feeling. The strategic concern 

of this chapter is to understand the idea of the sentimental structure of feeling conveyed 

in the family melodrama, which has made the Chinese American family an accessible 

theme and Chinese melodrama an aesthetic and cultural form. A look into the sentimental 

structure of feeling allows us to see the conflicts between generations, gender roles, 

classes, cultures, and nations displayed in the family sphere, and vice versa. This 

framework will help to re-evaluate established notions of ethnic identity and ethnic 

culture of Chinese communities.  

 

In this chapter I assemble structures of feelings anchored in the Chinese family 

melodrama. To focus on these elements – without which the aesthetic and politics of 

representation cannot be told – allows us to touch on the sentimental we have inherited 

from the past, and that which lingers on in the present. In order to grasp what is at work 

and at stake in Chinese family melodrama films as to a shared structure of feeling, we 
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need to get back to the traditional Chinese family ethics mentioned in the first chapter. 

Drawing out the implications of the conception of family, I elaborated upon six elements 

deeply embedded in traditional Chinese family culture: filiality, loyalty, intimacy, harmony, 

family continuity and family reputation. A vague sense of "Chinese” is defined accordingly. 

The generational and intercultural conflict displayed in the films more often than not 

affirms, challenges, and denies the absolute sense of these elements, allowing us to see 

the incompatibility between tradition and modernity. To this end, I identify three levels 

derived from the sentimental structure of feeling; namely, the symbolic level, the practical 

level, and the reflective level.  

 

The symbolic level involves the features of ritualized behavior or practice. It is socially 

patterned, symbolically meaningful, and essentially important, yet it is concealed and not 

explicitly conveyed. Filial respect and loyalty obviously connect at this level. The practical 

level involves what is still practiced and felt daily. Some beliefs and values such as 

intimacy and harmony can be seen operating at the level of practical consciousness. The 

reflective level engages the participant in a more complicated way. For example, family 

continuity and face are very important issues for Chinese families but they are subject to 

restricted conditions. More often than not, it requires imaginary resolutions to real 

contradictions, to borrow Fredric Jameson’s phrase (Jameson, 1981: 77). These three 

levels involving six key elements can organised visually as follows with factors ranked as 

equally important:  

 

The Symbolic Level: 

Filial Respect & Loyalty 

The Practical Level: 

Intimacy & Harmony 

The Reflective Level: 

Continuity & Face 

 

Structured in three levels, the six specific cultural elements that melodrama conflict is 

anchored in can be neatly displayed. The logic of the framework and the order thus 

become informative. Chapter one has more or less touched upon these six elements, but 

here I briefly define and specify the features, and in particular, their variations and 

extended expressions, in order to grasp the fundamental emotions of sentimentality. 

 

Filiality, also called filial piety or respect, is commonly recognized as China’s national 

essence. It focuses primarily on the indebtedness to parents and elders and the demand 
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of filial obligations. It is considered that hierarchy and obedience play central roles within 

the codes of filial piety, which is a linchpin for familial and social order. An interpretation 

of filial sensibility is related to a set of issues in contemporary society, for instance, 

transnational mobility, free love, sexual orientation, or reproduction.  

 

To a certain extent, the logic of filial obligations requires one’s loyalty – be that loyalty to 

one’s parents, one’s superiors, one’s roots, and therefore, to one’s nation. Being loyal thus 

evokes a strong sense of belonging to a place. The connections and oft-oppositional 

relations of exile and nation evidently bear a close resemblance to the exclusion-inclusion 

binarism. In some cases, a sense of fundamental ambiguity about origins arises. As such, 

integration, transnationalism, and returning to the roots become relevant topics. On the 

one hand, strong transnational ties and commitment to the home country increases the 

possibility of returning and reduces the will to integrate into the host society. On the 

other hand, negative experiences of living in the host country and failing to feel included 

can also encourage migrant return.  

 

Norms of filial piety are often practiced and emphasized within the extended family. 

However, an extended family sharing the same physical household can easily lead to 

conflicts. Indeed, it is difficult to maintain mutual intimacy and harmony in an extended 

family that is undergoing rapid transformations in a new environment. How can 

intimacy be achieved when each family member is affected by traumatic memories? How 

can harmony be maintained where generations with different value orientations live 

together? In order to grasp the conflicts arising from incompatible goals, let me first 

clarify the definitions of intimacy and harmony, particularly in a Chinese context.  

 

Derived from the Latin intimus, intimacy makes known one's innermost thoughts or 

feelings. Theories of intimacy are formed in the private spheres of the family, romance, 

and friendship, and are often intertwined with individual identity. It is related to a feeling 

of trust and sincere affection. In this way, intimacy is central to the social construction 

and maintenance of effective relationships in Western society. Nevertheless, there 

seemingly is a paradox attached to this word: while people desire an emotional fusion in 

their relationship, such desire is motivated by an individualism, which has an emphasis 

on self-realization and self-actualization.  



 
 

159 

It is, however, obvious that different interpretations and meanings are assigned by 

different cultures to the idea of intimacy. What would intimacy mean in a Chinese context? 

Scholars Li and Chen (2002) identified four basic features characterizing intimacy in 

Chinese culture: 1) feeling of gratitude, 2) admiration, 3) togetherness, and 4) 

compatibility. They further suggest that while Western society places a high focus on 

compatibility and togetherness, feelings of gratitude and admiration are less relevant (Li 

& Chen, 2002: 15-36). Although the observation concerns the essence of conjugal love, it 

is certainly relevant to the notion of intimacy in relation to family ethics in the Chinese 

context. 

 

The culture of harmony, I suggest, contains the system of harmony, the moral ethics of 

harmony, and the constitutive idea of harmony. To be more specific, in the context of the 

traditional Chinese family, harmony needs to be achieved at two levels: the first one is 

family relations – as a kind of synchronic harmony, and the second being the relationship 

between family members and their ancestors – as a kind of diachronic harmony. From 

the perspective of ethics of harmony, conventional harmony is attained through mutual 

respect. Yet in the Chinese context, harmony more often than not requires restraining 

feelings, overcoming individuality, and self-sacrifice. The idea of pursuing equilibrium 

and harmony without uniformity can also be extended to social relations.  

  

As two informed expressions of filial respect, family continuity and family reputation are 

also important for understanding Chinese family ethics. Continuity, recognized as the 

primary goal of family, offers an apparently straightforward moral code. The children of 

any family bear filial responsibility for maintaining the family by producing more 

children after they have grown up. Thus, the notion of family continuity is to ensure the 

prosperity and maintenance of the family. 

 

A family’s prosperity is, to a degree, the measurement of family reputation - also called 

‘family face’. It is generally accepted among Chinese communities within China or abroad 

that family reputation occupies a central position in establishing family ethics. The family 

member – both parent and child – is expected to perform his or her role properly in 

order to maintain the family reputation. As such, face-saving is high on the agenda, and 

strongly monitored and reinforced by the community.  
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Indeed, both family continuity and family reputation can be viewed as the extended 

meaning of filial piety. However, the main difference between these three notions as I see 

it lies in the idea that filial respect stresses the role felt by the younger generation 

towards the old generation; family continuity highlights the responsibility of young 

generations to have children to carry the family heritage, while family reputation 

highlights the joint responsibilities of each individual. In short, filial respect flows in an 

upward direction, family continuity is applied in the downward direction, and family 

reputation is grounded in the wholeness and unity of family.  

 
In the following sections, I examine these six principal motifs of melodrama that inform 

the sentimental structure of feeling. The built-in gender and generational conflicts are 

linked with economic, political, and social factors, but here we will focus on the cultural 

level – a compelling reflection of the formerly mentioned factors. Foremost among my 

questions is how the sentimental structure of feeling informs the construction of the film 

text. Accordingly, the films are discussed in six parts, each focusing on a particular aspect 

of the sentimental element. The first part negotiates the meaning of filial piety in The 

Guasha Treatment; the second part focuses on loyalty conveyed in My American Grandson; 

part three explores the meaning of intimacy in A Thousand Years of Good Prayers; part 

four is dedicated to a discussion of harmony in Pushing Hands; the fifth part examines 

the conflict between family continuity and sexuality in The Wedding Banquet; and the last 

part highlights one of the key issues – the importance of saving face in a Chinese family – 

through the film Saving Face. The three levels previously discussed inform the structure 

of the following sections.  

 
Each film is analyzed using narrative analysis. The storylines of the films including plots, 

settings, and also the thematic developments are therefore examined. Special attention is 

paid to the structure of the plot (especially with regard to the tension between traditional 

family values and modern social life as the key dramatic tension), the key characters, and 

camera work.  

 
5.2 Negotiating the Meaning of Filial Piety in The Guasha Treatment 

 
As I pointed out in the first chapter, the notion of filial piety plays an important role in the 

Chinese community with regard to the parent-children relationship and by extension to 
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the family-nation relationship. Filial piety constitutes the core of Confucian ethics, and 

regulates family relationships and social structure. However, one must not necessarily 

deny that many people in Western society also cherish filial piety, even though it is 

manifested in a different way. In other words, filial piety can be viewed both as a 

Confucian ideal and biblical norm.  

 

Although basically all cultures place some importance on children obeying or respecting 

their parents, traditional Chinese culture has elevated this duty to a level that sometimes 

overshadows all others. Historically, filial piety has been a pivotal theme in Chinese films, 

and more often than not it also becomes a major plot element. More importantly, the 

attachment to the notion of filial respect often provokes certain sentimental feelings. A 

subtle example can be found in the film The Guasha Treatment.  

 

At first sight, filial piety and the sentimental feeling seem to be separate. Filial piety 

relies on reasoning to make ethical judgments, thus moving beyond the world of 

emotions and feelings that constitute the foundation of the sentimental structure of 

feeling. Yet if we agree that social values shape the context within which we make moral 

arguments and it arises out of shared understandings of what we expect moral behaviors 

to be, we may accept that the sentimental structure of feeling cannot be separated from 

the moral point of view. The latter somehow determines the former. It might be useful to 

look at Chow’s account of the intimate connection between sentimentality and filiality. 

She argues: 

 
at the heart of Chinese sentimentalism lies the idealization of filiality: as a 
predominant mode of subjectivization, filial piety is not simply a matter of 
respecting one’s biological or cultural elders but also an age-old moral 
apparatus for interpellating individuals into the hierarchy-conscious conduct 
of identifying with – and submitting to – whatever pre-exists them – from the 
ancestral family to the ancestral land, the province, the country, and the 
ethnic community in a foreign nation – as authoritative and thus beyond 
challenge. (Chow 2007: 22) 

 
How might we think about filial piety in order to understand the way it conveys 

sentiments? With this purpose in mind, I dedicate this section to a detailed analysis of the 

film The Guasha Treatment, which illustrates not only how the expression of filial piety 

weighs heavily on Chinese family members, but also enhances our understanding of the 
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complex relation between emotions and morality.  

 

The Guasha Treatment is Zheng Xiaolong’s first and only film work. The movie is 

categorized by Michael Berry as a “coming to America” drama (Berry, 2012: 571). It tells 

the story of a Chinese family that has migrated to the United States eight years earlier. 

Residing in St. Louis, the main character Xu Datong has “a successful career (as a video 

game designer), a loving wife (Jian Ning), and an adorable child (Dennis)”, as he proudly 

claims at the annual industry conference, when being awarded a grand prize for the video 

game he designed. Featuring the Monkey King, a remarkable figure in the Chinese 

cultural tradition, the video game however provokes protests against excessive violence 

on the same day of the ceremony. The United States which Datong considers as “a true 

land of opportunity” later becomes a living hell, after the family accidentally “breaks” the 

law. In an attempt to heal his grandson’s fever, the grandfather, a newcomer to the 

country, performs guasha2 to Dennis. A traditional Chinese medical treatment is however 

mistakenly considered by the hospital as a case of child abuse, given the obvious marks 

left on Dennis’ back. An unexpected lawsuit leads to a series of family dramas: in order to 

protect his father, Datong lies to the judge that he is the one who has performed the 

guasha for his son; to comfort his father, Datong illegally takes his son away from the 

custody of the child welfare agency. To avoid sending Dennis to a foster family, Datong 

has to fake a separation from his wife; the most dramatic moment in the film occurs 

when Datong is forced to climb the tall building in order to get into his own apartment to 

meet his family on Christmas Eve. Not surprisingly, the film ends happily for the family. 

After Datong’s boss John proves that guasha indeed is a painless treatment, the suspected 

case of child abuse loses credence. The family is reunited at the end of the film.   

 

I argue that The Guasha Treatment can be read as a family melodrama, a melodrama that 

arises out of two conflicting beliefs informed respectively by Chinese and American 

cultural settings. If we follow the film title The Guasha Treatment, the family drama simply 

seems to arise from American misunderstandings of Chinese medical therapy. Indeed, 

without the bright red marks on Dennis’ back, the lawsuit for child abuse could not have 

been maintained and the subsequent drama would not have ensued. On a deeper level, 
                                                        
2 Guasha (sand scraping) is a traditional Chinese medical treatment. A simple metal cap with a rounded 
edge is commonly used to scrape the neck, chest or back of the patient. It is believed that by performing 
guasha therapy, unhealthy elements in the body can be released. Guasha can lead to bruising or red rashes.  
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however, one may recognize that the dramatic conflict is a result of Datong’s 

embodiment of the virtue of filial piety. Datong’s way of dealing with issues makes us 

recognize the societal expectations and expressions of filial piety. Therefore, the film can 

be seen as an endeavor to present how Chinese cultural beliefs, practices, and products 

generate problems when being transplanted to an American setting. As such, it not only 

serves to illustrate how filial piety weighs heavily on Chinese family members, but also to 

enhance our understanding of the complex relation between emotions and morality.   

 

Conventionally, filial piety, as Hsiao-Peng Lu concludes, emphasizes “the obedience of the 

son to the father, the suppression of the son’s desire in order to anticipate the father's 

wishes, the repression of the son’s rebelliousness toward the father” (Lu, 1997: 316). 

Indeed the ethic of filial piety in China traditionally was rooted in the father-son 

relationship. However, in a transnational context, the idea of filial piety that emerges 

from the analysis of The Guasha Treatment is similar but also in some ways different. At 

least two points can be identified.  

 

First, while the traditional constructs of filial piety tend to overemphasize children’s filial 

obligations towards their parents, the cinematic constructs of filial piety in The Guasha 

Treatment present two other perspectives: the traditionally valued merit of filial piety 

also requires love, care and attention from parents; furthermore, the boss-employee 

relationship at work frequently follows the model of filial piety. Thus, rather than viewing 

filial piety as a one-dimensional notion, the film introduces it as a multidimensional 

model driven by three types of interactions; namely, between Datong and his father, 

Datong and his son Dennis, as well as between Datong and his boss John Quinlin.  

 

Second, even though filial piety presupposes a hierarchical type of human relationships, 

the sense of filiality that emerges from the film is not completely based on hierarchy. Yeh 

and Bedford (2003) have identified two types of filial piety: reciprocal filial piety and 

authoritarian filial piety. While authoritarian filial piety demands the suppression of one’s 

own wishes and following the parent’s wishes, the reciprocal filial piety requires the 

parents to love children and children in return respect and care for their parents.  

 

From this perspective, it is important to point out that the frequent use of the image of 
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the Monkey King throughout the film is informative. It not only implies an identity 

transformation of the main character Datong, but also indicates a preference for 

reciprocal filial piety, even though authoritarian filial piety can also be traced. Therefore, I 

will point out the symbolic meaning of the Monkey King used in the film in relevance to 

our understanding of Datong’s cultural identity, on which the notion of filial piety is 

strongly built. More importantly, as the Monkey King becomes a kind of embodiment of 

all the heroic virtues of the Chinese and represents the image of an idealized China, 

Datong’s special affection for the Monkey King also indicates to some extent his 

sentimental attachment to Chinese cultural tradition. Later, by means of examining two 

representative sequences, I identify the expressions of filial piety, and address the 

question of why the understanding of filial piety cannot be separated from a given 

context in which the sentimental feeling is grounded.   

 

The Rebellious Monkey King 

The strategic use of the Monkey King as the Chinese cultural symbol throughout the film 

offers a deeper meaning. To start with, let me briefly introduce the story and meaning of 

this popular monkey. The fictional character of the Monkey King is created by the 

famous Chinese novelist Wu Cheng’en in the Journey to the West. Blending fact and 

fiction, the novel tells the story of the monk Xuan Zang, who travelled to India to obtain 

original Buddhist texts. The most famous fictional companion in the trip is the Monkey 

King (also named as Sun Wukong, or Enlightened Monkey). Portrayed as a rebellious 

figure in the novel, the Monkey King is famous for disrupting the order of the heavenly 

palace and breaking the established hierarchy. Scholars have studied the symbolic 

meaning of the character intensively. Hsia observed that “the character of Monkey as 

finally shaped by Wu Ch’eng-en also suggests such mythical heroes as Prometheus and 

Faust in his defiance of established authority and quest for knowledge and power” (Hsia, 

1980: 133). Yan Gao also points out that “the Monkey King is a beloved character to the 

Chinese, a symbol of courage, wisdom, resourcefulness and humor” (Gao, 1996: 100).  

 

In the film The Guasha Treatment, the image of the Monkey King appears repeatedly, and 

the story of the Monkey King is mentioned frequently. Therefore, an examination of the 

function of the Monkey King allows us to understand the film and in particular, its themes. 

I argue that the Monkey King serves five purposes at different levels: as a consumerist 
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object, as a cultural symbol, as establishing the structural unity, as facilitating our 

understanding of filial piety, and as representing the spirit of the main character Datong.  

 

First of all, the Monkey King is introduced as a consumerist object. This point is made 

evident from the very beginning of the film. We recall how Datong wins the prize for the 

best design by exploiting the story of the Monkey King. As the consumerist object, the 

monkey becomes the main character in the game and brings glory and money to the 

company that Datong works for. It seems that the filmmaker cannot get enough of the 

Monkey King; he also makes use of the toy of the Monkey King throughout the film. The 

toy of course is a commercial product, but it is more than that. I return to this point later.  

 

Second, the Monkey King is recognized as an important Chinese symbol. The scene in 

which Datong fiercely defends the Monkey King in court and the Chinese culture it stands 

for, in response to demeaning remarks intentionally made by the lawyer representing the 

child welfare agency, illustrate the importance of the Monkey King in the Chinese culture. 

The lawyer quotes the novel out of context in order to present a false interpretation of 

cultural and ethical values. The character of the Monkey King and the affective 

possibilities that it embodies – wisdom, justice, strength, and dignity – are twisted and 

said to stand for violence and uncivilization. Datong’s defense indicates the importance of 

the Monkey King in Chinese culture.  

 

Third, the repeat appearances of the Monkey King constitute a key function in the film, 

by drawing the audience’s attention to the structural unity and narrative coherence. At 

the ceremony, the image of the Monkey King is projected onto the back wall, just when 

Datong is publicly announcing his American identity. By contrast, outside the ceremony 

hall there is an ongoing protest against the violent content in Datong’s video game. For 

the protesters, the rebellious monkey – as a heroic symbol who is defiant towards the 

ruling powers and sympathetic with the weak – represents violence. What is presented 

in the opening scene is used against Datong in the later lawsuit. Not only does the lawyer 

deliberately misinterpret the symbolic meaning of the Monkey King and connects it to 

violent content in the video games, but he also condemns Datong for being a violent 

person.  
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Fourth, what is it about the Monkey King that makes it relevant to the major theme we 

are discussing here? I argue that the use of the Monkey King serves to construct the 

foundation for filial piety in a complex way. The toy and the story of the Monkey King in 

the film both illustrate father-son intimacy and suggest reciprocal filial piety – a more 

modern development of filial piety – over authoritarian filial piety.  

 

Datong’s love for his son is explicitly shown in the scene in which Datong is telling the 

Monkey King’s story to Dennis. The camera cuts from the image of the grandfather 

having his first casino experience accompanied by his friend Lao Huo, to the shot of 

Datong having a phone conversation with his wife. By placing the son in the same frame, 

and allowing the soft light to wrap around the faces of the characters, the camera creates 

a warm, relaxed and affectionate atmosphere. The father-son closeness and intimacy is 

further revealed in their facial expressions. While the son is happily playing with the toy 

Monkey King, Datong starts to read the story of Monkey King being driven away by his 

master who is lured by the demon into a trap. The camera first frames the two characters 

in the shot, and then it zooms in and lingers on the son, peacefully falling asleep to his 

father’s voice. The camera focuses on the boy holding the toy of the Monkey King tightly.  

 

Later the audience is made aware that the bedtime story of the Monkey King is 

suggestive in the sense that the narrative refers to or anticipates the event that later 

happens to the family. The filmmaker projects the evil characteristics onto the lawyer. In 

this way the lawyer comes to resemble the demon in the novel of the Journey to the West. 

Much like the demon that tries in every way to separate the Monkey King from Xuan 

Zang, the lawyer has played all sorts of tricks to keep Datong away from his son. Yet 

Datong, just like the Monkey King, overcomes every difficulty in order to protect his son 

Dennis. 

 

Therefore, Datong resembles the Monkey King in multiple layers, which constitutes the 

fifth point. Just like the Monkey King who is the guide and the protector of his master, 

Datong is in many respects the protector of the family. Datong not only draws inspiration 

from the stories of the Monkey King to design the video games, but also attaches the 

meaning of fatherhood to the toy. Later when Datong plans to take his son away from the 

child welfare home, he uses the paper cut in the shape of the Monkey King. When Dennis 
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sees it, he immediately associates it with his father. Datong’s role of protector is vividly 

shown through his confrontation with the lawyer and later with the street robber, who 

attempts to rob the Christmas gift of the Monkey King that Datong has made for his son.  

 

Moreover, Zheng Xiaolong adapts the Monkey King myth by emphasizing Datong’s 

struggle for identity and the transformation of the character. Being a Chinese American 

for eight years, Datong is a manifestation of several personas in one. He struggles with 

integrating Chinese and American culture, only to find himself caught in the 

contradictions between cultures and between his identities. On the one hand, he strives 

toward the American dream of wealth, as he says at the ceremony, “Only eight years ago, 

I was just another new immigrant, trying so hard to earn my living by selling art on the 

street. But I believe, if I work hard enough, one day I will become one of you, a truly 

successful American.” His identification with his American identity is clearly shown by 

the fact that he speaks English not only at work but also at home, and that he is 

arranging a Green Card for his father. However on the other hand, Datong also presents 

himself as a troublemaker like the Monkey King, by breaking the limits of the system. His 

identification with his Chinese identity gets him in trouble: he punches the lawyer in the 

face upon hearing disrespectful remarks about the Monkey King. 

 

The transformation of Datong’s identity can be seen in two comparable scenes. Datong’s 

remark of being a ‘proud American’ at the beginning of the film is accompanied by the 

vivid movement of the Monkey King, an embodiment of athleticism and energy; yet later 

when Datong is caught by the police after taking Dennis away from the child welfare 

agency, Zheng inserts shots of the Monkey King falling from Dennis’s hand and being 

stepped on by the police. The contrasting images of the Monkey King hint at the 

instability of Datong’s American identity. Furthermore, in comparison with the ceremony 

scene, the airport scene towards the end of the film in which Datong attempts to leave the 

country together with his father and son is meant to create a sense of paradox that often 

accompanies the process of immigration. As desirable as “true-Americanness” is for 

Datong, his reaction to the lawsuit underlines the difficulty in reconciling the two cultural 

identities. 

 

The figure of the Monkey King is introduced, I believe, to help establish an interpretative 



 
 

168 

frame for understanding the inner journey of the character Datong. Because of the 

cultural conflict and misunderstanding from which the family drama arises, Datong goes 

through a transformation in the course of the drama. The opening scenes of the film 

present a successful Chinese American image – one may refer to it as the model minority 

image – to the audience. Throughout the film, Datong becomes more and more detached 

from his American identity. An analysis from this perspective allows us to see that the 

insertion of the Monkey King at once implied Datong’s attachment to his core identity as 

a Chinese person and suggested that filial piety is a built-in but also negotiable heritage.   

 

The Complex Expressions of Filial Piety 

As a film, The Guasha Treatment consciously engages with the issue of filial piety by 

highlighting Datong’s moral choice and subsequent action. At the heart of the family 

drama is Datong’s emotional attachment to his Chinese identity and in particular to the 

notion of filial piety. As Datong is confined within his cultural heritage, he feels obliged to 

act in accordance with his assumed expectations. After we have discussed the multiple 

dimensions of Datong’s Chinese American identity in the first part, let me briefly 

recapitulate the main events and the order in which they appear in the film, in order to 

understand his choice of behavior and his interactions with other characters. The main 

events listed below chronologically revolve around dramatic conflict and resolution.  

 

1. A video game featuring the Monkey King designed by Datong, while securing him 

the prize for the best design, provokes public protest against its violent content. 

These two events take place simultaneously. In the meantime, a short interlude 

occurs at the ceremony: Dennis hits Paul, the son of Datong’s boss John, yet he 

refuses to apologize. Datong slaps Dennis to teach him a lesson and to show his 

respect to John; an act which is misinterpreted by John, however.   

   

2. One night, the mother is at work and the grandfather is visiting a casino 

accompanied by an old friend, leaving only Datong and Dennis at home. An 

accident happens on the grandfather’s way home: the old friend dies of a heart 

attack in the bus. Datong has to leave his sleeping son at home in order to pick up 

his father from the police station. Awakened by the phone call of the mother in 

the midnight, Dennis accidentally bumps his head against the table. In the hospital, 
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the doctor discovers red marks on Dennis’ back. Assuming that it is a case of child 

abuse, the child welfare agency takes Dennis away from the family. A lawsuit is 

consequently filed against Datong.  

 

3. In the first round of the pretrial practice, Datong lies to the judge that he is the 

one who performed guasha to his son. Despite his wife’s strong disagreement, 

Datong is determined to protect his father who in fact did the guasha. In the 

second round, the lawyer intentionally attacks the Monkey King to agitate Datong 

and brings up the fact that Datong slapped Dennis earlier – both in association 

with violence. Not surprisingly, Datong loses his temper and as a result, the judge 

rules in favor of the child welfare agency.  

 

4. As Datong does not want his father to worry, he lies about the case. Unable to put 

up with it, Datong’s wife reveals the truth to the father. Because of this discovery, 

the grandfather visits Datong’s boss John in person, who then learns the fact that 

guasha had not been done by Datong. At the suggestion of their lawyer, Datong 

agrees to move out of the family in order to get Dennis back. 

 

5. To help Datong, John looks for an expert to explain guasha therapy to him and 

even attempts guasha himself. In the meantime, the grandfather decides to leave 

the United States. Datong illegally takes Dennis away from the agency and brings 

him to the airport to say goodbye to his grandfather.  

 

6. Due to his illegal behavior, Datong is forbidden to approach his family. On 

Christmas Eve Datong has to climb up the building to see his wife and son, after 

the janitor denies him access to the front door. Before he even reaches the floor, 

John has already come with great news to the family that the judge has dismissed 

the case.  

 

This summary of the main events taking place in the movie introduces an important 

difference that results from contextualized understandings of filial piety. In retrospect, 

what seems controversial about Datong is that his action of slapping Dennis on the one 

hand can be viewed as violence, but one the other hand illuminates the way in which 
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filial piety functions. Furthermore, while Datong’s lie to the judge about guasha is 

undoubtedly dishonest, it demonstrates clearly the concept of filial piety for a Chinese 

person.   

 

One may also notice that The Guasha Treatment in fact uses Xu Datong as the only 

protagonist. The film attaches us to the protagonist Datong: we follow his actions and feel 

his emotions throughout the film, and at the same time it appears that other characters – 

including his father, his wife, and his son – are introduced to provide a narrative hinge, 

shaping the arrangement of events. The narration thus establishes a central character 

that typically represents the Chinese common sense of filial piety.  

 

The significance placed on filial morality in The Guasha Treatment obliges us to ask why 

is the act of Datong slapping his son Dennis interpreted in different ways? Why does 

Datong lie to the judge about guasha? These two questions concern the expression of 

filial piety and can be put in one question: how does the film construct Datong’s 

endorsement of the ideals of filial piety? To answer this question it is necessary to turn to 

two sequences for a detailed analysis.   

 

The first sequence takes place in the magnificent hall in which Datong is awarded the 

prize. After Paul runs to tell his mother that Dennis hit him, Dennis’ mother, Jian Ning, 

appears awkward. The camera closely follows her steps towards Dennis, who is still 

caught up in the video games. A tender and nurturing mother figure is presented to the 

audience. The mother treats her son as an equal and almost as an adult, suggested not 

only by her tone but also by her posture. She bends her knees, bringing her head down to 

the level of her son’s head. In this way, a more or less equal mother-son relationship is 

cinematically constructed.   

 

By contrast, a different father-son relationship is visually conveyed to the spectator. A 

sense of filial piety that focuses on respecting hierarchy and submission to authority – 

represented by the father figure – is vividly expressed. The camera moves from a 

medium close-up of the mother and son to long shot of the father followed by John’s 

family. The framing goes from long to medium shot to medium close-up, highlighting 

facial expressions of the characters as the father-son conflict intensifies.  
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The camera first centers on the father approaching his son. In the next shot, the six 

characters are featured in the same frame when the father requires Dennis to apologize 

to Paul. The son is positioned at the center of the camera image, as the others remain in 

the same frame. In this way, the audience can see the interactions of different characters 

at the same time. While the mother attempts to comfort Paul, the father acts in a rather 

strict and harsh manner, insisting on an apology from his son, which makes John and his 

wife uneasy. After Dennis ignores his request, Datong abruptly switches off the game 

machine to call Dennis’ attention. Jian Ning’s disapproval is clearly seen in the frame. The 

conflict between the two intensifies during the conversation and reaches its peak when 

Datong slaps Dennis, who not only refuses to apologize but also spits on Paul to show his 

unhappiness. This shot is followed by a series of medium close-up shots in order to 

visualize the shock and disagreement of Jian Ning and John.  

 

Although interpreted differently, the action of Datong is well put by the grandfather as 

“dang mian jiao zi, bei hou jiao qi” (you may admonish your children in the presence of 

others, but your wife, only in privacy). As a famous quote from the ancient Chinese text 

Family Precepts of Master Zhu (Zhu zi jia xun), this outdated idea still governs Datong’s 

mind. This sequence has a twofold significance: 1) it provides an illuminating example of 

filial piety; 2) the matter is brought up twice later; the different interpretations and 

misunderstandings arising from Datong’s action reveal that filial piety is a highly 

contextualized notion.  

 

Characteristics of filial piety can be summarized in two dimensions in this sequence. 

First, speaking from the perspective of father-son relation, what Datong demands from 

his son Dennis is more than just an apology but also submission to authority. Datong as 

the father figure naturally believes he is acting with moral correctness in accordance 

with Confucian rule, even though it proves that he can be wrong. For Datong, slapping 

Dennis rests on social beliefs about right and wrong behavior; it is a vivid demonstration 

of father dominance and authority that filial piety is related to. However, for the lawyer 

who uses the case against Datong, this can be easily interpreted as a misconduct of 

parental power and violent behavior.  

 

Second, on the dimension of employer-employee relation, Datong’s behavior comes out of 
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respect for his boss John, while for John it is absolutely wrong for Datong to hit his own 

child. Later when Datong decides to quit his job, John comes to persuade him to stay. The 

issue is brought up again. Considering it as a sign of betrayal for John to use the issue to 

testify against him in the trial, Datong feels that it is unacceptable for him to continue to 

work with John. For Datong, slapping Dennis is to show respect for John, who is in a 

hierarchically higher position, which is not at all appreciated by John. John interprets it 

as the abuse of child. Being annoyed by John’s remark, Datong rushes out of the office. 

This scene suggests that rather than purely being subject to power, filial piety practiced 

in employer-employee relations rests on reciprocity of actions. The dramatic sequence 

and the subsequent scenes communicate a compelling message about filial piety. 

Gradually we come to accept that what is derived from the notion of filial piety is a lack of 

a clear distinction between appropriate parenting practice and abuse of parental power, 

between right and wrong in different contexts.  

 

Indeed the distinction between moral right and wrong is blurred under the umbrella of 

filial piety. As an embodiment of filial piety, Datong to a certain extent should be 

considered as a sentimental figure. The sentimentalism is conveyed through his dilemma 

situations and his response to dilemma. If the first selected scene focuses more on the 

interactions between father and son and between employer and employee, the other 

important sequence made to serve our understanding of filial piety is based around 

Datong’s concern and filial love towards his father.  

 

In this sequence, an argument between Jian Ning and Datong is provoked by the judge’s 

simple question with regard to who did guasha to Dennis. Visually speaking, the 

meanings carried by these two sequences are most evident in Zheng’s manner of 

capturing instant reactions of characters. Thus, Zheng throughout the conversation 

places all relevant characters in the same frame: Datong, Jian Ning, John, and the judge. In 

this way, the audience is allowed access to each character’s prompt response. While 

Datong and the judge are placed with their side facing the camera, Jian Ning, although 

sitting towards the back of the room, represents the general direction to which the 

camera is facing.  

 

The judge asks Datong, “Did you do this guasha to your son yourself?” Datong pauses 
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here and thinks carefully. The judge asks him again, and Datong reluctantly replies, “yes, I 

did it myself.” Upon hearing this answer, Jian Ning immediately interrupts and turns to 

the judge, “No, it wasn’t him.” In an attempt to stop Jian Ning, Datong switches the 

language to Chinese. The camera alternates between the couple and the judge to show 

the building up of tension, as a secret conversation is taking place. Jian Ning is unwilling 

to let Datong take the responsibility, yet she has no other option. When the judge asks 

Jian Ning if she has anything to add, she answers “no” with a defeated expression on her 

face. The representation thus reinforces a psychological contest between husband and 

wife, asserting a patriarchal authority.  

 

After Jian Ning is forced to keep silent, the shot switches back to the judge asking the 

same question at a slower pace in order to clarify the problem. The torment between a 

son’s filial love for his father and his unwillingness to hurt his wife evokes a soundless 

crying from the inner world of the character Datong, which is made clear through the 

complementarity of music and visual images. The camera then switches to Datong, with 

a medium close up of the back of his head as he slowly turns back to face the camera. The 

sentimental music begins to play at the moment when Datong replies the judge’s 

question with an assertive tone of voice, “yes, I did.”  

 

To protect his father’s feelings, Datong further lies about the fact that Dennis is under the 

custody of the child welfare home. The grandfather eventually gets to know the truth 

from Jian Ning. Consequently, the grandfather takes a taxi and heads to John’s place. 

Unable to explain the truth orally, the grandfather takes the pen and starts to make a 

drawing. The camera alternates between shots of each person and the drawing. The truth 

is unfolded to John, as the grandfather uses the drawn characters to narrate the story.  

 

When John drives the grandfather home, they bump into Datong and Jian Ning who have 

been driving around looking for the grandfather. Instead of situating the male protagonist 

Datong again in the emotional struggle to reveal his inner state, the film shifts the 

psychological burden to the two supporting roles of this family drama – Jian Ning and 

John. When asked by John why Datong has to lie in the court, Jian Ning says, “because he 

is Chinese.” What has emerged from this conversation attests to a psychological dilemma 

where Datong’s love for his wife and son conflicts with filial piety. In this case, Datong’s 
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self-sacrifice is designed to show his filial love towards his father. To reinforce the 

sentimental feeling, the filmmaker not only inserts the non-diegetic music that 

represents the feeling of the protagonist but also makes use of camera movements. After 

Jian Ning’s answer, the camera turns to John first, following his gaze, as the camera tilts 

up to track Datong walking slowly upstairs with his arm supporting his father’s back. 

Through the observation of John – the cultural outsider – the audience comes to realize 

that filial piety indeed has trumped anything else, including truth and one’s own needs.  

 

My analysis of the film The Guasha Treatment brings attention to filial piety, which not 

only overrides other obligations but also creates moral and legal problems that lead to 

melodramatic conflict. The proposed frame of filial piety in relation to the deeply 

sentimental feelings provide a way of understanding a set of events taking place in the 

film, and at the same time allow a touch of sentimentalism. Despite the ambivalence he 

compellingly bestows on the interpretations of Datong’s action so as to question the 

notion of filial piety, by the end of the film the filmmaker has reestablished and 

reaffirmed the romanticist ideal of filial morality. The film places the social and cultural 

definition of filial piety in the foreground. In the context of transnational Chinese 

cinema’s fondness for family issues as collective imaginary and in keeping with a given 

society's code, Chinese filial piety is idealized in the sentimental sense. Zheng Xiaolong’s 

way of presenting Chineseness and Chinese identity in The Guasha Treatment allows us 

to see why film indeed provides the best way to illustrate the sentimental feeling. We may 

also realize that this film – as “a process of formalization and ritualization” (Hobsbawm 

1983: 4) – shows the effort of the Chinese filmmaker to reinvent “China” and “Chinese 

tradition” on screen. While the expressions of filial piety can be read differently, the 

conventional notion of loyalty may also need to be adapted to a new context. Therefore, 

the next section examines the hybrid sense of loyalty in Ann Hui’s My American Grandson.  

 

5.3 Border Crossing, Identity Crossing and Divided Loyalties: My American 

Grandson 

 

After the reform and open door policy in Mainland China from the 1980s onwards, there 

has been a growing China-Western cultural exchange, and a new mode of knowledge is 

taking shape accordingly. As such, a hybrid sense of Chineseness is in the making. 
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According to Lowe’s theory about ethnicity, Chineseness as an ethnic identity can be 

defined not only in terms of cultural heritage but also of active cultural construction 

(Lowe, 1991: 27). Simultaneously, the increasingly globalized setting for filmmaking and 

film consumption also has come to terms with these trends of hybrid identity. In this 

context, internationally acclaimed director Ann Hui, alongside other Hong Kong New 

Wave directors, has established a type of cinema that focuses on identity development 

and the acceptance of cultural difference and diversity.  

 

Ann Hui’s film My American Grandson (1991) is a very conventionally shot and edited 

feature film. Filmed in Shanghai, My American Grandson has a Hong Kong director, a 

Taiwanese screenwriter (Wu Nianzhen), and a mixed group of actors from Hong Kong, 

Taiwan and Mainland China. It is co-produced by the Shanghai Film Studio and Taiwan's 

Jinding Film Corporation. During the CIA (critic, industry, and audience) interview 

organized by Hong Kong film critics society in 2001, Ann Hui stated that two scenes from 

the film were required to be cut before the picture was premiered at the Hong Kong 

festival.3 To my knowledge, the film has not been studied as it is generally considered to 

be unsatisfactory. Yet, by depicting a story of a Chinese grandfather and his American 

grandson, My American Grandson brings to focus urban life in Shanghai in the 1980s, as 

well as the shifting nature of Chinese identities that are closely related to physical 

mobility.  

 

The story presented in the film follows a topographical structure rather than a 

chronological one: the film shifts back and forth between Shanghai and the countryside. 

The family melodrama documents the journey of a 12-year-old Chinese American boy Gu 

Ming to China, the land where he was born, where his parents grew up, and where his 

grandfather Gu De has spent his life. At the age of four, Gu Ming left China with his 

parents, who went to the United States to pursue their studies. Eight years later, Gu Ming 

is sent back to Shanghai for a temporary stay with his grandfather, as the parents do not 

have enough time to take care of Gu Ming, due to their research trip to Germany. The 

grandfather, a retired teacher, is living on his own, and his everyday joy is to bicker with 

Mrs. Mo, who shares the same kitchen with him, to play with the pet bird, to get 

immersed in old memories, and to expect the monthly visit of a young woman, the 
                                                        
3 The Chinese interview can be found online: http://www.filmcritics.org.hk/node/1295 
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daughter of the woman Gu De once desired. Having a hard time adjusting to a different 

lifestyle and to the Chinese school system, the grandson is driven away from his 

grandfather despite his grandfather’s best efforts. As a result of the clash, the grandson 

runs away from home and accidentally falls into a river. After he is saved by some 

peasants and taken to their home, he starts to appreciate the culture that he earlier felt 

alienated from. The accident brings together the grandson and grandfather, who come to 

embrace the difference, making each other’s lives more meaningful. What is noteworthy 

is that this film is made up not of one but of multiple layers of “Chineseness”.  

 

Much like The Guasha Treatment, the family melodrama presented in the film My 

American Grandson is a result of conflicting values of China and the United States. The 

English title My American Grandson is suggestive. It implies the generational relationship 

between two protagonists, the Chinese grandfather and his Americanized Chinese 

grandson. What is Chinese becomes intertwined with what is familial in this case. Before 

moving on to the examination of the multiple dimensions of this relationship, let me first 

point out that My American Grandson is a pioneering film work that takes an outsider’s 

perspective to look into Chinese society. 

 

Two basic facts that support my view are worth mentioning. First of all, the outsider’s 

perspective is made possible by government policy. The "Open Door" policy of the late 

1970s after the Cultural Revolution marks the beginning of a series of reforms designed 

to achieve its pronounced goals of modernization. It was not until then that Mainland 

China became accessible to the outsider. Furthermore, for many Chinese mainlanders, the 

massive influx of Western consumerism became increasingly visible and influential after 

the 1980s.  

 

Second, the outsider’s point of view contains two layers of meanings. First, Ann Hui, as a 

Hong-Kong based filmmaker, is perceived as an outsider to Mainland China. Despite the 

explicit and implicit suggestion of a historically and geographically specific setting of 

Shanghai in the film, the audience gets an imagined account of Ann Hui’s view of 

Shanghai. Unlike Stanley Kwan, another Hong Kong filmmaker, whose film work is well-

known for courting the aura of nostalgia in Shanghai, Ann Hui brings to the film the 

various aspects of Shanghai, where tradition mingles with modernity, the East with the 
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West. While to a certain extent, Ann Hui’s visual construction of Chineseness has come to 

terms with the ways in which others have looked at Mainland China for more than a 

century; the setting of Shanghai city introduces a supplementary issue of international 

mobility. The disparity between China as imagined and China as narrativized is 

reconciled within the narrative.  

  

Moreover, the Chinese-American grandson constitutes another sense of outsider, which 

informs the nature of this border-crossing narrative. The arrival of the American 

grandson constitutes the key to Ann Hui’s dramatic device: on the one hand, the clash 

between the insider’s and the outsider’s perspective illustrates different social and 

cultural conditions that promote completely different lifestyles; on the other hand, the 

crisis of loyalty or rather incompatible elements such as the basic opposition of 

foreign commodities against characteristics of national and ethnic culture, is resolved 

sentimentally. 

 

If we follow its Chinese title, Shanghai Jiaqi (Shanghai Holiday), then it is possible for us 

to read the film as a young boy’s homecoming journey to China, the utopian destination. 

The journey to China featured in the film is both a geographical one and a temporal one. 

Naficy points out that “every journey entails a return, or the thought of return. Therefore, 

home and travel, placement and displacement are always already intertwined.” (Naficy, 

2001: 299) Even though the grandson’s short stay in China can hardly be considered as a 

return from immigration, it raises the issue of identity constructed in relation to place 

through border-crossing. The narrative of the “return to China” thus implies the 

discovery of an ethnic and cultural identity that has been buried, repressed, or left behind 

because of a hybridized subjectivity. What emerges from My American Grandson is a 

voice of cultural contradiction and divided loyalty. It appears that ethnic identity is at once 

local and fluid, accompanied by a mounting sense of self-recognition.  

 

As I argue in the following analysis of the film My American Grandson, what is 

noteworthy about Ann Hui’s work is much less its emphasis on so-called loyalty to one’s 

ethnicity or nation than the compatibility of multiple loyalties it suggests. More 

importantly, the sense of loyalty arising from the return journey is established in three 

stages: the first stage I identify as a conflict-encounter, referring to the physical and 
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emotional discomfort one suffers from a disassociated culture; the second stage 

concerns the process of coming to terms with difference, which enables the social and 

emotional bonds to be re-established; the third stage highlights the reciprocal effect on 

family and, to a certain extent, the larger community through the interplay between the 

older and the younger generation. The loyalty in this context thus becomes soft, 

indicating a fluid, negotiated, and ever-changing process.  

 

In the film, this negotiated loyalty, vividly depicted through shifting spaces, affirms 

hybridity and multiple dimensions of identity. The spatial organization of events within 

the storyline facilitates our understanding of the narrative structure of this film. It not 

only serves as a setting for generational conflict but also leads to the resolution of identity 

problems. I focus therefore on the significance of place in the film narrative.   

 

In line with the three levels of loyalty, this section is structured into three parts, divided 

according to the shifting locations: 1) the metropolis of Shanghai, where conflict events 

are experienced in everyday life; 2) the countryside, which not only stands for the ideal 

image of the purity but also serves as a narrative turning point; 3) the reconciliation 

journey in Shanghai that reunites family members, generates reciprocal effects, and 

creates the sense of “soft loyalty” at the same time. To begin with the place where the 

conflict starts, develops and culminates is introduced – the city of Shanghai.  

 

The Art of Everyday Practice in Shanghai 

Historically, Shanghai was an important economic city. Because of Chairman Mao’s anti-

urban bias, the Cultural Revolution dragged Shanghai into enforced decay. Its status as an 

economic center has been restored since the beginning of the 1990s, marked by Deng 

Xiaoping’s visit in March of 1990. Made in 1991 right after Deng’s visit, My American 

Grandson captures this historical moment. To make sure that the audience does not fail 

to grasp the social context, Ann Hui inserts a scene in which the doorkeeper at the school 

– where the grandfather used to work – listens to the broadcast live on radio. From the 

news, the people are made aware that the Shanghai government has invested a large 

amount of money in an attempt to develop Pudong and to revitalize the city of Shanghai. 

The 1990s Shanghai thus provides a historic moment for change and a more than 

convenient setting for the development of the “West-meets-East” story.  
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Moreover, Shanghai, as a modern Chinese city, as fragmented memory, and as 

imagination, has traditionally occupied a special place, unlike any other Chinese city: it is 

viewed as a multicultural setting. The significance of the role Shanghai plays in the 

Chinese cultural imagination concerns the fact that the city itself offers a stark contrast of 

old and new, as well as of Chinese and Western. Yingjin Zhang describes the city as 

follows,  

 
Shanghai, which was stylistically rephrased as hai shang (on the sea) in the 
early twentieth century, has gradually acquired over the century a cluster of 
connotations related to, among other things, flow, fluidity, instability, 
transience, fantasy, phantasmagoria, intoxication, and disillusionment. The 
temporal motifs in these connotations point to a fundamental change in the 
perception and experience of China's foremost modern metropolis. (Zhang, 
1996: 117-118) 

 
The perceptual association of Shanghai with a process of immersion in a cosmopolitan 

narrative allows the development of a distinctive identity of the city. As such, it has been 

frequently represented as a contrast to the rest of the major Chinese cities. According to 

Rey Chow, everything from Shanghai, “takes on the historic fascination of a progressive 

modernity – that legend, sign, and imprint that separates Shanghai from the rest of 

China’s hinterland” (Chow, 2007: 30). In short, Shanghai is unique. In the 1990s, for 

many Chinese Mainlanders living outside Shanghai, the city becomes a symbol of material 

progress.  

 

However, what tends to disappear in the highly romanticized view of Shanghai is the life 

of the ordinary city dwellers, which carries a similar set of connotations coming from the 

social experience of rapid modernization efforts. The image of Shanghai that emerges 

from Ann Hui’s My American Grandson is not about the industrialists and merchants, nor 

is it about the exotic and mystified Shanghai; instead, the aura of Shanghai is brought to 

the screen in everyday activities, where Shanghai citizens interact with each other, and 

negotiate a personal space to perform one’s identity. So from the viewpoint of film 

language, how does the film My American Grandson allow for an enriched understanding 

of everyday life in Shanghai, as the context for conflict?  

 

The film opens with an image of modern Shanghai in the dawn: along the banks of the 

beautiful Huangpu River, there are high-rise buildings and commercial centers that 
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convey an aura of modernity. As the boat passes by on the river, the film uses a wide-

angle lens for a panoramic view of the house below. The sense of contrast that is specific 

to the experience of Shanghai is heightened by the conflicting architectural styles. While 

the tall and modern buildings provide a vision of the large and highly developed 

metropolitan area, the old quarter of the city filled up with old-style alleyway row houses 

is preserved as the last traces of a vanishing cityscape. Thus, the city in transition is 

depicted through sharp differences between the two coexisting worlds. Situated next to 

the running river and ships, one world is caught in the process of change as expressed by 

commoditized artifacts; meanwhile for the inhabitants of the city, the living space is still 

characterized by a relatively slow pace.  

 

The hidden aura of everyday life, as opposed to the modern facets of the city, is expressed 

through the slow rhythm of the opening scenes. The camera cuts from the high-angle 

shot of the residential buildings to a specific place: an alley called bu gao li (meaning one 

step higher for every mile). The camera zooms into the alley and gives a close-up of a 

birdcage with a green bird jumping. Still and moving images are combined in this shot, 

creating a notion of time and liveliness, suggestive of the changes that are going to take 

place in this old building. The sense of transition or the contrast of old and new can be felt 

more strongly through the photos displayed on the wall inside the room. The camera 

lingers on the image of the wall, giving each photo an individual shot. The audience is 

first shown a photo of a young woman (Carina Lau Kar-ling) practicing a ballet 

movement. Contrary to the sense of new and modern conveyed by this photo, the photo 

next to it depicts a couple wearing old-fashioned clothes. Later, the audience is made 

aware that the couple is the grandfather and his deceased wife, and the young woman is 

the daughter of the grandfather’s dream lover, who married the grandfather’s best friend. 

Visually, by showing the single bed, the old-fashioned and simple decor, the audience is 

made to realize that the room belongs to an old man. After this two-minute scene that 

cuts from the modern commercial buildings to places of everyday life, where the contrast 

between immobile eternity and changes can be felt, the grandfather appears in the frame 

of the camera. The camera follows him into the kitchen where another character, Mrs. 

Mo, is introduced. 

 

One fact worth mentioning is that although the living conditions of Chinese Mainlanders 
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were improving in the 1980s, in the beginning of the 1990s it was still common in the 

big city for families to live in the same building and to share the kitchen and toilet, 

especially in more central parts of the city. A single-family kitchen and toilet and separate 

bedrooms remained a dream until the 1990s for many Shanghai people.  

 

The audience should be able to see that the everyday life of the grandfather reflects a 

situation of relative deprivation because of a lack of material resources in Shanghai. This 

point is well supported by – in addition to the visually constructed narrow space of the 

living area and the shabby appearance of the old house – the sequences revolving 

around the fish. In the first sequence, the grandfather buys a fish alive in order to receive 

his guest, the young woman in the photo shown earlier. On his way home, people are 

remarking on how big and fresh the fish seems to be, while waiting at the traffic light. 

The fish leads to an unexpected quarrel. Two locals begin to argue about the best way to 

cook the fish. Interestingly enough, the mixed-language argument – the woman using 

Shanghainese and the man speaking Mandarin – indicates from another perspective that 

Shanghai is indeed an ethnic and cultural mix. Through rural-urban mobility, tensions 

often arise. The woman is upset by the man’s remark that “only rural Chinese people eat 

fried fish”, and as a reaction to the hurtful message, she taunts him for acting like a 

“foreigner”.  

 

The camera cuts from the high angle shot centering on the street crowds and a medium 

shot of Mrs. Mo’s attempt to ease the tension (she is a traffic policewoman by profession) 

to a focused image of the grandfather cleaning the fish in the kitchen. Next to the fish, the 

audience can see other types of meat and vegetables lying in the sink. In contrast to the 

generous meal that Gu De is preparing, Mrs. Mo’s son is cleaning a bunch of leafy green 

vegetables for their lunch. Two women from the same building note these obvious 

differences. Upon seeing the fish and meat, the women ask Gu De if he is having his 

nominal foster daughter over for a meal again. The camera captures the big smile and 

pride on his face, when he replies that she is a professional dancer.  

 

Overhearing a conversation between Mrs. Mo and the young woman in the stairs, Gu De 

realizes that his guest is coming. He rushes back to his room to create a mess 

deliberately such as messing up the bed and table, spilling the ash out of the ashtray, and 
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taking clothes out of the closet and spreading them. The gesture can be puzzling, yet if 

one takes into consideration that Gu De is old and alone, his behavior can be read as an 

attempt to get more attention and a strategy to form an emotional bond. In the meantime, 

Mrs. Mo is still talking to the woman, scolding Gu De for causing a scene with the fish.  

 

These scenes are rather informative. For the inhabitants of Shanghai, there is a gap 

between everyday life and the symbol of material progress that Shanghai represents. 

This gap, produced by a progressive modernity, lends a sense of drama to the ordinary. 

The coexistence and disparities of the backward living conditions and modern life style in 

Shanghai is striking for the newcomer Gu Ming.  

 

It is in the airport where we meet the grandson for the first time. The camera first 

frames the grandfather surrounded by a big crowd waiting for the arrival of the flight. A 

policeman appears in the frame holding a board with Gu De’s name on it. Then there is a 

cut from the crowd outside the gate to a medium shot of the hall inside, showing an 

American stewardess accompanying a young boy. At the moment the grandfather 

approaches, the camera picks up his point of view and presents us with a stereotyped 

American boy. The slow continuous tilt up allows the audience to notice the provocative 

image of the grandson, whose style clearly distinguishes him from the rest. The tilt up 

starts with one of his feet stepping on the street skateboard, then goes up to his jeans, 

until it stops and focuses on him constantly chewing gun. By contrast, the grandfather is 

wearing a Chinese high-necked tunic. The distant feeling between grandfather and 

grandson, who only remember each other from photos, can find its expression, first of all, 

in the totally different clothing styles. It is further enhanced by the gesture of the 

grandson who avoids the touch of the grandfather and hugs the stewardess goodbye 

instead. Moreover, the grandson’s refusal to communicate to his grandfather is indicated 

by his constant wearing of earplugs. Told by his father that Shanghai is a beautiful city 

and impressed by the modern architecture he sees on the way from the airport to his 

grandfather’s home, Gu Ming is disappointed by the actual living conditions once he 

arrives at his destination. 

 

As the film goes on to show, Ann Hui uses the everyday details of life to highlight the 

differences that create family conflict. From the very start, the boy does not hide his 
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discomfort with the poor living conditions: such as being deprived of privacy, sleeping in 

the same bed as his grandfather, and having no shower and toilet inside the house.4 In 

order to solve the problem, the grandfather has to make compromises. They stay in the 

hotel room instead, and Gu takes his grandson to the game center and buys him fast food 

from KFC. The grandson’s arrival therefore creates a financial burden on the grandfather, 

who not only uses up his savings but also has to borrow money from Mrs. Mo.  

 

Seen in this light, we can reflect upon the first type of conflict: the grandson’s 

participation in a globalized commercial culture, indicated by the act of consuming a 

transnational food commodity and other commodities that his grandfather can hardly 

afford, set in contrast to the economic deprivation experienced by the grandfather. 

However, the expressed conflict plays out not only on a material level; the focus on the 

preservation of tradition by the Chinese education system is strongly rejected by the 

American grandson. One particularly illuminating scene depicts the boy’s refusal to listen 

to the teacher. As the Chinese teacher is giving a lecture, the boy reads his own book. 

Upset by the disrespectful behavior, the teacher takes away the book. The boy contends 

that the teacher has no right to confiscate a student's belongings.  

 

Another cutaway occurs here: the teacher-student conflict depicted in the unchanged 

version is more dramatic. The teacher is talking about a real story of a 14-year-old boy 

Lai Ning who sacrificed his life in order to put out a mountain fire in 1988, a story that 

was highly praised by state organizations and the media. Gu Ming on the other hand is 

immersed in reading his own book and even starts to laugh at one point. Later, he 

directly tells the teacher that he thinks that Lai Ning, instead of being a hero, was stupid.  

 

The cut version, by comparison, presents a less disrespectful image of the boy. The 

laughter and the remark of “stupid lecture” have been removed. Moreover, instead of 

promoting Lai Ning‘s action, the Chinese teacher is explaining a poem by one of the most 

famous poets from the Tang Dynasty, Li Bai. The most noticeable aspect that emerges 

from comparing these two versions is perhaps the evolving moral vision. Lai Ning was 

once the embodiment of the social, cultural, and national characteristics in the context of 
                                                        
4 According to Ann Hui’s interview with Hong Kong film critics society, a scene – in which the grandson 
wets his pants because he has to wait to use the public toilet – had be cut, as it suggested negative living 
conditions in Shanghai. http://www.filmcritics.org.hk/node/1295 
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socialism, focusing on the spirit of serving the country and the people even to the point 

of self-sacrifice. The change is made to convey the need to bring forth and highlight the 

positive qualities of traditional Chinese culture, and at the same time exhibits a clear 

message of how some asserted beliefs and values can be called into question. To a certain 

extent, the difference between two versions also indicates that the Chinese cultural 

values more often than not takes on the form of social control. 

 

It is in the city of Shanghai that the audience witnesses what I have termed a conflict 

encounter; the first level of negotiating the meaning of loyalty in the context of migration 

and progressive modernity. A series of conflicts have been generated upon arrival of the 

American grandson. This complex inside/outside (local/foreign) incompatibility is evident 

in the interaction of the grandson with his grandfather and other social agents. We now 

go on to examine the second stage of the reestablished loyalty, by looking into the 

grandson’s experience in the countryside – an experience that enables the boy to 

understand his roots and the culture that is up to then unfamiliar to him.  

 

The Symbolic Triumph of Chinese Countryside 

The overt reference to the contrast between Mainland China and the United States – 

embodied by the city of Shanghai and represented by the two protagonists – allows for 

discussion on commodity culture and the challenges it poses to the sense of loyalty. Ann 

Hui’s strategic arrangement of the grandson’s experiences in the countryside gives this 

discussion another dimension of China.   

 

In the first part Shanghai was described as a global city that has gone through a process 

of rapid social transformation. Precisely in the way Georg Simmel defines the modern city 

in his article “The Metropolis and Mental Life”, Shanghai is “the rapid crowding of 

changing images, the sharp discontinuity in the grasp of a single glance and the 

unexpectedness of onrushing impressions” (Simmel, 1903, in Wolff, 1950: 409-410). By 

contrast, the rural life belongs more to childhood and to the past. In the modern 

imagination, the countryside represents a wholesome existence, with freedom and 

fulfillment, and closer to nature and more in touch with basic human and family values. 

 

By constructing what life is like in the countryside, the film points to what has been 
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gradually left behind in the city of Shanghai. Ann Hui, through the eyes of the boy, has 

attempted to look into the tangible present in order to access the intangible past of China. 

My American Grandson thus proposes a way to smooth over the discontinuities and to 

connect past to present. To this end, the insertion of the countryside episode adds a 

sentimental touch to the film, revealing the transformation that is taking place in China. 

Thus, the countryside is simultaneously serving as contrasting image to the city of 

Shanghai where a real sense of homecoming is possible, and a crucial turning point in 

the narrative.  

 

As oppositional to the modern hectic city life, the “genuine” face of China is preserved in 

the countryside. By placing so much significance on this particular place, Ann Hui seems 

to make two assertions: first, the real or authentic China is still characterized by 

“rurality”, and by extension, timelessness, a feature that echoes an almost Orientalized 

view; second, this “authentic” China is a place where East and West can find common 

ground, and thus a place where the American grandson can feel emotionally reconnected 

to his Chinese roots. What is emphasized in the process is the constructed “China”.  

 

In the city of Shanghai, Gu Ming is often referred to as the “foreigner” by his classmates, 

yet being relocated to the countryside, he manages to shake off the burden of his 

assumed identity, by becoming an ordinary Chinese boy. As Gu Ming falls into the water, 

the opposition between China and the United States, namely the identity dilemma, is 

resolved. In comparison to the image of Shanghai as a commoditized space, the relatively 

unchanged countryside pattern of life has not yet been penetrated by the rhythms of the 

city.  

 

The sequence featuring the countryside offers a scenic view of the village in peace and 

quietness. As a woman and her daughter come into view, the audience learns from their 

conversation that the boy has been saved by the peasant and taken to his place. The 

camera then cuts to show the boy, who is wet and in a seemingly confused state. The 

camera then pans right to show the rest of the people in the room. In the next shot, 

the film shows a full shot of his entire body. He sits still in the chair and remains silent in 

reply to any questions.  
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The camera moves away from inside the house to the outside, showing the mother and 

daughter seen previously, followed by several parents and their children. The camera 

focuses on their heated discussion. The idea of innocence associated with the 

countryside uses well-known clichés such as generosity. One woman is giving her 

daughter’s clothes to the boy, everyone in the house including the boy is invited to have a 

group dinner at one peasant’s place, and the boy will shower at one place and sleep at 

another. A sense of commodity-free innocence is constructed in comparison to the 

scenes of mass of commodities seen in the city of Shanghai. The audience may still 

remember the remark made by Mrs. Mo, who advises the grandfather to keep his money 

for himself instead of spending it on his guest. From this perspective, we can see that the 

humanity of peasant culture and the generosity displayed by the peasants offers an 

element of purity to a society that is already dominated by global commodities.  

 

The grandson survives and is revived in the countryside. While the incompatibility of the 

grandson’s “foreignness” with the actual social situation is displayed through everyday 

life details, the grandson’s identification with his birthplace and his embrace of cultural 

roots are likewise grounded in daily life. Ann Hui uses the scene of the grandson bathing 

in a wooden tub together with the son of the peasant to form a stark contrast to the 

previous scene, in which he resists a bath in a tub and the grandfather has to rent a hotel 

room. Contrary to his ease portrayed in this scene, the previous one features the 

grandson arguing with his grandfather, who is persuading him to adjust to the simple 

condition. His remark of “I am a human being, not a dog” causes him to end up in a fight 

with Mrs. Mo’s son. These two contrasting scenes suggest that the grandson’s attitude 

undergoes some changes. In this scene, as the young boy gazes at him, Gu Ming is mute. 

We do not know exactly what he is thinking. However as his willingness to bath in a 

shared tub demonstrates, what we do come to realize is that the boy no longer is the 

American grandson; he becomes the Chinese American grandson.  

 

This scene that takes place in the countryside highlights the sense of sharing as an 

essential aspect of countryside life. Perhaps innocent generosity can be regarded as the 

first feature of the rural people that Ann Hui attempts to present; then sharing 

constitutes the second important characteristic. Sharing is a matter of relations. In the 

metropolis of Shanghai, sharing to a certain extent is decided by the economic situation 
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and is a more or less forced choice; sharing comes to carry different connotations of 

togetherness and happiness in the countryside. The feeling of happiness is presented 

visually. It is powerfully suggested by the smile of the grandson, when observing the 

father play with his son during the bath time. This is his first smile in the film. It is a 

moment of happiness, but it is also what we may consider a moment of enlightenment 

for the grandson. A moment like this placed here can be evocative. Do these images of 

happy togetherness within the family remind the grandson of his family in the United 

States or his grandfather in Shanghai?  

 

It is not Ann Hui’s intention to suggest that the countryside is morally superior to the city. 

Narratively speaking, the former carries the national past, representing the factors that 

the Americanized grandson comes to identify with. It is the “authentic” China that Ann 

Hui aims to reproduce, and it is the “birthplace” of the grandson. In this respect, the 

closing scene of the countryside experience is suggestive. When the boy is about to leave 

the village, everyone gathers together to see him off. The woman who hosted him the 

night before bursts into tears and rushes away. On the surface level, the scene indicates 

the emotional bond that the boy has established with the family; on the symbolic level, 

the grandson is departing at the same time from the countryside and from the family 

where he has undergone his rebirth.  

 

While this countryside incident enables the American grandson to rediscover his roots 

and to feel emotionally connected to his culture of origin, his return to Shanghai makes a 

reconciliation journey possible. The grandfather and grandson are reunited in a mutual 

understanding, creating a sense of “soft loyalty”, the third stage of loyalty in the context of 

(return) immigration.   

 

Hybrid Identity, Soft Loyalty 

As an emotional content, loyalty in certain Chinese discourses becomes political. The 

sentiment of loyalty is often attached to the notion of nationalism, springing from the 

noble source and focusing on the love to one’s nation. However, the sense of loyalty that 

emerges from My American Grandson is less on a national level than on a family and 

ethnic level. The hybrid identity as an increasingly important feature in the global context 

requires one to challenge the absoluteness of loyalty. As such, I propose an idea of soft 
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loyalty to identify these new characteristics. Soft loyalty focuses on the recognition of 

one’s identity that is anchored firmly in two (or more) cultural landscapes. The two 

constitutive parts are not parallel, as one part is often repressed; sometimes painfully by 

the other. Yet in My American Grandson, Chinese and American values are both positively 

presented. The purity displayed by the countryside and the mix of ethnicities and cultures 

in Shanghai fulfill different functions in the development of identity.  

 

Compared with Zheng Xiaolong’s The Guasha Treatment that shows a more or less 

nativist attitude toward Chinese culture, the “Americanness” in Ann Hui’s film in the end 

does not appear as a negative condition or in contradiction to “Chineseness”. The 

difference perhaps lies in the background of Ann Hui, who was raised in Hong Kong, a 

city endowed with an openness that enabled her to embrace foreign culture. As a 

reflection of her constant search for her own identity, My American Grandson sheds some 

light on the reciprocal influence between cultures.  

 

Not only has My American Grandson combined the imagined United States with a visually 

represented China, but it also shifts back and forth between the metropolis of Shanghai 

to rural spaces. The film constructs visually the coexistence of traditional Chinese beliefs 

and customs, Western technologies and values in Shanghai, and the preservation of 

cultural heritage in the countryside. As if to emphasize the importance of the space, the 

conflict of the grandfather and the grandson takes place in Shanghai, whereas the 

resolution is enabled through shift in location: the grandson’s experience of staying with 

families in the countryside serves as a turning point, which allows him to embrace his 

Chinese roots.  

 

Closely related to one’s identity, place as I see it, is not only the site that shapes the being 

of characters, but also informs their ‘becoming’. Stuart Hall talks about “being” and 

“becoming” as two parts of perception of cultural identity. He suggests that cultural 

identity is a “matter of becoming as well as being” and it “belongs to the future as much 

as to the past” (Hall, 1997: 52). Moreover, he points out that identity as a production is 

“never complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not outside 

representation” (Ibid., 52). Thus, Ann Hui’s film is, I believe, highly instructive in 

providing insights into the depths of meaning and places attached to identity. The 
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importance of connecting the past and homeland is like Dietmar Dath has put it; “Homes 

are ‘origin stories’ constructed as retrospective signposts within visual space, acoustic 

space, and even tactile space. They are made for coming from” (Dath, cited in Morley, 

2000: 16). In this respect, the alternative understanding of individual identity can be 

grasped, which focuses on the transcendence of the static notions of nation-states. The 

fluid sense of belonging and loyalties is therefore fostered.  

 

Modern China – represented by the city of Shanghai – emerges from the film as already 

having absorbed KFC and Coca-Cola. Nevertheless, the return of the grandson to the 

homeland is meaningful; it is a reflection of the strength of a transnational connection to 

an ethnic and cultural origin. One should be reminded though that the identification of 

"Chinese" ethnicity does not necessarily diminish identification with American culture. In 

fact, My American Grandson takes a step further on from the grandson’s acceptance of his 

Chinese origins to the changes the grandson also brings to community life.  

 

Ann Hui uses several scenes to depict the reverse flow of the grandson’s “Americanness”. 

The changes can be viewed from the reestablished grandfather-grandson relationship: 

when joining his grandfather for the morning exercises in the park, the boy brings disco 

fashion to the gentle movements; the audience also sees the grandson skate to 

accompany his grandfather when he is running; the grandson encourages his 

grandfather to be brave to experience late romance. In the meantime he also starts to 

renew the neighborhood and school by teaching Mrs. Mo’s son to skate and schoolmates 

to play baseball.  

 

On the other hand, one can hardly deny that the ties between the main character Gu Ming 

and the land of origin are far less strong than that of his parents. For a child who has 

spent most of his time in the United States, the sense of loyalty to the original homeland 

and to Chinese culture is more often than not transmitted from his parents in the forms 

of language, rituals, or stories.  

 

The grandson’s own knowledge of Chinese and English language marks his ability to 

access both Chinese and American culture, and facilitates his inclusion within both 

societies. The expression of his identity serves simultaneously to affirm a connection and 
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separation from China, at a time when he is in contact with Chinese people including his 

grandfather. More importantly and different from his parents, Gu Ming is not caught 

between two cultures. Both Chinese and American culture are part of him, and his 

freedom to choose between two lifestyles – as his grandfather tells him – empowers him 

to define his identity. One of the scenes depicts the grandfather and grandson lying in bed 

the night before the grandson’s departure. The grandson’s words exemplify the notion of 

soft loyalty. As the grandfather says, “You are lucky enough to have more options 

regarding life and education. I will respect your choices, as it is your right. However, 

some issues are beyond your choice, such as your skin color and the fact that you are my 

grandson. You love me, but you need to love more the land that has raised me. Here are 

your roots.”  

 

Just as Zheng reinvents “China” and “Chinese culture” by making use of the Monkey King, 

Ann Hui attempts to reproduce “China” through the ideal image of the countryside. The 

loyalty is achieved in two senses: Ann Hui’s loyalty to her imagined past and the 

American grandson’s loyalty to his unchangeable roots. Loyalty as an aspect of one’s 

relational identity has become virtually autonomous.  

 

Much like The Guasha Treatment, My American Grandson is also intimately related to the 

formation and transformation of Chinese American identity; it is different in a sense that 

the transformation takes a reverse direction from what usually happens. Instead of a 

Chinese person painfully transforming into an “American”, the “Americanized” Chinese is 

arriving in metropolitan Shanghai, bringing with him the classic conflicts and identity 

dilemma. The film highlights the sense of filial loyalty as a particular articulation of the 

sentimental feeling. The experience of the return to China, accompanied by economic 

hardship and cultural discomfort, is staged against the demands of the traditional Chinese 

kinship family with its focus on family bonds and filial loyalty. Sentimental loyalty is 

shown by the grandson only after he develops a bond with the Chinese, including his 

grandfather, which echoes the point made earlier in the beginning of the section that 

Chineseness is not a given but more an active cultural construction. What engage me 

analytically in my readings of this movie are the sentimental attachments to the past on 

the one hand and the experience of mobility and hybridity inherent in overseas 

migration and modernity on the other hand. The loyalty depicted as an every-changing 
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process in the film allows us to understand that the sentimental structure of feeling is not 

solely attached to a known Chinese culture, but also to the emergent culture of a new 

generation who have absorbed new cultural values and norms.   

 

5.4 A Thousand Year Prayer for Intimacy 

 

Made by the Hong Kong-born and US-educated filmmaker Wayne Wang, the film A 

Thousand Years of Good Prayers is based on an eponymous novel by Chinese American 

writer Yiyun Li. The film was produced by a Japanese production company 

Entertainment Farm, distributed by a German company The Match Factory, and released 

at Toronto International Film Festival in 2007. Screen Daily opined that Wayne Wang 

“has fashioned an old fashioned classical piece”, and that the film was “not earth-

shattering or particularly urgent, though it enables a talented filmmaker to work through 

personal ideas about assimilation and family conflict in an open, smart and gracious 

way.”5 

 

It tells a simple story about an elderly Chinese widower, Mr. Shi, who had lost his job as a 

rocket scientist during the Cultural Revolution because of suspected adultery, and his 

relationship with his distant and estranged American daughter, Yilan. Twelve years 

earlier Yilan moved to the U.S. to study. After eleven years of silence, the father decides to 

visit his newly divorced daughter in the U.S. – where she now works as a librarian – with 

the hope that he could heal her pain with his paternal love. However, given the strained 

relationship they had in the past, she sees him as an intruder in her new life. His efforts of 

trying to fix her life and their problems are interpreted as intervention. The story unfolds 

in chronological order, yet through a penetrating exploration of inner space, the secrets of 

the father and daughter are revealed gradually. Focusing on the subtle day-to-day 

tensions between father and daughter, the entire narrative drive leads eventually to an 

ultimate emotional resolution.  

 

The family melodrama arises from incompatibilities in the desire for intimacy and 

                                                        
5 The original text by Patrick Z McGavin published on 18 September, 2007 can be found at Screen Daily 
online:  
http://www.screendaily.com/a-thousand-years-of-good-prayers/4034653.article (last accessed, January 
21, 2013)   
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individual needs in an already estranged father-daughter relationship, which drives the 

plot and leads to a resolution. The story seems to suggest a failure to establish intimacy, 

however, what I argue in this section is that A Thousand Years of Good Prayers is one film 

that centers on the continuous pursuit of intimacy. The idea is shown, in the first place, 

by the film title. The author draws inspiration from an ancient Buddhist proverb, which is 

also quoted in the film. As Yilan explains to her boyfriend, “it takes three hundred years of 

good prayers to cross a river in a boat with someone; it takes three thousand years of 

good prayers to share a pillow with someone.” Like many movies made about the 

Chinese family, the film offers a cultural perspective on Chinese political history and 

nostalgic memories, and how such issues impact on the intimacy of family. Unlike many 

other films, however, A Thousand Years presents memory and history as a personal 

introspection, which allows us to see an intended reestablishment of intimacy.  

 

The story takes an outsider’s perspective to look inside both Chinese and American 

society. This is made possible because of the hyphenated Chinese-American identity. The 

author Li Yiyun later writes, "For me, writing in English is the most liberating experience. 

In English, I am free to express things that I would have consciously censored – both out 

of political pressure and cultural pressure – had I been writing in Chinese.”6 This echoes 

the remark I made earlier that diasporic subject positions are becoming more an asset 

than a liability. The negotiation of identity and cultural rules is enabled by marginalization.   

 

The pursuit of intimacy framed in a cross-geographical sense is made explicit at the 

beginning of the film, where father and daughter are waiting together for the luggage at 

the airport. The camera focuses and lingers on the conveyor belt in the luggage reclaim 

area and the two characters are absent from the frame for thirty seconds. The 

background color is set to black and grey, yet the appearance of red suitcases can be seen 

as the symbol of passion and vitality. This scene in some ways sets the tone for the whole 

film, as in the rest of the movie everyday object is used in the way that each frame is a 

still life, an absence of human presence but creating emotionally evocative imagery. 

 

In the following part of this section, I continue the discussion by focusing on how A 

                                                        
6 The original words can be found in “A Conversation with Yiyun Li on A Thousand Years of Good Prayers”, 
http://www.yiyunli.com/1000YearsQA.php (last accessed, January 21, 2013) 
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Thousand Years of Good Prayers both consolidates and dismantles the idea of intimacy in 

a transnational context. I argue that while the broken intimacy is conveyed through 

silence and the silent discovery of the daughter’s secret, the attempt to reestablish 

intimacy is suggested by the representation of the father and his efforts to “speak” of his 

past.   

 

The Escape from “Home”: the Woman Bound 

A Thousand Years of Good Prayers shifts back and forth between reality and memory, 

suggestive of an escape from “home”. Home here is not just in the obvious physical sense 

of the place where we live, primarily referring to dwelling and nation. Instead, home 

carries strong connotations of identity, of who belongs, and of a strong emotional 

attachment. Rey Chow has provided a view of home in the modern era: 

 
Home in this modernist construction is not only a matter of family or kinship 
ties […] and even though it may be personalized […], its significance is much 
more than that of a personal residence and refuge. As an ideal form of 
togetherness, the home also carries the transcendental meaning of an 
interiority, demarcating the boundary between myself or ourselves (as one 
unit) and the hostile world outside (Chow, 2007: 54).  
 

In the case of A Thousand Years of Good Prayers, however, the boundary between inside 

(the family unit) and outside (the world) is not simple and clear-cut. Much like my 

argument in the first chapter regarding the inadequacy of the private/public dichotomy 

in the Chinese context, the fictional family in this film challenges the traditional 

perception of home. At the most basic level, family is considered to be the first place 

where individual human interaction takes place and is associated with a place of security, 

love and care, providing protection against threats from the outside. However, this 

benevolent image of family experiences a “breakdown” in the melodramatic plot of this 

film.  

 

The sense of escaping from “home” is signified, above all, by the silence between the 

father and his daughter. Silence has always been an important element in melodrama and 

it certainly plays an important role in this particular film. In order to construct silence as 

an active motif, Wang chooses to depart from action, movement, and speed, and focuses 

on what one may call ‘breathing spaces’. Accordingly, the film has a rather relaxed melody 

and rhythm, forming a pattern of breathing in deeply and then breathing out. In this way, 



 
 

194 

Wang seems to suggest that intimacy is not established through passion, but instead it 

takes time to eventually foster understanding.  

 

The film begins with a rather simple shot: a group is waiting at the airport, and nobody 

can actually tell who the main character is until an old man appears within frame and a 

younger woman starts to wave. From the conversation, we learn that they are father and 

daughter, who have not seen each other for twelve years. What is striking in this scene, is 

that they speak in a very distant way: in a polite manner the daughter stands facing her 

father with her hands crossed in front of her. This moment in fact symbolizes the very 

nature of this film – a sensitive politeness. The same sensitive politeness can be found, 

for example, in the way Yilan and Mr. Shi are waiting for the luggage.  

 

On their way home, the camera first frames the face of the father, and then moves to the 

daughter, before switching back to the father. A camera through the father’s eyes 

captures street view images. There is no conversation exchanged in more than two 

minutes. The audience, however, can sense that both characters are seeking to break the 

silence, if one notices the daughter’s finger tapping the steering wheel and the father’s 

attempt to lift the corners of his mouth.  

 

This sensitive politeness is well portrayed across several dinner scenes. The scenes 

around the dinner table are very effective in fleshing out the changing relationships 

between the characters and the conflict arising out the roles they are in. In addition to 

the awkward silence, Wang also inserts occasional father-daughter conversations, in 

which the sensitive politeness and distant feelings can be spotted. One of the dinner 

conversations between father and daughter can be a convincing example to illustrate the 

unfinished relationship between the past and present. In this scene, Yilan attempts to 

peel off the heavy shell of the family past, at a moment when Mr. Shi is immersed into 

the sanitized past. The father introduces his own father as an important manager for an 

American bank in his story, yet Yilan believes that her grandfather was in fact a doorman.  

  
Here we can actually feel the awkwardness of his posture, conveyed by the way in which 

his hand freezes for a moment and he bows his head. After a considerable time of silence, 

Mr. Shi continues his story, “Your grandfather really was a doorman. His job was to clean 
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up and run errands. He worked for the British before the Second World War, for the 

Americans after the war, and after the liberation he lost everything. During the Cultural 

Revolution he suffered even more.” Yilan’s reaction to her grandfather’s story is not 

surprising, as she starts to question her father’s silence about his own stories regarding 

the Cultural Revolution.  

 

This conversation brings out the nature of the confrontation between father and 

daughter, which is basically memories of the past. Through this conversation, the 

audience also learns about the underlying reasons for the father’s silence. The traumatic 

memory is expressed in one simple sentence, “I don’t like to talk about bad things. It’s 

hard enough to just survive.” We return to the representation of the father and his secret 

at a later stage. For now I focus on the daughter’s silence suggestive of her strong need to 

escape.  

 

The secret concerning the daughter is revealed little by little through the slow flow of the 

plot. The movie narrates Mr. Shi’s long day alone. Clearly Wang takes the father’s 

perspective to explore Yilan’s secret, which enables the audience to access her private life. 

Thus the camera often follows the father’s angle. The silent observation constitutes 

another key point in understanding the distant father-daughter relationship.  

 

The film employs a number of visual images that bring the viewer’s imagination into play 

before eventually revealing the actual secret. One scene depicts Mr. Shi prowling around 

his daughter’s room when Yilan is at work. He sits down behind the desk and turns on the 

CD player. The Russian song inserted in this scene is as telling as the shots – it is carefully 

placed to draw the audience’s attention to the symbolic meaning of Russianness in the 

larger Chinese collective memory of the Sino-Soviet and earlier Sino-Russian relations, 

and at the same time it is meant to hint at what will be uncovered later to the viewers. 

Listening to the music, the father opens the Russian nesting dolls on her dressing table, 

one after another. The non-diegetic music therefore could be aligned with an 

unconscious need for uncovering the past that has been sealed tight in the memory box. 

 

During the second dinner table scene in Yilan’s apartment, the phone rings at one point. 

The camera enters the father’s mind and sees through his eyes, as it gives shots of the 
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daughter rushing to pick up the phone. To avoid being observed by her father, Yilan 

walks towards her own room. The camera captures her back. She stops and turns back 

when she hears the voice from the other side of the phone. Obviously it is not the phone 

call that she is expecting.  

 

The same scenario happens again a few days later at the dinner table. The dinner is 

consumed in a very tense atmosphere: the daughter slowly puts food in her mouth and 

the father keeps looking at the daughter. When the father is about to say something, the 

phone rings again. This time Yilan rushes directly to her room. The father stops eating 

and follows her to the door. The camera frames the father peeping into the room as the 

daughter is on the phone. In the next shot, we see the father turn back, the daughter 

inside the room becoming an invisible background. The presence of the almost closed 

door indicates that the daughter wants to keep her private life to herself, yet the image is 

also ambiguous in so far as the door is not entirely closed.  

 

Later the daughter comes out of her room dressed up, and the father remarks, “Your 

blouse looks nice”. The camera frames the father and the daughter in such a way that she 

appears as the object of his gaze. While the daughter moves and talks, the father stands 

still. The movement and stillness form a contrast, suggestive of the daughter’s excited 

mood and the father’s silent thinking. The father watches his daughter leave before the 

camera cuts to another scene in which only objects are present in the image and the 

same Russian song is played. Mr. Shi is depicted sitting alone in the dark in Yilan’s room. 

In medium close-up shots, the screen is filled with two travel brochures: Montana and 

Washington DC. The camera zooms in and the audience sees the father’s name on the 

confirmed receipt for the trip.   

 

The layers of the daughter’s secret are gradually peeled away, once the father catches the 

daughter arriving home, accompanied by a stranger. In using a filmic point-of-view 

structure to explore psychology, the director first unfolds the father’s desire to know more 

about his daughter’s life by making him a secret explorer,and then a secret observer. 

After placing Yilan in the field of vision, which makes Yilan’s interaction with the man 

visible to the audience and the father, Wang locates the father in the position of an 

observer. By using a long take, the director unfolds the relationship between Yilan and the 
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man over time.   

 

The cinematic composition in the meantime also establishes the relationship between the 

father and the daughter. In a filmic point-of-view structure, the camera assumes the 

position of the father. Through the camera eye, becoming the father’s eye, we see Yilan’s 

life. This view in fact introduces an unstable relation between the father as the subject 

and Yilan as the object. On the surface level, Yilan seemingly has escaped from the grip of 

the family that stands for social rules; however, Yilan sees herself through the eye of her 

father, and her identity is constructed on the basis of how the subject – the father – 

perceives her. To make this point clear, Wang often positions the father in the dark, 

almost invisible, yet powerful.  

 

Following this line of thought, I argue that Yilan’s silence about her affair with the 

married Russian man contains two layers of meaning – the surface meaning and the 

symbolic meaning. One manifests the freedom Yilan enjoys in the English-speaking 

culture: free to get a divorce, free to love a married man, and free to keep her feelings to 

herself. As the main female protagonist, Yilan is placed in the locus of conflict between 

traditional patriarchal practices and modern democratic ones. On a deeper level, Yilan’s 

silence can be seen as her unwillingness to fail her role of being an ideal daughter. 

Identifying to a great extent with cultural memory, Yilan keeps the secret from her father, 

as if there were no affair. The escape from “home”, therefore, does not lead Yilan to 

freedom, but rather to another entrapment. Yilan reacts to her father’s remark that “a 

good woman doesn’t stay out so late” with a firm self-denial, “I am a divorced woman. 

And in your dictionary, it probably equals not a good woman.”    

 

As the father-daughter encounter proceeds, the two main characters become the 

narrative hinge for each other, compelling them to reflect on the past and to uncover the 

secret. The subjectivity of each character, therefore, is no longer relying on their 

individual inner worlds. Rather, their interactions become a key element to understand 

the nature of father–daughter relationships within the family. Throughout the film, the 

secrets of both characters are revealed little by little, much like the process of opening the 

Russian nesting dolls. The plots completely revolve around the hiding and revealing of 

secrets. From this perspective, the several father-daughter conversations in the film that 
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elaborate the family relationship (including mother and grandfather who have passed 

away) become highly revelatory.  

 

To return to the point I have made earlier that A Thousand Years of Good Prayers centers 

on the continuous pursuit of intimacy, I elaborate on this in the remaining section dealing 

with father-daughter interactions. It seems on the one hand that both father and 

daughter have attempted to run away from “home”, which is associated with a place, a 

memory, and a familiar social construction. On the other hand ironically, we recognize 

the prelude to an arduous quest for intimacy and homecoming.  

 

Negotiating Intimacy through the “Homecoming” Journey of the Father 

Homi Bhabha argues in the introduction to The Location of Culture,  

 
Private and Public, past and present, the psyche and the social develop an 
interstitial intimacy. It is an intimacy that questions binary divisions through 
which such spheres of social experience are often spatially opposed. These 
spheres of life are linked through an “in-between” temporality that takes the 
measure of dwelling at home, while producing an image of the world of history. 
(Bhabha,1994: 13 ) 

 
Indeed, it is the existence of an “in-between” that makes possible “intimacy at a distance”. 

The fictional family portrayed in A Thousand Years of Good Prayers is a reflection on and a 

response to the pressures and challenges of haunted memories caused by national 

trauma and cultural displacement on Chinese and Chinese American family relations, 

which consequently throws intimacy into question. While the film has reinforced the 

central idea of intimacy invoked by shared emotional experiences, it also challenges the 

ways in which intimacy is commonly known. What emerges from the film attests to a 

moral dilemma, where the old familial order – that the traditional intimacy relies on – 

conflicts with displacement effects, evoking a different sense of intimacy. This, I argue, is 

represented through the reverse homecoming accomplished by the father, who in the 

end manages to reconnect to the past. As such, the lingering temporality of memory is 

intertwined with the process of crossing geographic boundaries.  

 

In this film, instead of the daughter returning home to reconnect with her Chinese past, 

the father chooses to visit his daughter in the United States, bringing with him the 

traditional Chinese values that constitute the classic conflicts in many “hybrid” families. 
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Being a Chinese father from Mainland China, Mr. Shi has experienced the national trauma 

of the Cultural Revolution. Much like Yilan who remains silent about her life, Mr. Shi is 

also a silent figure. To the audience who is familiar with the historical context, the 

father’s self-imposed silence reflects the lack of freedom of speech during the Cultural 

Revolution and his fear of losing patriarchal authority. 

 

The established family roles and the displacement of their identities restrain father and 

daughter from gaining intimacy in the family. The father wishes to transfer the 

traditional Chinese family ethics to the United States and his “Americanized” daughter. As 

a Chinese father, Mr. Shi expects Yilan to meet certain expectations to become an ideal 

Chinese woman and wife. The daughter on the other hand is striving to find a new way of 

life that allows her to become “a new person”. Mr. Shi’s traditional ideas of a “good 

woman” clash with Yilan’s desire to reconstruct her identity in a new social and cultural 

context. As a consequence, an attempt to establish father-daughter intimacy seems 

doomed to fail.  

 

Through the details of an interior that is associated with domesticity and home, one can 

see that the father solely maintains a conventional sense of “home”. Several scenes are 

illuminating: Mr. Shi places a Chinese decoration on Yilan’s door, cleans her bedroom, 

prepares dinner every day, and – in a gesture that is familiar to most Chinese audiences – 

piles food on his daughter’s plate to show his love. One scene takes place at breakfast. The 

camera frames the father in the kitchen and a table of food, as if it were a stage, before it 

cuts to show the daughter rushing into the kitchen and informing her father that she 

cannot join him for breakfast. In the next shot, another kind of contrast is formed: the 

father stands beside the table with healthy and warm food, while the daughter is holding a 

bag of fast food that she just gets out of the refrigerator. The daughter soon leaves the 

“stage” and the father is left behind, attempting to pack some warm food for his daughter.  

Rather than to sustain a father-daughter relationship within the family, the efforts made 

by Mr. Shi can be viewed as a means to overcome or even to destroy his daughter’s 

resistance, which is exemplified through another scene. When Yilan returns home from a 

work, she sees the Chinese decoration on her door. Her anger is conveyed explicitly 

through her body language and her gesture of removing it. For a major part of this scene, 

the camera lingers on the door and then locks on the movement of a hand placing the 
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decoration back – an important detail that Wang did not forget to include. The interesting 

aspect of this scene lies in the fact that the daughter nevertheless remains subject to 

societal and family norms and values. To this extent, the scene is similar to Yilan’s remark 

about being a “good woman”, which is suggestive of the gender role and family 

expectations that she is hesitant to break.  

 

Nevertheless, in the meantime, it is also evident that both characters have a desire for 

intimacy, signified in the first place by Yilan’s affair with the Russian man and Mr. Shi’s 

friendship with an Iranian woman in the park. The yearnings for intimacy are thinly 

veiled – if at all – in the ways in which memory and history are communicated as a 

personal introspection. Yilan, by means of replacing the old memories with new ones, 

regains a sense of intimacy in her relationship with the Russian man. Such intimacy 

allows her to communicate freely and to love freely, which she never experienced in the 

culture where she grew up. While being questioned about having hidden a lover who 

cheats on his family, to cite just one example of several compelling scenes, Yilan defends 

herself by claiming that as a Chinese person she never learned how to express herself in 

the way that the English language has taught her, which turns her into a “new person”, as 

she claims.   

 

While failing to build an intimate relationship with his daughter, the father has no choice 

other than to communicate with an equally displaced Iranian woman he meets in the 

park – who lost her daughter through the First Persian Gulf War. The elderly Iranian 

woman, similar to Mr. Shi, travelled to the United States to live with her son and his family. 

Using their own languages and common body language, Mr. Shi and this woman develop a 

kind of friendship. From two different cultures, they find common ground, which enables 

them to share the loss caused by national trauma and the “loss” of their children. The 

story of the Iranian woman and the one of Mr. Shi, carries obvious similarities not only in 

terms of past but also of present. Whereas the Iranian woman, after failing to build an 

intimate relationship with her son, is sent to live alone in old people’s home, Mr. Shi takes 

a train and leaves his daughter’s place at the end of the film. To a certain extent, the 

juxtaposition of past and present and of the Chinese father and Iranian mother has 

redefined the seemingly culturally, historically and ethnically specific setting into a story 

that then becomes trans-ethnic and translatable.  
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This point can be further illustrated with reference to Mr. Shi’s denial of his identity. On 

several occasions, Mr. Shi introduces himself as a rocket scientist to new people; for 

instance, to the woman who sits next to him on the plane, to the young girl sunbathing at 

the pool, and to the Iranian woman in the park. Through the father-daughter 

conversation, the audience learns that Mr. Shi was suspected of having an affair because 

of regularly chatting with a female puncher at his workplace. Consequently, he lost his job 

as a rocket scientist. Unable to communicate this pain to his family, he chose to remain 

silent to hide his wounded manhood and fatherhood, although his silence did not change 

the fact that the family had already learned the news from other sources. The new 

cultural environment allows him to get back to his identity of being a “rocket scientist” 

and forget the traumatic past and humiliation caused by the Cultural Revolution.  

 

Although it is clear that the conflict between individual desire and social responsibility in 

relation to one’s family roles remains incompletely resolved, the father and daughter have 

formed emotional bonds in their quest for intimacy. It is the pursuit of intimacy that 

brings together this divided and distant family by working with rather than against the 

past. The deadlock was gradually broken by the father’s effort to talk more about his past, 

willingly or unwillingly.  

 

But first let me specify the term homecoming and in particular its connection with the 

family figures. I suggest that there is another sense of “home” implied in the film. As 

pointed out earlier, a real sense of harmony needs to be achieved on two levels: one level 

concerns family relations and another level involves the deceased family members. In 

traditional Chinese culture, the deceased is still seen as part of a family. The absent 

figures of mother and grandfather in A Thousand Years of Good Prayers thus constitute 

another sense of “home”, and therefore, a site to build intimacy.  

 

Drawing inspiration from Freud’s discussions of the woman in relation to home, Rey 

Chow has already developed the symbolic implication of motherhood. She writes, 

 
Rather than thinking of the mother simply as the child-bearing biological 
organ (and hence as the site of the ultimate origin and union), then, it is also 
necessary to think of the mother as a worker, a caretaker, and a custodian of 
the home in the sociological sense. This theoretical shift, which deconstructs 
the metaphysics attached to the womb at the same time that it places “woman” 
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at the center of thinking about the home, opens up a crucial alternative 
dimension to intimacy and happiness. (Chow, 2007: 56) 
 

Although, Chow’s observation focuses on the meaning of the mother in relation to home, 

we can equally connect the grandfather figure in the film to the construction of home. In 

order to make this argument, let us return to an early moment of Mr. Shi telling stories 

about his own father, which inadvertently gives the audience a gradual small insight into 

parts of twentieth-century Chinese history. Embodying the history of China, the 

grandfather figure is close to the image of the motherland – another sense of mother. The 

life of Mr. Shi’s father brings us a historical China facing up to a complex past of 

repression and trauma. In this respect, the representations of the mother, the 

grandfather, and the motherland of China are intertwined, purportedly linked by blood 

and emotional ties.  

 

Unlike the conventional family relationships, it is not the presence of a mother or 

grandfather figure that arouses intense emotions in this film; quite the contrary, it is the 

absence or the loss of the mother and grandfather that bears the intimate bonds through 

death and its remembrance, transcending simple existence. As Mr. Shi explains to the 

Iranian woman, “my daughter was close to mother”. He also tells Yilan that grandfather 

likes her. The representation of the deceased members therefore has a very strong 

emotional attachment.  

 

Likewise, it is not the presence of a historical China that establishes the feeling of home. 

Crossing the geographical boundary, home is in the imaginary and self-retrospection. 

How then do we tie the absence of the family (home) figure to the failed intimacy on the 

one hand, and to the quest for intimacy on the other hand? Furthermore, how through a 

story like this can we still describe intimacy as a theme that ties the fictional family 

together? The important clue, I think, lies in the desire of the father to have 

grandchildren , which is clearly bound up with the yearning for harmony and intimacy. 

On at least two occasions, the father shifts the topic to having grandchildren, which can be 

viewed as an opportunity to rebuild family bonds. Interestingly enough, it is entirely 

possible to interpret the representation of the deceased members – mother and 

grandfather – as a way of bringing up the topic of (grand) children – as part of the 

process of romanticizing the past, and to rebuild intimacy.  
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Quite near the beginning of the film, we are introduced by Mr. Shi to the absent 

grandfather, who clearly embodies the national past, as already described. Yet the 

conversation about the grandfather does not stop here; instead, taking the initiative in 

the conservation, Mr. Shi inquires into his daughter’s marriage and future, as his primary 

and real concern. This, of course, leads to a bitter confrontation between father and 

daughter. This quarrel, needless to say, is plain, much like any other parent-child 

conversation. Yet, it reveals the key issue embedded in the traditional family ethics, which 

stresses children as a significant symbol of family prosperity and intimacy. Clearly, forcing 

Yilan to confess her secret and imposing the idea of having grandchildren is by no means 

a reasonable move, yet the gesture embodies a kind of impotence, a desperate attempt to 

safeguard the Chinese family tradition. Yet in other ways, the intimacy of three 

generations connecting through memory is reinforced by the cinematic construction of 

the harmonious sharing of memories by father and daughter. The two characters are 

shown in the same frame, and Yilan recalls that her grandfather once saved her a piece of 

watermelon.  

 

The father starts to talk more in the film as the plot slowly moves on. More typical of the 

father-daughter conversation is the lack of effective two-way communication exhibited 

during two other telling scenes in the film. The first scene starts and revolves around a 

phone call. The father receives a call from his daughter, notifying him that she is not 

coming home for dinner. Regardless of Yilan’s intention to cut the conversation short, the 

camera captures father sitting down in the couch, clearly planning to have a long 

conversation. In this scene, Wang gives more light to the side of the father’s face. The 

daughter on the other hand is given broad frontal light on her. The father is sitting with a 

posture indicating that he is relaxed and open; yet the daughter remains standing, 

suggesting that she has no intention to pick up the conversational ball. By placing her 

face directly in front of the camera, the audience can see the impatience on her face. The 

father has a long story this time, and the figure of the mother in his story functions to 

link the past and present and the physical distance between father and daughter:  

 
When mom was pregnant with you (Yilan), I took a train from Beijing to the 
base in Gansu. When we passed Shanxi, we stopped at a small town. When the 
train stopped at Yilan station, there was a little girl on the platform, selling 
pickled eggs. She was about seven or eight. And her fingers were all 
frostbitten, all red and swollen, like little carrots. I felt like, I wanted to keep 
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her and take care of her. That’s why I named you after the town. There are 
more towns out there, all with beautiful names, Yuning, Fengshu, Molong. I 
thought, I would have more children, and name them after those towns, to 
remember my trips to the base. But instead I only had you, and I never went 
back to the base. 
 

The remembrance of the journey to the base, therefore, suggests a return to the utopian 

possibilities of happiness, harmony, and family intimacy. Wayne Wang has through the 

narrative of Mr. Shi arranged for Yilan a purposeful emotional journey, in which the 

figure of the mother (and the grandfather in the earlier story) inevitably creates an 

unforgettable picture of Yilan’s past. As if to emphasize this point, the daughter’s face is 

placed in a medium close-up before the camera cuts away to show her from the side. The 

change in emotion is expressed through the movement of the daughter: up to the end of 

the story, the audience only manages to see Yilan’s back. Strategically, Wayne Wang 

inserts a story that in fact connects two characters. Till now, the sense of melancholy and 

longing for intimacy are reconciled through the activity of narrating the past.   

 

The second scene takes place in Yilan’s apartment. The camera focuses on the right hand 

side of the father, sitting and talking, before it cuts to show a wall and another room next 

to the wall. Covering his head and talking to the wall, it is as if the father is confessing. In 

the next shot, the daughter appears in the frame. The camera captures the two 

characters in the same image: the father is sitting, facing the direction of his daughter, 

while the daughter is standing with her face away from her father and more towards the 

audience.  

 

Symbolically, the wall placed here is evocative in several senses. First, the wall can be 

interpreted as a memory wall that brings the past into the present. Second, the physical 

presence of the wall between two rooms signifies the emotional distance between father 

and daughter. Yet in contrast to the wall, the openness of the two rooms is meant to keep 

the communication going on. Through the monologue of the father, we realize the painful 

reconciliation with his real past:  

 
I was a rocket scientist, but I stopped when I was thirty-two. But it was 
nothing like what people said. Her name was Suchen and she worked for me. 
We talked. We talked a lot. We were proud to be making the first rocket for our 
motherland. We were honored. Talking was all we did. But people started to 
gossip. Of course, no one believed us. The party leaders wanted me to say I 
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loved her, that I was wrong. But I couldn’t do that. We never even touched 
hands. And your mother, I couldn’t hurt her with this. You were still a baby. I 
loved you and your mother. So the leaders demoted me.  

 
By depicting the father sitting alone in the room, confronting the past, Wayne Wong has 

pushed Mr. Shi to his destination – the “home” that he has once run away from. By means 

of disclosing a past fact, the father is seeking to establish a sense of intimacy with his 

daughter. Intimacy cannot be achieved without shared memory and confrontation with 

the past.  

 
Wayne Wang, with his film A Thousand Years of Good Prayers raises provocative 

questions about the intersections of gender, history, and culture through father-daughter 

encounters taking place across geographical borders. In Mr. Shi’s story, the exploration of 

the national and personal past is strongly contained in his journey to the United States 

and his attempt to reestablish harmony and intimacy in the family through the 

complicated father-daughter interactions. In Yilan’s story, the individualization and 

empowerment of woman is still confined to the constructed femininity in association 

with the daughter’s role. Yet the absent figures of mother and grandfather are important 

in the sense they become the narrative backdrop to a series of self-introspection 

processes, to reassert the emotional structure imposed by the inescapable moral claims 

in the kinship system. As such, the film can be treated as a narrative path between 

critical thinking of the past and affirming its continued power on present family life.  

 
I see A Thousand of Good Prayers as a relentless pursuit of intimacy that was once 

damaged, and yet remains a part of a deeper longing. The construction of (imagined) 

intimacy is at once historically specific and geographically fluid. Rather than being 

focused on the Chinese history and culture, Wayne Wong concentrates on the father-

daughter conflict in a contemporary Chinese family living in the United States. The 

distant relationship between Mr. Shi and Yilan exemplifies a dysfunctional immigrant 

family with both the father and daughter striving to keep their own secrets. 

Transnational mobility presents them with a chance for second life and a chance to 

rebuild family intimacy. In fact, not only Mr. Shi and Yilan but also Mr. Shi’s Iranian friend 

and Yilan’s Russian lover are brought to the new world, trying to find some hope in a land 

far away from their own countries. Through a complex set of bonds developed by shared 

experiences on a national, family and personal level, the four characters are tied together. 
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Their relationship suggests the immanent and inseparable link between the historical 

past and present, despite geographical displacement. 

 
At the same time, the different gender roles and life experiences demonstrate the 

difficulty in reconciling personal and family life, as well as sharing an intimate deepening 

of the father-daughter relationship. A discussion of the entanglement of father and 

daughter reveals that traditional identity has been challenged, and the emerging identity 

involves their diasporic experience. Both father and daughter experience the sense of 

escape and confinement. Border crossing on the one hand allows them to construct a 

new identity, yet on the other hand they remain restricted to certain family roles. 

Whereas the father is still interested in Confucian and Communist doctrine, conforming 

to gender and sexuality norms, the daughter is more influenced by her experience as a 

Chinese woman in the United States. Although the sense of liberation experienced by Mr. 

Shi and Yilan is incomplete and often ambivalent, the act of border crossing allows them 

to experience changing self-perception and to better understand each other. At the 

center of the story is the mystery of a lack of intimacy, which is caused by family secrets 

and long-term separation. This dysfunction is what propels the narrative forward and 

evokes the sentimental structure of feeling.  

 
The Chinese father who comes all the way to the United States with the intention to 

reestablish intimacy with his daughter – only to find out that their intimacy has been 

jeopardized first by the historical trauma, and further by the fixed roles of the father and 

daughter – may remind us of the father from Ang Lee’s Pushing Hands. A supposedly 

happy family reunion imagined by the father is disturbed when people from different 

generations and backgrounds interact, their co-cultural orientations leading to 

communication barriers. Caught up in a similar situation like the father from A Thousand 

Years of Good Prayers, the father realizes in the end that moving out is the only way to 

maintain harmonious unity in the family.  

 
5.5 The Dislocated Familial Harmony in Pushing Hands 

 
As one of Ang Lee’s favorite themes, family has been present in most of his works. 

Starting from Pushing Hands (1992) – his first feature film – Lee’s films have actively 

showcased the differences between East and West played out in the micro context of the 
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family. Pushing Hands was filmed in New York with financial support from a major 

Taiwanese film company, Central Motion Picture Corporation. Due to the overall positive 

reception the film generated in the domestic market, it won the Best Film prize at the 

Asia-Pacific Film Festival and two Taipei Golden Horse Awards. According to Gach, 

“Pushing Hands has a sure touch of success” and is “in many ways an even better movie” 

than The Wedding Banquet (Gach, 1994: 15).  

 

During an interview Ang Lee has claimed, “I think the East’s way of handling life is very 

different. It doesn’t emphasize conflict, or the cry of injustice, or the cynical laugh. It’s 

very anti-drama. It’s about harmony in relationships, dissolving conflict to make things 

peaceful. I’ve become this weird mixture of drama and anti-drama and that’s become my 

style.”7 In the same interview, however, Lee also points out that “as you’re marching 

forward, pursuing what you think is the best for you, you left something behind. Like the 

old-fashioned family values, how people rely on each other. We miss them, but we cannot 

resist moving forward. My first movie, Pushing Hands, is very simple. The father and son 

cannot live together. The agricultural society, where the family is bound together and 

passes the heritage down, has changed” (Ibid., 47).  

 

The idea of finding harmony revealed in Lee’s interview, also surfaces in Lee’s films; and 

certainly in Pushing Hands (1991). Being a “mixture of drama and anti-drama”, the film 

can be read as a family melodrama that centers on the conflict between the will of 

holding the family together in harmony and personal needs such as having enough 

breathing space. The theme of the film therefore is about restoring harmony within the 

family. 

 

The story is narrated in chronological order, yet through the father-son conversation the 

audience learns that the father had been separated from his son for many years, before 

the family was reunited in America – the father, the son Alex, the Caucasian daughter-in-

law Martha who is a writer, and the grandson Jeremy. The involuntary separation was 

due to the Cultural Revolution. In response to the campaign of destroying “The Four Olds” 

– old ideas, old culture, old customs, and old habits – Tai ji was banned in China as it was 

considered the embodiment of superstition and old-fashioned religion. Consequently, Mr. 
                                                        
7 The interview can be found in New York Magazine, New York, April 1, 1996, p.46 



 
 

208 

Chu as a tai ji teacher endured horrendous suffering and humiliation and even lost his 

beloved wife; as a way of protection, Mr. Chu sent his son to the United States. Since 

Alex’s hybrid family – especially his wife – is unprepared for the unexpected guest, the 

drama starts when the father comes to visit the family. The conflict first arises with the 

father and the daughter-in-law, through cultural and language barriers. The conflict is 

intensified when Alex is torn between two sides, and eventually it explodes, signified by 

Mr. Chu leaving home to work as a dishwasher in a Chinese restaurant. The story has a 

bitter ending with the father eventually moving out of the house and into a flat by 

himself in Chinatown. 

 

In some ways, the film is very plain with its plot and characterization, and the ending is 

rather predictable. However, Pushing Hands can also be seen as a film that holds up 

harmony as the goal of family, and the whole of society to a larger extent. An important 

clue can be found in the titling of the film. The Chinese title, Tui Shou, a type of internal 

Chinese martial arts – also known as Tai ji – is to train people to initiate positive contact 

with an opponent, rather than to immediately fight back or run away when pushed by 

external forces such as stress, problems or conflicts. It literally means pushing hands, the 

same as the English title. The important point of pushing hands is to find harmony and 

keep balance with an opposing force. The principle of pushing hands is thus applied 

when harmony is absent yet pursued. The title Pushing Hands in fact carries a symbolic 

meaning that implies a need to adopt cross-cultural mediation among individuals from 

different cultures. As the concluding shots of Alex teaching Martha how to practice 

pushing hands informs us, “relax, don’t resist. Don’t break the contact.” 

 

Yet cultural conflicts and tensions across generations and racial groups remain the 

central problem in this film, as the plot of the film mainly revolves around exploring the 

conflict between generations, particularly father and daughter-in-law, as well as father 

and son, which mainly comes down to the transplanted culture of China in the United 

States. Clearly, the representation of the father is the key element in this film, as in two 

other films from Lee’s ‘father trilogy’ – The Wedding Banquet and Eat Drink Man Woman. 

Ang Lee’s primary concern with the father figure results from his own father’s profound 

influence on him. According to Lee, “the Chinese father is the source of pressure, 

responsibility, and honor, as well as the cultural incarnation of the old feudal patriarchal 
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society” (Lee, quoted in Ti, 2005: 104).   

 

Pushing hands in order to achieve harmony is thus a very literal theme in the film. 

Speaking on a narrative level and despite the suggestion of the title, however, it is clear 

that the new family setting does not constitute a necessary condition for living together 

harmoniously. It is a difficult and perhaps even impossible project to find harmony in the 

extended Chinese family living in the United States without breaking down the old system. 

The Chinese family represented by Lee certainly is different from the bourgeois nuclear 

family present in the melodramatic plot of Hollywood films; neither does it resemble a 

typical Chinese family living in China.  

 

Being Together, Being Inharmonious 

How does Ang Lee tailor ideological conflicts to a family melodrama in Pushing Hands? I 

argue that the display of the conflict in this film is narrated and emphasized through the 

symbolic construction of space and difference, and particularly in relation to the cooking 

and dining scenes. One may agree that Chinese food is more or less universally 

associated with “Chineseness”. It is, therefore, not surprising to see that Ang Lee also 

makes use of this important “Chinese” motif as a cross-cultural practice. A Chinese 

restaurant, food or dining scenes are very frequently presented, and this is the case also 

throughout the film.  

 

Interestingly enough, the dining table or the cooking-related places constitute a 

confrontation arena for internal and external forces. Such an arrangement, of course, has 

to do with the significant role played by food in the imaginary of Chinese culture; but on 

the other hand, it also points to the idea that melodrama foregrounds everyday life in its 

modes of storytelling. In this respect, food conveys a strong sense of daily practice. Anne 

Bower argues for the importance of food symbolism in movies in Reel food: essays on 

food and film as follows, “movie viewers respond so readily to food imagery because of 

food’s primacy in our lives; it is a primacy that precedes literacy but then becomes part 

of our symbol-making, symbol-decoding capacity” (Bower, 2004: 10). 

 

Lee skillfully made use of the scenes of food, cooking, and dining, where cultural 

statements and other meanings are often carried at the same time. As such, he subtly 
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evokes the problems of intercultural contacts between father and daughter-in-law, as well 

as moral conflicts between father and son. In the following paragraphs, my argument 

proceeds through a critical examination of a typical sequence containing several scenes. 

 

The film begins with a close-up of the hand of an old man, soft and relaxed. As the camera 

pulls back slowly on the character, we see that the father is practicing Tai ji. In the next 

scene, we see another close-up of hands busy typing on a keyboard, creating a rather 

intense feeling. The frame then centers on Martha’s face, appearing nervous and upset. 

The father and Martha are placed in separated yet connected rooms. It is clear that 

Martha has already been feeling stifled by Mr. Chu, whose overwhelming presence and 

complete cultural otherness has distracted her from work. It is made clear by another 

shot of the close-up view of her face and the rhythm of her breath, which reveals the 

intensity of the emotional reactions. The most vivid scene is shot from outside of the 

house, with Chu moving in a relaxed way on the left side and Martha sitting with intense 

anxiety on the right. The window in-between is dark, creating a physical distance 

between them. To further highlight the separation and conflict, Lee makes use of the 

contrast between foreground and background light, as he does in several shots. When the 

father is placed under bright light, Martha together with the rest of the room remains 

dark or blurry. The same goes in reverse. In this way, a feeling of contrast and distinction 

is created, and this scene of contrast has set the tone for the rest of the film.  

 

It is therefore not surprising to see that the two characters later turn the kitchen into an 

arena of conflict. The first interaction and body contact between Mr. Chu and Martha 

takes place when the father causes a fire accidentally by putting food covered with tin foil 

into the microwave. Martha rushes into the kitchen and pushes the father away, 

suggestive of her anger but also on the other hand a general incompatibility in a small 

space. “No metal in the microwave! No metal!” Martha yells at the father. These are the 

first words spoken in the film. In this scene, the father, Martha and the entire kitchen are 

framed all within the long shot range, which simply defines and constructs a narrow 

space of the kitchen and the potential explosion of emotion.  

 

On a superficial level, conflict is embodied in the two different lifestyles. Even though the 

conflict is between two fictional characters, a Chinese man and a Caucasian woman – we 
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may call it a both generational and cross-cultural conflict – it in fact is very much 

grounded in the real world. Visually speaking, the meaning and value is conveyed in Lee’s 

manner of capturing daily objects. The film shows a domestic environment in which 

everything is familiar to the audience. Lee focuses on the cooking activity, in which two 

characters are involved: Chu’s food is prepared and cooked in the traditional Chinese 

way, whereas Martha is simply making herself a quick and simple lunch, in order to make 

up for the guilty pleasure she gained earlier from taking a bite of a cake.   

 

Lee does not stop here; instead, he moves the conflict from the kitchen to the dining table. 

Lee cuts to a medium long shot as the father pauses for a while before deciding to bring 

his lunch to the table where his daughter-in-law sits instead of sitting at the table where 

he initially was heading. This behavior suggests that the father’s choice is less a 

spontaneous decision than the outcome of a reasoning process. For him, sharing a meal 

at the same table symbolizes the construction of a real family. Sitting and eating together 

is an important way for Chinese people to increase interpersonal communication and a 

way to express harmony. Martha, however, does not appreciate his good intention 

though, since she has to resist the temptation of food to keep her diet on track.  

 

In terms of gender relations, the series of scenes can be interpreted as a way of 

struggling for power. Lee’s arrangement certainly is meaningful, as he explained during 

the interview that the setting is out of the consideration that both characters aim to 

“fight for their rights to the kitchen in a kind of territorial war.”8 This silent fight has 

already posed a challenge to Mr. Chu’s concept of family defined by Confucian 

philosophers. Therefore, the gender conflict depicted here cannot be separated from 

cultural practices and context. 

 

To Mr. Chu’s mind, the meaning of family is constructed through a carefully built 

hierarchy, which requires the family members to perform their fixed roles. The 

insistence on eating together also represents the imposition of the father’s patriarchal 

values. It is evident that the assumption held by the father is different from Martha. The 

director consistently conveys tensions through emphasis on differences, yet only at a 

                                                        
8 The interview can be found in Gourmet: Volume 55, Issues 1-6, Pearl V. Metzelthin, ed. (Condé Nast 
Publications, 1995), 74 



 
 

212 

later stage does the audience realize that they are in-laws. For many people, it remains 

even questionable whether these two clashing characters can actually be considered as a 

family. By the conflict depicted in the form of cooking, eating or communicating, the 

everyday is associated by Lee with family ethics – in such ways as to suggest that the 

traditional Chinese values are at stake and the fading power of the patriarchal system, 

once the social condition on which family structure built is not present.   

 

Interestingly, if we follow this thought, the film that the father is watching in the 

afternoon after the “accident” becomes significant. A center screen frames a film 

depicting an old couple sitting together and eating, while their daughter-in-law is serving 

them with food and takes care of the family chores. The scene concludes with a return to 

the onscreen diegetic sound of the old couple chewing. The idealized image of the 

traditional family presented by the film forms a radical contrast with the relationship Mr. 

Chu has with his daughter-in-law. As such, it is suggested that Mr. Chu is now outside the 

Chinese traditions.   

 

Later, both Alex and Jeremy return home – and that is when the tension starts to mount. 

The family dinner scene lasts four and a half minutes, and the camera captures the three 

generations dining together. Throughout the dinner, Lee mixes long shots, medium shots, 

over-the-shoulder shots, and close-ups. The camera first tilts up to center on the father, as 

he is eating, and then a close-up of Martha. First the audience only hears the sound of 

dishes clattering, and then the conversation starts. The father and daughter-in-law do not 

speak the other’s language but both are eager to express their frustration to Alex, who is 

not only Chu’s son but also Martha’s husband and Jeremy’s father. This “fight for 

attention” scene can be interpreted as yet another territorial war caused by the lack of 

mutual understanding, which perhaps can only be reached on the basis of shared 

language and culture.  

 

While Chu is lecturing his son on how to raise a child properly, puzzled by American child-

rearing techniques, Martha is trying to convince her husband to buy a bigger house so 

that she can have more space. Torn between two sides, Alex is hesitant to take the role of 

translator during the conversation. His intention of minimizing the conflict in fact 

amplifies the frustration. Consequently, both sides push him into the corner in order to 
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learn about his conversation with the other side. When Chu hears the innocent voice of 

Jeremy – who subconsciously takes the translator role – he realizes that Martha wants to 

get a bigger house.  

 

Interestingly enough, in this family dinner scene, Lee constructs the element of conflict 

within the motif of food and dining habits, through the associations with different 

cultures. Lee summarizes that “the father and son cannot live together” or rather the 

father cannot stay in the home. Accordingly, the “divine” home in Pushing Hands then 

constitutes the ultimate symbol of a melancholic feeling towards the past, yet at the same 

time it also opens up the question of achieving harmony under changed social conditions. 

The theme of the film, as I pointed out earlier, is about breaking and reestablishing 

harmony in a transplanted Chinese family. Ironically enough, the harmony of the family 

is in fact broken by the notion of togetherness, whereas the separation of the father – the 

embodiment of the traditional spirit – from the life of his children helps the family return 

to harmony.  

 

The Role of Erhu Music 

Peter Brooks has pointed out that the way music functions in melodrama is similar to 

myths in pre-modern literature. Music usually conveys to the audience emotion and the 

moral values of characters (Brooks, 1976: 14). It also propels characters to act, and 

pushes the narrative forward. In Pushing Hands, Ang Lee makes use of Chinese erhu as 

non-diegetic music to accompany sentimental scenes or to intensify specific emotional 

states. By analyzing four representative scenes, I argue that the repeat use of the erhu 

music in Pushing Hands is a key factor in completing the emotional journey of the father, 

and to enable the audience to notice narrative coherence besides establishing an 

interpretative frame for appreciating the film.   

 

Erhu, a string instrument, also called Chinese violin in the Western society, was 

introduced to China around a thousand years ago. As one of the most popular 

instruments in Chinese music, erhu is widely used in both traditional and contemporary 

Chinese music. Erhu music also has a well-recognized role in Ang Lee’s films, featuring 

prominently in Pushing Hands, Eat Drink Man Woman (1994), Crouching Tiger Hidden 

Dragon (2001), and Lust, Caution (2007), as an important tool to facilitate the 
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storytelling.  

 

What is it about erhu music that gives it a special role in the film Pushing Hands? As I 

argue in detail later in combination with concrete examples, the function of erhu is 

manifested at least on three levels. On the one level, erhu music invokes shared emotions 

between the character and the audience – even one who is not familiar with the way the 

music is used, in light of its expressive and sentimental beauty. The musical background, 

against which the father figure is presented, creates the emotional ambience that the 

audience is guided into. On another level, the erhu music carries with it a strong sense of 

“Chineseness”. Besides Chinese food, martial arts, and calligraphy, erhu constitutes 

another important cultural object that is used frequently to increase cultural awareness 

and to heighten the contrast of a Chinese man and the foreign background. Rather than a 

type of musical instrument, erhu in this film should be treated as a relationship between 

home and homelessness. It represents a form of attachment to the homeland or rather to 

the memories that the homeland evokes, and a feeling of being excluded from the current 

family life. Therefore, we can ascribe to erhu music consistently used in this film a self-

evident sentimental value, derived from the transplanted ‘Chineseness’.  

 

With regard to the third level, it is possible to treat erhu as a narrative agent. The 

distinctive features of erhu such as its ability to arouse sentimental emotion allow it to 

complement and embellish the narrative. The expressive sound can set the emotional 

tone, suggesting interpretative possibilities. In this regard, we may consider erhu music 

as a structural device, fitting well into the narrative and development of the story. The 

capacity of erhu to invoke emotions to complement the narration and to suggest the 

mood of the character, particularly to the Chinese viewer, consistently reveals the 

sentimental structure of feeling and the melodramatic components of the film Pushing 

Hands.  

 

In the movie, the erhu music is first used when Mr. Chu goes downstairs to smoke a 

cigarette after an unpleasant family dinner. In this shot, Lee strategically gives a light 

upon the wall, standing for the family, whereas the camera follows the character of the 

father who disappears into darkness. In the next shot, the father is forced to smoke 

outside the house. As he turns, what he sees through the window of the house is the 
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sweet picture of a harmonious family, Martha and Jeremy playing and laughing within 

frame. The giggle of mother and son dominates the sound. The same intimacy and 

playfulness never really exists between the father and his grandson throughout the film. 

The presence of the nuclear family – Alex, Martha, and Jeremy – inside the house forms a 

stark contrast to the lonely old man, who stands figuratively outside the house. It is as if 

the family reunion has never been completely fulfilled. At this point, the incompatibility 

between Chinese family ethics and American domestic life is expressed by Lee’s subtle 

use of details. The imagined gap between the father and his son’s hybrid family is 

demonstrated through the overt references to the contrast between the inside and 

outside of the house, which is made clear by the use of light. While cold blue light is on the 

father, the family inside the house is bathed in warm yellow light.  

 

To a certain extent, one may argue that the full moon captured by the camera 

encapsulates family reunion and togetherness, as the Chinese believe the full moon 

symbolizes reunion. The full moon scene, therefore, is inserted to pose a sharp contrast 

to the emotional distance and the failure to achieve harmony. From this perspective, I 

suggest that Lee compellingly bestows on realistic details of daily life to render a more 

nuanced picture of themes of focus.  

 

The visual fullness merges with the reverberating music. Lee carefully adds the erhu 

music to the narration. The appearance of the erhu music serves not only to trigger the 

audience’s recognition of emotional expressions but also to convey a strong sentiment of 

homesickness of the father. The home here refers to the memory of Mr. Chu, his wife and 

their son Alex happily living together. We can borrow Rosemary Marangoly George’s 

words here to facilitate our understanding of sentiment and homesickness: “The 

sentiment accompanying the absence of home – homesickness – can cut two ways: it can 

be a yearning for the authentic (situated in the past or in the future) or it can be the 

recognition of the inauthenticity of all homes. In the context of the immigrant novel it is 

the latter that usually prevails.” (George, 1996: 175) 

 

The erhu music appears again at the moment when Mr. Chu and Mrs. Chen start to share 

their life stories during a picnic trip. Chen is a Chinese woman who has migrated from 

Taiwan to the United States to join her daughter. Chu meets Chen in a training school at 
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the Chinese community center where he teaches Chinese students Tai ji. The audience 

can sense an attraction between these two characters, which Alex sees as an opportunity 

to send his father away. Alex thus arranges a trip with Mrs. Chen’s daughter. Through the 

conversation between Chu and Chen, we are made aware that they in fact have a similar 

life experience of being uprooted: Mr. Chu lost his wife and was betrayed by his own 

student during the Cultural Revolution; he joins his son’s family but never feels part of it. 

Mrs. Chen was forced to move from Beijing to Taiwan due to the Chinese Civil War and 

she has lost two husbands; she lives with her daughter’s family in the United States but 

like Chu, she cannot be integrated into the family.   

 

If the feeling of homelessness depicted in the previous scene I have analyzed is still on a 

family level, then in this scene the relationship between home and the unresolved grief of 

loss and homelessness has moved to a national scale, in relation to the historical past and 

politics. Chu speaks bitterly of his past, involving the part that he was tortured and 

humiliated in every single political movement including the Cultural Revolution. When 

asked why she never visited Taiwan or Beijing again, Chen replies that Beijing is not as it 

used to be and she has no close relatives left in Taiwan. Both Chu and Chen have lost their 

home. In this regard, what is noteworthy in this film is that it makes evident multiple 

layers of homelessness.  

 

Clearly, the family harmony pursued by each family is ritually completed by the gesture 

of pushing the old father and mother away. As if to show this idea, Chu and Chen are 

deliberately left behind by their own children. The camera follows the two characters first 

with a medium shot, and then with a medium close-up focusing on the facial expressions 

of the two. It cuts to a long shot of them walking in the dark through a small tunnel. The 

scene in which Chen is sobbing is the telling point: can harmony ever be achieved in an 

extended and hybrid family? It is only at this moment that Chu realizes the trick played 

on him by his own son.  

 

Rather than being pushed together with Mrs. Chen, Mr. Chu is pushed away by Alex from 

the family. The father leaves home when Alex is still sleeping, leaving only a note: “It is 

easy to share hardships, but not joys. We can live happily in China in times of difficulties, 

but I cannot find my place in your home, despite the wealth of the United States.” At the 
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end of the note, the father asks the son to leave him alone and live a happy life with his 

own family. Against the background of the erhu music, the father’s voice continues to 

reverberate around the house.  

 

In the next scene, the father is seen working in a Chinese restaurant. Interestingly, the 

film shows us another type of inharmonious situation, where the father is captured 

having dinner together with his colleagues, and the owner of the restaurant from Hong 

Kong. Lee again turns the dinner table – a site that is supposed to be related to harmony 

and togetherness – into a war area. Despised by the owner for working too slowly and 

being too old, Chu almost gets fired after his first day of work. Only later we realize that 

the conflict between Chu and the owner is more complicated. This becomes evident 

when Chu gets into a fight over his national identity – as a Mainland Chinese that is often 

associated with communism and socialism – after being insulted by the owner of the 

restaurant. Mr. Chu ends up in jail after a fight with Chinese gangsters and American 

policemen, which appears on a television news broadcast, prompting Alex to find his 

father. The reunion of the father and son in the prison is accompanied by the erhu music. 

What exactly is it here that demands the repeated use of erhu music? This question then 

turns the story into an allegorical interpretation.   

 

Conceptually speaking, the film Pushing Hands projects an aura of mourning and 

melancholy over the loss of strong family ties and Chinese family values, arising from the 

incompatibility between the tradition and changing cultural and social contexts. The erhu 

music speaks more to the ways in which the cultural discourse of nation and of national 

belonging is articulated. The nostalgic return to the ideal image of a harmonious family 

becomes impossible, unless the father moves out of the family. In terms of narrative 

design, Lee makes use of the erhu music in the father-son conversation. “Home? Whose 

home?”, Chu says to Alex, who asks his father to return home since they have now a 

bigger house. Alex answers his father’s question with tears in his eyes, “My home is your 

home. I have studied and worked so hard in the United States to establish a family, with 

the hope that one day you can live with us together.” The father refuses to go home and 

instead he asks his son to rent an apartment in Chinatown for him. The image of the 

father holding his crying son constitutes the last moment of excess, and also serves as a 

good example of opening up the father-son relationship. 
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Now, it becomes obvious that Lee has created a resolution to the family conflict, by 

arranging a separate space for the father, without which the family harmony cannot be 

obtained. To remind the audience of the symbolic harmony, the film ends with the nuclear 

family being relocated to a bigger house, in which the symbolic place of the father is 

reserved. Harmony in this case is no longer based on the hierarchical and patriarchal 

system; rather, it is a negotiated outcome of the family in transition. From this 

perspective, Lee’s notion of harmony differs from what is indicated by Confucian beliefs. 

Togetherness and harmony are equally important in traditional Chinese family values, 

but clearly harmony is what Lee has pursued in this film. While utilizing the 

melodramatic form to depict the conflict within the ethnic Chinese family, Lee is 

committed to his dual heritage as a Chinese American.  

 

In both cases of A Thousand Years of Good Prayers and Pushing Hands, the father’s 

departure is an involuntary choice and the defeated father figure is vividly presented. Mr. 

Shi’s departure is to signal to the audience that the father-daughter intimate relationship 

can hardly be expected, despite genuine longing for intimacy from both sides. However in 

Mr. Chu’s case, the harmony is somehow achieved after Mr. Chu moves out. The fact that 

Alex and Martha arrange a room in the new house for Mr. Chu is what finally appeases 

the elders. 

 

My analysis of the movie Pushing Hands reveals how contemporary Chinese film uses the 

notion of “living together in harmony” to create and resolve family conflict. The 

sentimental structure of feeling is invoked on the basis of each characters’ own 

interpretations of harmony ideology, due to different cultural and generational 

backgrounds. Represented by the father and his friend Mrs. Chen, the Confucian 

perception of harmony is to avoid conflict, seek a balanced situation, and foster 

togetherness. They are forced to move to the old people’s home in the end. It suggests a 

new type of family harmony no longer reliant on the hierarchical structure of the family. 

While for Martha harmony can only be achieved on the condition of moving to a bigger 

house, Alex considers setting up Mr. Chu and Mrs. Chen as the best solution to family 

harmony. Alex, along with Mrs. Chen’s daughter, belongs to the second “luodi 

shenggen”(accommodation) of the five major types of Chinese American, according to 

Wang’s definition. 
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These sentimental journeys through space invite us to think critically. Should we hold on 

to the traditional practices associated with an ethical dilemma, or should we respond 

actively to the global flow that demands a set of postmodern neo-world order? The two 

following cases, The Wedding Banquet and Saving Face, can be viewed as continuous 

efforts to show negotiated family ethics. Ang Lee and Alice Wu bring the issue of 

homosexuality to the screen, a topic that many Chinese families run away from, as the 

perception of homosexual identity is in conflict with family responsibilities such as 

ensuring family continuity and maintaining family reputation. Rather than a biological 

explanation, homosexuality is commonly believed by many modern-day Chinese to be a 

cultural phenomenon, imported from the West, even though there has been a well-

established literature which shows a rather rich and relatively tolerant tradition for 

homosexual love between men in ancient China (Hinsch, 1990). In the Chinese 

immigrant community in the United States, homosexuality and bisexuality are often 

portrayed as influences of Western culture and a sign of the rejection of one’s own ethnic 

culture in favor of acculturation to a more powerful ‘white’ culture (Chan, 1989). From 

this perspective, homosexuality and traditional Chinese family values provide 

melodramatic conflict in contemporary Chinese American families as illustrated by The 

Wedding Banquet and Saving Face.  

 

5.6 Family Continuity and Sexuality: The Wedding Banquet 

 

The Wedding Banquet could have been Ang Lee’s first film, if it were not “too Chinese to 

raise money here (in the United States); too gay to raise money in Taiwan.”9 Although the 

script of The Wedding Banquet was written by Lee six years earlier than Pushing Hands, it 

is the success of the latter movie that earned the money for making “Banquet” possible. 

The film turned out to be an international art-house hit.  

 

Like Pushing Hands, The Wedding Banquet also highlights the story of an ethnic Chinese 

family residing in the United States. The ethnic dimension of this film, however, is often 

overshadowed by discussions about the sympathetic portrayal of gay characters, 

                                                        
9 The original transcript of “A Pinewood Dialogue with Ang Lee and James Schamus, moderated by Chief 
Curator David Schwartz (November 9, 2007)” can be found on the website 
http://www.movingimagesource.us/files/dialogues/3/14695_programs_transcript_html_301.htm 
(last accessed in October 30, 2012) 
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touching upon the still sensitive issue of homosexuality. In that way, The Wedding 

Banquet is commonly regarded as a film with a universal human theme, rather than 

addressing culturally and ethnically specific issues. However, as I argue in this section, 

there is much to be gained by treating The Wedding Banquet as a film highlighting certain 

Chinese cultural traditions. The central theme of this film in fact is more about the 

conflict between the notion of family continuity and homosexuality than about sexual 

orientation per se.  

 

In The Wedding Banquet, traditional Chinese values are embodied by Mr. and Mrs. Gao 

who are very concerned about the marriage of their only son Wai Tung. Yet Wai Tung 

has kept the secret from his parents that he is gay and he has lived with his Caucasian 

lover Simon for five years in New York. To prevent his parents from trying to send him 

more bride candidates, Wai Tung at Simon’s suggestion arranges a paper marriage with 

his tenant Wei Wei. In return, Wei Wei would get her green card. What is not expected, 

however, is that Mr. and Mrs. Gao invite themselves over to get to know their daughter-

in-law. They are heavily disappointed when it turns out that Wai Tung has planned to get 

married in an anonymous civil wedding at the town hall followed by dinner in a Chinese 

restaurant. Interrupted by Old Chen, once the driver for General Gao during his 

campaigns and now the owner of the Chinese restaurant, the simple wedding ceremony 

is turned into a lavish wedding banquet. On the wedding night both Wei Wei and Wai 

Tung get drunk and end up having unprotected sex. This leads to Wei Wei’s pregnancy 

and a subsequent family crisis. The conflict between family continuity and sexuality is 

eventually resolved in a way that can please both generations: while the parents get a 

baby to ensure the continuity of the Gao family, Simon also obtains the father’s secret 

recognition as a homosexual “daughter-in-law.” In the end, homosexuality and family 

continuity are reconciled in this family melodrama, which perhaps can account for the 

critical success of The Wedding Banquet. 

 

It is difficult to categorize the genre of this movie, as it shifts between comedy and 

melodrama. As Marchetti points out, “The Wedding Banquet does not shy away from 

presenting darker emotions and possibilities that are associated with melodrama rather 

than the comedy.” (Marchetti, 2000: 280) Likewise, Berry and Farquhar read The 

Wedding Banquet positively as an attempt to revive “the conventions of the family 
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melodrama”. They also did not fail to notice the difference between Hollywood family 

melodrama and the type of Chinese family melodrama represented by this particular film. 

According to them, while the former stresses “the travails of an individual family member 

and encourages audience identification with her or him, the latter uses the family group 

as collective protagonist”. Identified as “inclusive strategy”, this practice makes sure that 

“no one character’s perspective predominates” (Berry & Farquhar, 2006: 175). 

 

I argue that The Wedding Banquet can be viewed as an ethnic family melodrama film, 

drawing upon Marchetti’s definition of “ethnic family melodrama”. According to her, “the 

‘ethnic’ family melodrama involves those films that deal with domestic tensions within an 

American family marked as “other” due to ethnic differences. This has been a staple of 

the Hollywood sound film since The Jazz Singer (Crosland 1927) and usually involves 

multigenerational conflicts, unassimilated parents (usually mothers), economic 

difficulties linked to ethnic associations, romantic tensions involving cross-cultural 

misunderstandings, and so on” (Marchetti, 2000: 294). 

 

The film highlights the whole family unit in an effort to protect the family lineage. The 

story revolves around this theme, and reveals a melancholic sentiment with regard to 

traditional family values. The moral question posed by this film is not whether 

homosexuality is unacceptable in an ethnic Chinese family as it poses a clear threat to the 

continuation of family lineage but rather how everyone can best meet their family 

obligations in order to ensure the family continuation, despite the an “unwanted” sexual 

orientation in the Gao family. On the one hand, it requires an acceptance of 

homosexuality in the family. On the other hand, it needs every family member, including 

Simon, to realize the responsibilities that they may assume due to different roles. 

Therefore, in what follows I examine the family group as a collective protagonist, by 

treating each character separately in relation to their culturally and familially defined 

roles, which steers the family conflict towards a resolution. 

 

Family Inclusion of Sexual and Ethnic Difference: Wai Tung and Simon 

Ang Lee certainly is not the first one from Taiwan to address the issue of homosexuality. 

In the beginning of 1990s, the homosexual theme in the field of Taiwanese literature 

started to flourish. In 1983, Pai Hsien-yung already published Nie Zi, (meaning“son of sin”, 
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English title Crystal Boys) in Taiwan. Yet, the film The Wedding Banquet as Hodge 

comments, “shows greater tolerance and acceptance” of homosexuality (Hodge, 2012: 

169). The sexual and ethnic difference embodied by Wai Tung and Simon not only puts 

the reputation of the Gao family at stake, but more crucially, it threatens the continuity of 

the family.  

 

Before the dramatic entrance of Mr. and Mrs. Gao, Wai Tung and Simon are a happy gay 

couple living together in the city of New York, which is probably a more convenient 

setting for the story to take place and also a suitable place to resolve the family conflict. 

Indeed, the act of situating the conflict in New York as a non-Chinese city makes a 

number of solutions possible. At the end of the film, we see that their relationship is 

secretly approved – or at least accepted – by Wai Tung’s parents. The problematic ethnic 

and sexual difference – represented by Wai Tung and Simon – is thus harmonized and 

minimalized. As such, both characters are required to perform their assigned roles. 

 

Clearly, the Caucasian character Simon is provided with a relatively ‘feminine’ role, as the 

father says to Simon at the end of the film: “Thanks for taking care of our son.” The 

sexual liberation is accomplished through a compromise between modernization and 

tradition. So what are the virtues that lead the family to accept Simon as a good 

“daughter-in-law”. 

 

The first virtue Simon demonstrates throughout the film is his great capability to 

understand the Chinese family situation. When Wai Tung is troubled by his parents’ 

attempt to find him a bride in Taiwan, it is Simon who comes up with the idea of a 

marriage of convenience. One night Simon proposes the idea, which unsurprisingly, is 

immediately rejected by Wai Tung. Wai Tung eventually is swayed by the benefits of a tax 

break, which indicates that the decision is not just made to pacify his parents. 

 

According to an old tradition in Chinese society, the socially accepted situation for taking 

a second wife (or concubine) is when the first wife fails to produce a son. Wai Tung’s 

marriage to Wei Wei – be it a fake one – could have been interpreted as a matter of 

betrayal and denial of his sexual identity and love. Yet Simon appears to be very 

supportive under these circumstances. He not only offers to invite Wai Tung’s family and 
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Wei Wei for dinner on the day of the registration of the marriage, but also plays the role of 

best man on Wai Tung’s wedding with conviction. 

 

However, the audience is also made aware that exclusion and inclusion in Simon’s case 

are not successive, but are concurrent and dynamically intertwined. On the one hand, 

Simon is joining every family meal, and he is frequently placed in the camera frame as 

part of the family. Moreover, at the Wedding Banquet, Simon is sitting next to the new 

married couple, together with the parents. As such, it is purposefully constructed that 

Simon is seen as part of the family. On the other hand, at the moment when Wai Tung 

unwillingly kisses Wei Wei on her lips, upon the insistence of the guests, Simon becomes 

the cultural, sexual and racial other in the performance of ritual actions, excluded from 

the rest of the people who are present. This sense of exclusion persists throughout the 

sequence. Contrasting scenes visually express the idea of inside versus outside. The 

camera presents a close-up of Wai Tung kissing Wei Wei, before it cuts to a medium close-

up of Simon with his face in front of the camera. Then, a medium shot shows a group of 

cheerful guests. In the next shot, the camera frames Wai Tung and Wei Wei finishing 

their kiss with an unknown woman’s happy face on the right side, and Simon’s sad face 

on the left. He is placed in the periphery, evidenced by a number of single shots capturing 

his face. Mr. and Mrs. Gao appear in the frame when Simon is wiping the lipstick from 

Wai Tung’s mouth with a napkin. Clearly, Simon is concerned how the parents may feel, 

as the camera captures him looking into the parents’ direction after this action. This 

scene of this ritual is suggestive: the boundaries of the public and private dimensions of 

sexuality have been drawn. This also defines the position of Simon – while he can be part 

of the Gao family, the Chinese community does not readily accept him. 

 

Unsurprisingly, Simon is very upset later on to learn what has happened on the wedding 

night, leading to Wei Wei’s pregnancy. This causes a big fight within the family. 

Nevertheless, Simon still accepts the consequences and is ready to be the second father 

of the baby. Simon’s willingness to understand and cooperate defines him as a good 

foreigner in the context of Chinese culture. Furthermore, the implication of Wei Wei 

asking Simon to be one of the fathers of her baby is to secure the position of Simon in 

the family. 
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Second, Simon follows the code of Chinese family ethics by showing a great deal of filial 

piety. His efforts to win the approval of the parents is evidenced at various points: for 

instance, he acts nervously when first meeting Wai Tung’s parents much like the image of 

a new and shy daughter-in-law raised according to Chinese customs. A small detail is 

revealing: Simon takes off the earring on his right ear before rushing to open the door for 

the parents; meanwhile, the background wall is filled up with a Chinese painting and 

calligraphy. Simon owns the apartment, yet in order to please the parents he removes 

from the house the objects that could appear inappropriate to the parents. Moreover, he 

buys very appropriate and considerate gifts for the parents: a blood pressure monitor for 

Mr. Gao and protein facial cream for Mrs. Gao. Clearly his attempt to speak Chinese is also 

a way to show his respect, and later on it is comforting for the parents to know that 

Simon can cook very delicious Chinese food and perform domestic chores of house 

maintenance and caring for Wai Tung. 

 

These moments, as Shu-mei Shih reads them, can be viewed as instances of Simon vying 

with Wei Wei “for the love of Wai Tung in a heterosexual economy of desire” (Shih, 2007: 

49). However, the strategy for coping with ethnic difference and reducing conflict is 

overlooked in this reading. I would like to point out that Lee, quite deliberately presents 

an ideal image of the Chinese daughter-in-law to the traditional Chinese parents and to 

the audience as well. While Lee clearly sets up the conflict between the cultural and racial 

difference represented by Simon and the traditional Chinese family structure, norms and 

customs, he also creates room for resolution by minimizing or harmonizing the 

difference.  

 

The character of Wai Tung is transgressive in several respects. First, the sportive and 

masculine characteristics demonstrated by Wai Tung constitute a break with classical 

Hollywood cinema's representation of Chinese men. The film starts with Wai Tung 

working out at the gym, which certainly is different from the common image of the quiet 

and effeminate Chinese. In the film, he appears to be a successful businessman, as Wei 

Wei remarks, “Simon is so lucky to have such a handsome and rich boyfriend.” 

 

Moreover, his homosexual orientation and his relationship with Simon suggest that his 

character is not fully embodied in traditional Chinese codes. He remains the perfect son 
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in his parents’ eyes, until he discloses the secret that he is gay to his mother. As a woman 

who has always placed importance on the patriarchal order, the mother finds it hard to 

take in the news and she questions her son, “Did Simon lead you astray?” “How can you 

be so confused?” “Didn't you have girlfriends in college?” The mother’s remark from 

another perspective also reaffirms the point made earlier that homosexuality is 

commonly viewed among the Chinese as a cultural phenomenon, as the mother believes 

that Wai Tung is tricked into homosexual practices by Simon, an American man. In the 

end, she makes her son promise that it will remain a secret to the father, for the news 

“will kill him.”10 

 

Finally, in correspondence with his identity as a Chinese man living in the United States, 

he has been exposed to both Chinese and American cultures. He was raised in an 

environment in which traditional values were stressed, but he later lives in a society that 

embraces the modern values of self-orientation, self-expression, and self-determination. 

Showing efforts to “liberate” the repressed, the development of this character is 

foregrounded in the classic dilemma: traditional values are in conflict with modern and 

cosmopolitan outlooks. 

 

Throughout the film, we see the burden and shame that a gay Chinese man has to bear. 

The sense of guilt and duty requires Wai Tung to hide the secret from his parents and to 

cooperate with the demands of his parents: meeting the ideal candidate arranged by his 

parents, entering into a heterosexual marriage with Wei Wei, and performing a 

traditional Chinese wedding. If Simon’s sexual and ethnic difference is harmonized by his 

acceptance of the complexity of Chinese family values and his efforts to be a good 

“daughter-in-law”, then Wai Tung’s compromise is a clever means to soothe over any 

tensions between his parents and himself. 

 

The Omnipotent Power of Patriarchy 

The eventual inclusion of Simon and Wai Tung in the family is realized through 

patriarchal flexibility. Despite his silence, the father occupies an important symbolic role 

in family matters. The centrality of the father figure is expressed through cinematic mise-

                                                        
10 Simon overhears the conversation between Wai Tung and his mother. He therefore knows that Wai Tung 
has come out of the closet, but the news could put the father’s life at risk.  
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en-scene rather than words. The camera grants him a position of power in the family 

through the establishing shot of the dining table sequence. In the scene where the family 

has its first dinner together, the father is clearly placed at the center of the frame. Most of 

the time, he is centrally positioned, facing the camera. When he comments on the quality 

of the food, everyone shows his or her respect. Similar scenarios occur throughout the 

film. The father is portrayed as a powerful character that once commanded soldiers and 

is now commanding his family. 

 

Indeed, the image of Mr. Gao as depicted by Ang Lee is very different from the father in 

Chay Yew’s Porcelain, a novel depicting a Chinese American father abandoning his son 

through shame at his son’s relationship with a white man and the crime his son later 

commits. Clearly, Lee’s fictional father is a much more complex figure. We now move on 

to the discussion of negotiating patriarchy in the home, as illustrated by the 

representation of the father figure.   

 

Even though Mrs. Gao is doing most of the talking, the father’s words are seen as law in 

the family. The patriarchal power is invisible, yet omnipotent. “I watch, I hear, I learn”, the 

father says, upon deciding what is best for the family. The father appears as the cultural 

carrier or the cultural guardian, who supervises family relations and ensures the 

succession of the family line. Accordingly, the function of the father should not simply be 

seen as an intervention designed to eliminate homosexuality. 

 

Mr. Gao’s performance of being ignorant of his son’s sexual orientation and the real 

relationship between Wai Tung and Simon carries powerful implications. On the one 

hand, it is a manifestation of patriarchal authority; on the other hand, it suggests a 

process of negotiation between tradition and modernity in the family. The secret 

approval of the father gives a finishing touch to the whole story.  

 

As the film addresses both domestic and international audiences, the critics interpret the 

father figure in very different ways. Ming Dariotis and Eileen Fung interpret the father’s 

reaction as a way to distill otherwise homophobic formulations depicted in the film 

(Dariotis & Fung, 1997: 203-06). Shih argues that patriarchal flexibility shown by the 

father is to cater to both national and international needs (Shih, 2000: 96). On the level 
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of ethnic framing, Berry and Farquhar suggest that Mr. Gao’s acceptance of Simon is 

deeply rooted in the Chinese strategy of inclusion, as long as homosexuality and family 

continuity can be reconciled (Berry & Farquhar, 2006: 179). Chow, on the other hand, 

focuses on Mr. Gao’s open-minded attitude which leads to the successful resolution of 

conflict (Chow, 2007: 139).  

 

While I do not disagree at all with observations made by the previously mentioned critics, 

I believe that the actual solution adopted by the characters, and in particular the approval 

of the father, has in fact moved beyond ethnic bounds. In this regard, patriarchy is no 

longer fixed, monolithic, and timeless; instead, it requires being up-to-date as Jeroen de 

Kloet argues that Lee's films can be read as a continuous reworking of Chinese family 

ideology (de Kloet, 2005: 117-32) In the case of The Wedding Banquet, while family 

continuation still functions as one of the ground rules, the application of patriarchal 

power has different expressions. Then how is the family crisis of patrilineal lineage 

resolved from the perspective of Mr. Gao?  

 

Mr. Gao, in Mrs. Gao’s words, “was a general commanding tens of thousands.” There is a 

clear class difference between Mr. Gao and many other Chinese immigrant fathers 

residing in Chinatown, since Mr. Gao comes from a rather wealthy background. A former 

army driver, Old Chang cooked for the Gao family for forty years. As an owner of a 

Chinese restaurant, Old Chen still bows to Mr. Gao, and refuses to sit with them at the 

same table because of the hierarchal order.   

 

In this respect, we argue that the father figure embodies the powerful combination of – 

to borrow these terms from Louis Althusser – the Repressive State Apparatuses (such as 

government, administration, army, police, courts, and prisons), and the Ideological State 

Apparatuses (including religion, education, family, law, politics, trade unions, 

communication, and culture). According to Althusser, “The (Repressive) State Apparatus 

functions massively and predominantly by repression (including physical repression), 

while functioning secondarily by ideology […] to ensure their own cohesion and 

reproduction, and in the ‘values’ they propound externally” (Althusser, 1971: 145).11 

                                                        
11 Although I am quoting Althusser’s two divisions here, the father is not entirely representative of these 
categories.   
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Throughout the film, the social status of the father is made clear through visual 

construction: the father stands in old military style which forms a contrast to the postures 

of other characters; he sits firm as a wall at the table, the former soldier greets him with a 

deep bow, and the tables are full of guests who come from Taiwan to participate in the 

wedding.  

 

In light of this view, the father is already positioned as a powerful character that not only 

once commanded an army but also is still commanding the family. Thus, he plays an 

important role in forming the social order and family order. The setting echoes the 

remark made by Ang Lee, who appears as an extra during the wedding, “You're 

witnessing the results of five thousand years of sexual repression.” 

 

I argue that patriarchal flexibility demonstrated by Mr. Gao is made possible because of 

the father’s own experience. Clearly, Wai Tung is not the only victim of the vicissitudes of 

Chinese cultural norms about family duties and sexuality - his father too was once facing 

the same fate. As Mr. Gao confesses to Wai Tung during a father-son conversation, his 

participation in the military was not out of nationalism but was a matter of personal 

interest. The entire father-son conversation is filmed within one long take. The scene 

begins with the father sharing the secret:  

 
I wanted to run away from home. So I joined the army. Your grandpa had 
arranged a marriage for me. I got mad and just took off. After the war, we 
fought the Communists. A relative escaped to Taiwan and brought me a 
letter from your grandpa. He told me that there was no longer a Gao family 
and that I should start my own family outside the mainland, to continue the 
family name. Son, imagine how I feel to be able to attend your wedding.  

 

Mr. Gao chose to join the army to escape from a marriage arranged by his parents. In an 

economy of patriarchal succession, he eventually also fulfilled his family role by getting 

married and having children. The camera lingers on the father and son, and the scene 

ends with the father and son placing hands on each other’s shoulder. The act of sharing a 

long-kept secret in fact unites the father and son, as both characters have resisted an 

imposed marriage by their parents. The affective bond is thus formed between two 

generations with similar experiences. The sentimental structure of feeling increases the 

mutual understanding between the father and son, and enables a compromise solution 
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between two contradictory needs.  

 

This scene to some extent shares a resemblance with another scene towards the end of 

the film: when the father discloses a big secret to Simon. The father’s approval of Simon 

is shown by speaking in English and giving Simon a red envelope filled with money. The 

camera shows the father and Simon from behind, placing them in the same frame 

throughout the conversation. The audience is refused access to their faces and therefore 

has to imagine the inner world of the characters without getting clues from their facial 

expressions. In this way, the father also literally keeps his face. 

 

From the perspective of Chinese patriarchy, homosexual practices (the relationship of 

Wai Tung and Simon) and heterosexual practices (the marriage of Wai Tung and Wei 

Wei, and Wei Wei’s pregnancy) are not exclusive to each other. However, the 

understanding and acceptance from the father adds sentimental value to this film. This 

shared father-son experience is a result of what Althusser terms “ideological state 

apparatuses”. In this way, the sentimental structure of feelings of a particular generation 

or historical period could be carried over into another. 

 

The complex father figure reflects Lee’s attempt to negotiate traditional Chinese family 

values in a changing social context. As long as the perpetuation of the family line is 

realized, and the homosexual romance between Wai Tung and Simon remains a secret, 

the family conflict can be resolved. The final image of the father raising his arms when 

being stopped by the security officer is ambiguous. Rey Chow interprets this gesture as “I 

am unarmed – I cross borders as an enlightened world citizen” (Chow, 2007: 142). If we 

agree that raising both hands can mean full approval and support, then what does Mr. 

Gao agree with, the family continuity, the rebel liberation, or a world in negotiation? 

 

Women’s Role Assigned: Mrs. Gao and Wei Wei 

While on the one hand The Wedding Banquet is liberal in the sense that a new type of 

family is formed – an interracial gay couple is living together with a Chinese immigrant 

woman – the film in fact reinforces the patriarchal structure of the family, evidenced first 

of all by the feminine role of the “daughter-in-law” occupied by Simon and then by the 

two female characters, namely, Mrs. Gao – the mother, and Wei Wei – the ‘official’ 
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daughter-in-law. 

 

The position of women in this family, as well as the division between male and female 

groups, is made clear through framing. At the dinner table, while Mrs. Gao and Wei Wei 

are placed on the one side of the father, Wai Tung and Simon are sitting on the other side. 

Likewise, the two female characters are often put in the kitchen, performing domestic 

duties, despite the fact that Wei Wei cannot really cook. As a result, the internal division 

within the frames in fact creates an imposed opposition between male and female groups. 

 

The camera constructs the divisions. Motivating this division is a specific ideology related 

to woman’s position within both family and society. In the scene where old Chen is 

discussing a wedding banquet for the couple with the father, the camera decides to focus 

on males, and only few shots involve Wei Wei, the actual main figure of the wedding. Also 

the fact that Wei Wei only appears in the frame at a very late stage indicates her position 

in the family. The symmetrically composed shots of female and male characters expose 

the traditional setting in which men and the older generations are the decision makers. 

 

Berry and Farquhar summarizes two crucial factors that enable the outsider to become a 

family insider: “first, a suitable role must be found for them to take up, and they must be 

willing to take up this role and therefore submit to the group order. Second, they must 

have something to contribute to the group.” (Berry & Farquhar, 2006: 176) Following 

patriarchal logic, Mrs. Gao is assigned the role of promoting a patriarchal agenda, 

especially in relation to how women should behave in the family; Wei Wei functions 

more like a “surrogate mother”. In this respect, one may argue that The Wedding Banquet 

after all does not represent a general course of family liberation but rather a set of 

strategies for coping with the gap between tradition and modernity. In the spirit of the 

family, this is designed to satisfy everyone; yet it is sometimes achieved at the expense of 

the less privileged. 

 

Chow refers to Mrs. Gao as the supporting cast in the film (Chow, 2007: 138). The film 

begins with Mrs. Gao’s voice on tape, which seems to make her role more important. 

However, as the audience comes to notice, the mother is in fact speaking for the father, 

who expects the only son of the Gao family to get married and to produce children. 
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Carrying out the important mission of protecting family lineage, Mrs. Gao is first sending 

the taped message, then an ideal bride candidate, and finally herself to the United States. 

 

On the first day upon their arrival, while the father appears to be silent most of the time, 

the mother acts like a cultural translator, who is committed to sustaining cultural heritage. 

Besides money and jewelries, the mother gives her new daughter-in-law an expensive 

traditional Chinese wedding dress, which according to her, has been brought from 

Mainland China to Taiwan. Later, appalled and upset by the quick city hall wedding 

arranged by Wai Tung, the mother bursts into tears. To her, this American wedding 

clearly is a violation of the traditional rituals. 

 

The importance of protecting the family lineage is exemplified by the mother’s dramatic 

reaction to Wei Wei’s decision to have an abortion. It would be logical to assume that the 

mother lacks education, and therefore lacks freedom to make her own decisions, as she 

refers to Wei Wei as a modern, well-educated, and independent woman that she envies. 

Yet on the other hand, she is a firm believer in traditional Chinese family values, which is 

shown by her persuading Wei Wei to keep the baby, as “husband and children are most 

important to a woman.”  

 

At this point, it is worthwhile to quote Spivak; 

  
Whether the “social relations of patriarchy can be mapped into the social 
relations characteristic of a mode of production” or whether it is a “relatively 
autonomous structure written into family relations”; whether the family is a 
place of the production of socialization or the constitution of the subject of 
ideology; what such a heterogeneous sex-analysis would disclose is that the 
repression of the clitoris in the general or the narrow sense (the difference 
cannot be absolute) is presupposed by both patriarchy and family (Spivak, 
1987: 211).   
 

To a large extent, the mother’s notion of family values connects with the conventional 

social norm as a much bigger frame of reference. Mrs. Gao to a certain extent bears the 

culturally defined role of "mother" and “wife” in accordance with Confucian ideals. 

 

Wei Wei in Chow’s words represents “the reproductive labor of a surrogate mother in the 

contemporary global network of commodified procreation” (Chow, 1997: 140). Likewise, 
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in terms of Wei Wei’s pregnancy, Fran Martin comments that “the symbolic updating of 

Taiwanese patriarchal authority for participation in the global (American) cultural order 

hinges on the availability of the undervalued labour of a poor working woman from the 

People’s Republic of China” (Martin, 2003: 145). Indeed one could interpret Wei Wei as 

some sort of cheap “labor” that is dependent on global capital, as Wei Wei after all 

attempts to get grounded in the world she desires through agreeing to enter into a 

marriage agreement with Wai Tung. However, such interpretation simplifies the 

complexity of Wei Wei and undermines the role of Wei Wei in assisting our understanding 

of Chinese culture.  

 

To begin with, Wei Wei is an artist from Shanghai, who is struggling to survive in a 

foreign country. Her situation is precisely what she describes to Wai Tung and Simon, 

“Really, I can't last any longer. No money, no job, and no green card”, after she loses her 

job as a waitress. In stark contrast to Simon, she is not a homemaker either, as she 

cannot cook or run a household. She has a very insufficient grasp of the English language, 

illustrated by the truncated and comical wedding vows at the city hall. On the other hand, 

one can hardly deny that Wei Wei is an aspiring artist. Despite her difficult situation, she 

is determined to succeed in her profession. She comments eloquently on Mr. Gao’s 

classical calligraphy decorating on the first day of the parents’ arrival. Through her lack of 

English proficiency, she is less assimilated into American culture. Compared to Wai Tung, 

she is in fact much closer to Chinese tradition, and therefore, to Mr. and Mrs. Gao. All the 

time, she is conscious of playing a charade that to the parents is an extremely serious 

issue. She is placed in a dilemma where her guilty conscience cannot be eased. This is 

made evident by the scene in which Mr. Gao’s wedding speech induces Wei Wei to start 

crying and the entire group rushes her off to prevent ruining the bride’s makeup. 

 

Thus, simply reading Wei Wei as cheap labor and her decision to keep the baby as proof 

of commodification and Americanization, as Rey Chow and Fran Martin did, overlooks 

the ethnic dimension behind Wei Wei’s actions or motives. It is instructive to look into 

Wei Wei’s handling of her pregnancy/abortion by taking into account the renqing 

(translated as human feelings, or sentiment) side.   

 

Tightly linked to the Confucian norms of social responsibility and appropriate behavior, 
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renqing is one of the common social rules used to regulate Chinese interpersonal 

relationships. As a result of the renqing behind Wei Wei’s actions, the crisis of the 

pregnancy/abortion is dealt with in a sentimental way. Being moved by Wai Tung’s 

parents, Wei Wei comes to miss her own family in China. Even though the marriage was 

conceived as a trade, the relationship between Wei Wei and the Gao family is based on 

the “reality” of family ties. From Wei Wei’s perspective, she in fact has completed a kind 

of homecoming through her intimate relationship with Wai Tung’s parents. The Chinese 

sentimental attachment to home and family thus helps to understand Wei Wei’s decision 

of keeping the baby. 

 

To make sure that the audience does not miss the sentimental touch, Lee inserts a scene 

in which Wei Wei is persuaded by the mother to not abort the baby. The night before the 

scheduled abortion, Wei Wei decides to return everything she has received from the 

parents because these belongings carry with them deep emotional meanings. In the 

mother’s refusal to accept them, the familial relation is redefined as the mother asks, 

“You can return these materials, but what about the love we have given to you?” This 

simple question is self-explanatory. At the heart of the question is a kind of plea, a plea to 

keep the baby, so that the Gao family will continue to exist. Such a plea is made on the 

basis of mutual love and affection. For the parents, the wedding is legitimate and real no 

matter what, so the unborn child is not affected by the situation between Wei Wei and 

Wai Tung. Thus, the deep attachment shown by the parents to the unborn baby 

constitutes an obstacle in Wei Wei’s abortion, which eventually leads her to change her 

mind. Hence, Wei Wei’s decision to keep the baby in fact adds a final sentimental touch 

with the Chinese sensitivity to the unfinished conflict between tradition and modernity. 

 

Whether by means of characterization or plot, what is persistently present throughout 

the film is a notion of family sentiment. What has been unraveled is the deep longing for 

home and family: be it in the form of protection and preservation of the Gao’s family 

lineage, the desire expressed by Wai Tung and Simon that racial and sexual differences 

should be accepted in the family, or Wei Wei’s empathetic sensibility for the parents. The 

seemingly happy ending in the film is a product of collective compromise. The flexibility 

represented by each family member, including the father, leads to a resolution of 

incompatibilities, giving both room for the individual, and keeping the family intact.  
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Much like Ang Lee’s The Wedding Banquet, Alice Wu’s Saving Face (2004) is also a film 

centering on the family conflict of homosexuality and traditional Chinese family values. 

As two entertaining performances of “tradition meets modernity”, the films share many 

elements. First of all, both movies were produced (or at least co-produced, in the case of 

The Wedding Banquet) by U.S. film producers, and were aimed primarily at the U.S. or 

global audiences. Both have been screened at various international film festivals. In 

terms of narrative content, the similarities between these films are noticeable: Each tells 

the story of an immigrant Chinese family residing in the U.S.; each family is preoccupied 

with the question of a control of sexuality in the service of traditional Chinese family 

values; each family has a powerful father figure and a young woman coming from the 

outside who serves as motivator for conflict resolution; both highlight the image of 

homosexuality as incompatible with traditional Chinese family values, and then offer a 

way out. Ang Lee’s Wedding Banquet addresses the incompatibility of homosexuality and 

family continuity; likewise, Alice Wu’s Saving Face uses the issue of gay identity in 

contrast to the Chinese perception of family face. 

 

5.7 Keep it in the Family: Saving Face 

 

The story of the movie Saving Face spans three generations in a Chinese American family. 

While the young Chinese American surgeon Wil (Michelle Krusiec) lives in Manhattan, 

representing dozens of different cultures, her mother Ma and grandparents live in 

Flushing, the second largest Chinatown in New York City. To a certain extent, Saving Face 

has resemblances with the film A Thousand Years of Good Prayers, as both films revolve 

around family secrets. The plot interweaves and juxtaposes two important secrets. Ma 

(Joan Chen), a 48-year-old widowed mother, is banished from the family when her father 

discovers that she is pregnant. Refusing to reveal the identity of the baby’s father, Ma is 

forced to move to Manhattan to live with her daughter Wil, who at the same time also 

attempts to hide a secret from her mother. Wil is in love with the daughter of her boss at 

the hospital, the dancer Vivian (Lynn Chen). Whereas Ma is pressured by her father to 

marry Cho, a sweet but boring man as a condition to be allowed to return to Flushing, she 

pressures her daughter Wil to find a boyfriend, when in fact she already knows that Wil 

is a lesbian and that Vivian is her girlfriend. Similar to The Wedding Banquet, the film also 

arranges a “happy ending” for the female characters. After a number of confrontations 
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taking place within and outside the family, both Ma and Wil achieve a fulfilling sense of 

personhood. 

 

The movie is commonly seen as a romantic comedy that deals with a lesbian relationship. 

Stephen Holden (2005) of The New York Times referred to the movie as a “amiable 

romantic comedy”.12 Indeed Saving Face can be read as a light-hearted comedy and a 

tender romance. Yet, the idea of generational conflict that the movie rests on could 

characterize Saving Face as a typical family melodrama. The important elements of the 

complex and conflicting dilemmas confronted by both Wil and Ma constitute the core of 

melodrama. As is the case with the other movies studied in this chapter, the individual’s 

needs are in conflict with family traditions. The exposure of the secrets kept by Wil and 

Ma could jeopardize the family’s face. 

 

The theme is made clear by the suggestive title Saving Face. Accordingly, the film focuses 

on preserving family reputation and the accompanying issue of Chinese identity in the 

context of diaspora and migration. Thus, it is not about an individual’s identity but rather 

about family reputation. In order to protect family face, the mother and daughter are 

both supervised by the patriarchal figure in the family and by the overseas Chinese 

community. Their identities are formed as a consequence of social configuration and 

family roles. Believing that their sexuality is not a matter of private concern, both Wil 

and Ma are urged into sexual restraint.  

 

The name of the film is obviously in reference to the social concept of ‘face’. The 

metaphor of face is a key concept in Chinese communities. Indeed, a family’s reputation is 

highly valued in Chinese culture (Lee-Wong, 1999). It is certainly not unusual to presume 

that the existence of others is an inherent part of one’s struggle for self-definition. 

Anchored in two senses – self presentation and social evaluation – the notion of face 

involves taking the perspective of other people and evaluating oneself on the basis of 

how others would. In some respects the Chinese concept of face bears some resemblance 

to Du Bois’ idea of “double consciousness”, which stresses the sense of “always looking at 
                                                        
12 The review "Juggling Her Chinese Clan, Gay Lover, Pregnant Mom” (by Stephen Holden) can be found 
online (last accessed Sep.10th, 2013).  
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/05/27/movies/27face.html?_r=0 
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one’s self through the eyes of others” (Du Bois, 1903: 45).  

 

If saving face is fundamentally a process of the structuring and maintaining of social roles, 

then the social input – as a cluster of behaviors stimulating such awareness – may 

explain the very existence of ‘closet’. The idea of ‘closet’ used here refers both to Western 

sexual discourse and the discourse of traditional Chinese culture. Steven Seidman states 

that “the concept of the homosexual closet is a core category of knowledge and politics in 

postwar American public culture” (Seidman, 2004: 255). Betsky gives a more detailed 

explanation of closet:  

 
It is the ultimate interior, the place where interiority starts. It is a dark space 
at the heart of the home. It is not a place where you live, but where you store 
the clothes in which you appear. It contains the building blocks for your social 
constructions, such as your clothes. The closet also contains the discussed 
pieces of your past. It is a place to hide, to create worlds for yourself out of 
the past and for the future in a secure environment. If the hearth is the heart 
of the home, where the family gathers to affirm itself as a unit in the glow of 
the fire, the closet contains both the secret recesses of the soul and the 
masks that you wear. (Betsky, 1997: 17) 

 
Metaphorically speaking, openness is less of a feature of Chinese culture; rather, the 

‘closet’ works better as a strategy to keep “face” and Chinese identity. As the famous 

Chinese proverb “the skeleton in the closet cannot spread” manifests, issues related to 

losing face should remain private and stay in the closet. This is also true in the case of the 

Gao family depicted in The Wedding Banquet.  

 

If losing face and saving face are the two opposing factors highlighted in the film, Saving 

face is about the idea of the “closet” in overseas Chinese communities. By means of 

depicting the tensions between generations within the family and outside of it, Alice Wu’s 

Saving Face serves to explore how the Chinese American community has defined and 

reinforced the closet, and how individuals struggle to hide behind or come out of the 

closet. I deploy the concept of the closet in analysis of the sexual themes and gender 

issues articulated in this particular film. Concepts of power, identity, and Chineseness are 

explored accordingly.  

 

Michael P. Brown has explored a nested series of spatial scales derived from the notion of 

closet: the body, the city, the nation, and the world. He argues that “the closet” used to 
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describe the concealment of homosexuality serves as an instance of a spatialised 

metaphor that “alludes to certain kinds of location, space, distance, accessibility and 

interaction” (Brown, 2000: 1). Accordingly, I examine the spatiality of the closet in 

relation to “saving face” in the film: the body, as the first core of the nested matrix 

proposed by Brown. I discuss the two main characters’ bodies, and in particularly, the 

relationship between body and identity.  

 

Approaching the meaning of body from a gender and sexual point of view, Sara Ahmed 

argues that “norms surface as the surfaces of bodies; norms are a matter of impressions, 

of how bodies are ‘impressed upon' by the world, as a world made up of others” (Ahmed, 

2004: 145). Her idea helps us understand that in the Chinese context, women’s bodies 

can be habitually molded and subject to the Chinese patriarchal system. In Saving Face, 

Wu, by means of the strategic use of the body throughout the film, connects the body 

with those fragments of identity. To a certain extent, the exploration and discovery of 

identity is accompanied by the liberation of the body.  

 

If The Wedding Banquet is still told from the dominant male perspective, then what is 

privileged in Saving Face is a female point of view. The male figures are mostly absent 

and become supporting cast here. The mother-daughter relationship occupies a 

dominant role, as the film centers on female protagonists (Wil, Ma, and Vivian), and 

emphasizes the changing female consciousness that arises from their development. 

Identity appears to be an evolving process that is evoked and defined by one’s relations 

with others. As a common narrative strategy, mothers are used to trigger their 

daughters’ drive for identity. Yet in this film, it is the triangle relation – involving Ma, Wil, 

and Vivian – that serves to shape and motivate the development of the identity of Ma and 

Wil.  

 

The Closeted Daughter 

The film narrative consistently points to the dilemma that Wil, as a lesbian Chinese 

woman, has to face. Wil’s life is divided between her career as a promising Manhattan 

surgeon and her family living in Flushing. Before she becomes involved with Vivian, her 

life is punctuated with matchmaking dances with unmarried men set up by her mother. 

However, her life is abruptly changed after Ma shows up pregnant on her doorstep. Wil 
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is forced to combine two very different worlds, embodied by a Chinese mother who 

insists on her daughter’s heterosexual marriage and by her Americanized lover who 

wants Wil to come out of the closet. The relationship between Wil and Vivian, to some 

extent, may remind the audience of the hidden and unspeakable love between Ennis 

(Heath Ledger) and Jack (Jake Gyllenhaal) from Ang Lee’s Brokeback Mountain, although 

Saving Face actually appeared one year earlier. Similar to The Wedding Banquet, where 

Lee arranges Wai Tung to marry a Chinese woman in order to satisfy his parents’ needs, 

Wu explores lesbianism in Saving Face, by depicting the closeted Wil as hiding behind her 

job and the occasional heterosexual date set up by her mother. In this way, Wil is able to 

keep her ‘secret’ from her mother. Nevertheless, Wil’s sexual identity is progressively 

revealed in her relationship with Vivian.  

 

The opening scene of this film is rather illuminating: in a high-angle shot, the camera 

looks down at an Asian female figure with her hand on the sink and her arms wide open; 

more interesting is that she is wearing a white facial mask. Only at a later stage in the 

film is the audience informed that using white mask is actually an idea of Wil’s mother. 

The camera focuses on the whiteness of this image: the mask, the t-shirt that she is 

wearing, and the sink.  

 

The camera then captures the same woman rushing downstairs with her face almost 

invisible. The profession of this woman is made clear by the next scene in which she is 

wearing a blue medical coat and her face is covered by a white mask. The camera frames 

her right hand holding the scissors; meanwhile, another hand appears in the frame to cut 

the thread. She is placed in the foreground and a male figure is standing in the 

background, observing the surgery. The film then cuts to a long shot of two senior doctors 

– including the continuously present man – exchanging their views on this young woman, 

who according to them has a promising future as a chief surgeon.  

 

During all of these scenes, the camera actively keeps the face in the center of the frame. 

For the most part, the camera gazes upon the face of the woman, whether it is covered 

or not. It is interesting that among these scenes, the ‘whiteness’ stands out in relation to 

social norms of what beauty is and what marks success. While the first scene focuses on 

the construction of the whiteness as a beauty standard, the hospital scene on the 
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narrative level serves to connect whiteness with professional success. The face of the 

woman in both scenes is covered behind a white mask.  

 

It is through the conversation of the colleagues, as well as the conversation between the 

mother and another Chinese woman, that we as viewers get to know Wil. Wil’s 

homosexual identity as a ‘secret’, on the other hand, is progressively revealed and 

realized through her interaction with Vivian, who appears to be a very charming and 

assertive female figure. It is interesting to note that both of their careers are closely 

related to the body. Whereas Wil is a doctor who performs surgery, Vivian is a ballet 

dancer who does modern dance. Influenced by their own professions, Wil and Vivian 

have different views on their bodies. In stark contrast to Wil, Vivian comes from a less 

conventional family where she can be open about her sexual identity. She pursues her 

own professional interest, and her broken Chinese suggests that she is less constrained 

by Chinese culture. Wil, on the other hand, is still bound by a symbolic order that she is 

hesitant to break loose from.  

 

The first conversation between Wil and Vivian takes place in front of a hospital vending 

machine. Vivian flirts with Wil. When discussing the choice of snacks, she leans over 

close next to Wil’s body and says, “Sometimes your body knows what you really want.” 

The camera captures a shot of Wil and Vivian gazing into each other’s eyes. The mutual 

attraction between these two characters is noticeable. Interestingly enough, while the 

camera frames Wil and Vivian together, there is an illuminated ‘Exit’ sign behind them. 

For a woman who is in a closet vis-à-vis her mother, the sign is an indication that Wil is 

about to exit the closet, after her encounter with Vivian. 

 

Another scene in which Vivian is teaching Wil “how to fall without hurting yourself”, 

vividly demonstrates the battle raging inside Wil. The scene is set in Vivian’s apartment: 

the room setting creates a warm and intimate atmosphere. Wil is sitting on the couch 

checking Vivian’s photo. Her body position indicates that she is not completely relaxed. 

The camera captures Wil’s look and smile, and then Vivian appears in the frame with a 

box of cookies. Moving from a medium to long shot, the camera begins to slowly follow 

the back of Vivian. Through Wil’s point of view, the camera shows a long shot of Vivian 

opening the balcony. The completely enclosed room is now open to the outside. Vivian’s 
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act of opening the door is symbolic. Being presented with a wide-open view, Wil is 

guided to an unknown world - the one outside the closet. The gesture of opening the 

window thus leads to liberation and enlightenment. In this moment, we recognize the 

prelude to Wil’s ultimate coming out of the closet. 

 

In the same sequence, after Vivian demonstrates how to fall without hurting oneself, Wil 

is too awkward to practice. The angle of the camera places the two characters in the 

center of the frame, facing each other. While Vivian’s body is rather relaxed and soft, 

Wil’s appears to be stiff. With a medium shot, the film shows Vivian holding Wil’s arms 

and opening them next to her sides. The following scene shows that Vivian leans forward 

and gets very close to Wil’s body, and then all of a sudden Wil falls. Clearly, Wil chooses to 

fall to reject the intense sexual attraction. 

 

To shoot their first intimate body contact, Wu uses different camera angles, inside and 

outside the apartment. Placed outside the apartment, the camera cuts to a long shot to 

show Wil practicing how to fall; the next shot is taken from inside the apartment, and in a 

medium shot Vivian is shown to fall after Wil. The camera then adopts a high-angle close-

up shot looking down at the two characters lying close together side by side. The camera 

lingers on them, their eyes clinging to each other and their bodies slowly leaning towards 

each other. 

 

The intercutting of shots inside and outside the apartment is meaningful and should be 

stressed, as this is emphasizing the characters’ isolation in at least two senses. First there 

is the isolation from the rest of the world that the two lesbian lovers feel when they are 

together. Second, despite the closeness, the two lovers are still separated from each other 

due to the different views framed within and outside the closet. Clearly, Vivian is not 

confined to the closet, as she keeps her sexuality open to her friends and family. But Wil 

on the other hand, is still a closeted woman in many respects, even though she has come 

to acknowledge their mutual attraction. 

 

The difference between the closeted Wil and the free Vivian is explained through an 

intimate scene. In a high-angle shot, the camera looks down on Vivian, who rests her 

head on Wil’s body. She says, “I can hear your stomach.” “What does it say?” Wil asks. 



 
 

241 

Vivian smiles, “blub, blub, It's not very articulate.” When asked about hers, Vivian replies 

proudly, “Mine sings arias […] spouts poetry, proofs.” What emerges from the intimate 

conversation in a closed environment is Vivian’s perception of Wil: someone who is too 

burdened by her imposed sexual and ethnic identity to express herself fully. 

 

Not only the dilemma embodied in the character of Wil functions to construct and 

deconstruct the closet, but the audience at the same time may be reminded of the 

existence of the closet by Wu’s strategic use of small everyday objects such as the 

telephone and beeper. These items frequently used in this film serve as the closet, or the 

‘summons’. It indicates either the distance between the two bodies or the interruption of 

an intimate moment. As such, it provides the closet in Wil’s life with her girlfriend Vivian 

and jeopardizes their relationship; as Vivian says at the airport, “between your mom and 

your beeper. I'm sick of it.” 

 

The function of the telephone in their relationship is made evident in several scenes. Let 

us take one of the most illuminating examples here. On the day of Vivian’s birthday, the 

protagonists are depicted meeting in the park yet the fence separates their bodies. The 

camera captures them holding hands across the fence, and soon cuts to a shot of Wil 

taking her hand away after she is asked by Vivian to give her a birthday kiss. When 

Vivian asks Wil where she was last night, Wil’s cell phone rings. The camera shows the 

disappointment on Vivian’s face and the embarrassment on Wil’s.  

 

Later, despite the clear and definite promise Wil has made in the park that she will show 

up at Vivian’s birthday party to meet her friends who doubt Wil’s existence, her plan is 

interrupted by urgent surgery. She is kept in the operation room for hours. The 

intercutting between the surgical mise-en-scene and the image of Wil holding the phone 

calling Vivian is a telling point: Wil’s role as lesbian is again giving way to her role as a 

doctor.  

 

Yet on the other hand, the telephone also serves to illustrate the lesbian intimacy and 

helps to create bond, as Claisse and Rowe argue that the telephone can consolidate 

communication “between close relations in all the emotional, metric, sociological, 

demographic and economic sense of the term” (Claisse & Rowe, quoted in Morley, 2000: 
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98). The first intimate sexual scene takes place on the same day in Vivian’s bedroom. The 

camera lingers on their semi-visible naked bodies and them kissing each other. In the 

meantime, Vivian’s mom calls and leaves a message on the automatic answering machine. 

The audience learns that Vivian’s mom is open about her daughter’s lesbian relationship. 

The phone call draws them closer, indicated by their sharing, giggling and physical 

contact.  

 

When Wil following her mother Ma’s suggestion rushes to the airport to persuade Vivian 

not to go to Paris, Vivian says to Wil, “You're too scared to look the world in the eye, and 

let it watch you fall in love. You're off and running without a fight.” Vivian’s decision to 

leave Wil is visualized through a shot of her disappointed face upon seeing Wil’s 

suggestive body movement – such as a lowering of her head – as a reaction to her last 

request, “Kiss me. Right here, in front of all these people.” What Vivian demands from Wil 

is a symbolic act of coming out of the closet, a self-acceptance and reaffirmation of her 

gay identity, as well as the integration of her private and public identities. Being subject 

to the public gaze, Wil’s reaction has reinforced the closet.  

 

The Ambivalent Mother Figure 

In Saving Face, Wil’s mother Ma appears to the audience as both victim and victimizer, 

as well as both liberal and traditional. As a middle-aged Chinese widow, Ma lives in a 

Chinese community in New York with her parents. Her father is a respectable scholar, a 

community leader, and a devoted follower of traditional Chinese culture. As the emotional 

strictures imposed by ethnicity and family seem the least escapable ones, the figure of Ma, 

in whom Wu places her vision for liberal change, is often shown to be trapped. Having 

difficulty in reconciling her own needs with family needs, she often resorts to exactly the 

same traditional Chinese cultural values from which she is trying to break free.  

 

Thus, in most cases Ma is presented as a typical Chinese daughter and mother. In order 

to please her father, she was forced to marry a man whom she did not love, and has been 

a widow for many years. Like every other Chinese mother in the film, she is concerned 

about her daughter’s clothes, marriage, and the friends she is hanging out with. The 

image of a Chinese mother is vividly conveyed through specific details of Ma’s 

interactions with Wil, Wil’s black friend and neighbor Jay (Ato Essandoh), and Wil’s lover 
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Vivian. I focus on three scenes, all of which are taking place either in a Chinese restaurant 

or at the dinner table. The choice echoes the point made earlier in this chapter that 

Chinese filmmakers often use food related scenes as an important motif for cross-cultural 

practice.  

 

Let me start with the dance hall / restaurant scene shown near the beginning of the film. 

Earlier at the hair salon where Ma works, Ma and another Chinese woman (Raymond’s 

mother) secretly arrange a date for their children. It is noteworthy that similar to Wil and 

Vivian, Ma’s profession is related to body. Devoted to maximizing and presenting the 

beauty of one’s body, Ma is also very concerned about her own daughter Wil’s beauty and 

public image. From the conversation between mothers, the viewer learns that every 

Friday Wil comes home from Manhattan for the dance party that takes place in the 

restaurant in Flushing.  

 

As agreed upon between Ma and Raymond’s mother, Ma takes Wil to the dance party. 

Before entering into the hall, Ma starts to arrange her daughter’s clothes neatly. Ma’s 

remarks on Wil’s clothes – a V-neck blue shirt with dark pants – are illuminating, “I see 

men's clothes are still in style. Let me button that for you. People are going to think.” 

Clearly, her idea of femininity and good behavior are informed by the vision of traditional 

womanhood held by her generation. Yet the gender norms are highly contextualized, 

depending on time and location. This point of view is implicitly conveyed by the 

conflicting views of grandmother and Ma on Wil’s clothes and shoes. Grandmother 

praises Wil’s shoes over Ma’s high heels, as Wil’s shoes remind her of the Chinese 

revolution in which she was an active participant. The contrasting ideas held by Ma and 

her mother over what counts as suitable clothing styles suggest that the inter-

generational conflict is in line with the ongoing process of social change. 

 

It is interesting to examine the character of Ma through her interactions with Jay, the 

racial ‘other’, and Wil’s lesbian lover Vivian, the sexual ‘other’. On the one hand, the 

mother figure Ma presented in Saving Face is endowed with powers so great as to affect 

her daughter’s private life. Under Ma’s will, her daughter dutifully returns home every 

week to attend the obligatory social even though Wil knows that her mother aims to 

have her meet a man. On the other hand, Ma is also experiencing an identity crisis, caught 
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in-between two conflicting worlds, represented respectively by the strong traditions of 

her parents and friends, and the Americanized world of Wil. Being pregnant as a Chinese 

widow, Ma is seen as a disgrace and thus is banished by her family and her friends. 

Thrust into Wil’s world that seems unfamiliar to her, Ma has to make herself feel safe and 

secure. She replaces the original curtains with red ones, watches Chinese soap operas 

every day, and makes Chinese food at Wil’s place. Her distrust of Jay and Vivian comes 

from both her role as a Chinese mother, and as a pregnant Chinese widow.  

 

Jay appears to be the clichéd gay friend. Being black and unable to speak Chinese, he is at 

first not welcomed by Ma. When Wil invites him to join them for dinner, Ma is serving Jay 

dinner on a paper plate, so that she will not have to touch the plate after Jay touches it 

with his dark skin. Ma is influenced by an idea in the minds of many East Asians that light 

skin is a sign of beauty and that being in contact with the dark substance will affect one’s 

own skin. It is evident in her remark that “I should eat less soy sauce so that my baby 

does not get stained”. She also reminds Wil to use as little soy sauce as possible, as it is 

bad for the skin. Her comments then explain the beginning scene in which Wil is wearing 

a facial mask to whiten her face. Body (color of skin) forms the basis, through which 

social class is assumed. Jay is not outwardly affected by Ma’s attitude, as he smiles to Ma 

“thank you”, and asks Wil to let her mother stay. It is then perhaps not surprising that Ma 

and Jay become friends at a later stage of the film. They are sitting on the couch watching 

Chinese TV dramas together. Meanwhile, Jay also starts to use facial masks according to 

Ma’s suggestion. Ma’s acceptance of Jay’s racial and cultural difference to a certain extent 

is made possible by Jay’s assimilation into Chinese culture.  

 

Ma exhibits the same distrust with regard to Vivian. Even though Vivian is Chinese, her 

broken Chinese does not bring her closer to Ma. When Wil brings Vivian over for dinner 

and tells Ma that Vivian is a dancer, Ma deliberately interprets it as “wu nv” (a Chinese 

word referring to dancing girls, who in fact practice prostitution). The exclusion of Vivian 

is epitomized by Ma demeaning Vivian’s profession. The interaction becomes more 

complicated when the camera captures Ma’s look of embarrassment when asked by 

Vivian, “How is your baby doing?” Ma strategically turns to Wil and pats her, “My baby is 

fine, but she is too busy and I can barely see her.” For Ma, the pregnancy is still a family 

‘secret’ that should not be shared with anyone outside the family, let alone discussed over 
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dinner. When Ma realizes the extent of Vivian’s relationship with Wil, she soon shifts the 

topic to Vivian’s boyfriend. Feeling insecure and unsafe in the presence of Jay and Vivian, 

as well as the larger American world they stand for, Ma tries to set up Vivian with Jay. In a 

way one can interpret Ma’s behavior as an attempt to exclude Vivian from Wil’s life, so as 

to ‘correct’ her daughter’s sexual orientation. Even though Ma is aware that her daughter 

is a lesbian, she believes that homosexuality can be cured with proper family influence 

and surroundings, which confirms the point made earlier that homosexuality is largely 

seen by Chinese people as a cultural phenomenon, and one associated with Western 

ideals. 

 

Right after her break-up with Vivian, Wil decides to disclose the ‘secret’. She tells her 

mother that she loves her, but that she is also gay. In comparison with Mrs. Gao’s reaction 

in The Wedding Banquet, Ma appears to be rather calm, “How can you say those two 

things at once? How can you tell me you love me, and then throw that in my face? I am 

not a bad mother. My daughter is not gay.” Yet there is a point of similarity between these 

two mothers’ reactions: in both cases the denial of homosexuality does not come 

specifically from homophobia; rather, for them, homosexuality is considered as an ethnic 

and cultural practice. According to Mrs. Gao’s logic, her son was dating girls when he was 

in Taiwan, so it must be Simon – the ethnic and cultural other – who set a bad example. 

Ma’s logic indicates that homosexuality aligns more with bad ideology, which discards her 

ethnic background and family education. Both mothers attribute homosexuality to the 

effect of Americanization. 

 

At the same time, Ma is the object of the blame from her father, coming out of the same 

tradition she applies to her daughter. For Ma’s father, Ma is “the biggest disgrace, the 

ultimate shame”, and “no daughter has shamed her parents more”, because of her 

scandalous pregnancy. Ma’s refusal to reveal the identity of the baby’s father makes her 

father furious. He yells at her, “What have we done to deserve this? When I think of all 

we've sacrificed in the old country, to give you kids a better life in the new one. Had I 

known, I would have left you behind in the mainland.” Just as Ma’s sorrow seems result 

from the heterosexual patriarchal culture, so too is Wil victimized by a similar 

domination within Chinese family life. At a time when Ma feels the need to correct Wil’s 

mistakes, she plays the maternal card and refers to Wil as the “ungrateful” daughter. One 
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may remember the remarks made by Ma when she feels disrespected, “who worked 

nights so you could eat? Who stayed in labor without painkillers, so you wouldn't turn 

dim-witted like your cousin Jimmy?” This is perhaps one of the typical discipline tactics 

that parents apply. In this film, both Ma’s father and Ma use emotional blackmail.  

 

The grandmother’s death serves as a turning point in the film: it drives Ma to marry a 

man to fulfill her father’s wish, yet it also drives the mother and daughter together, when 

the daughter shows up to interrupt the wedding, thereby saving Ma from an unwanted 

marriage. As a result, the wedding is stopped, the identity of Ma’s secret lover is revealed, 

the guests are astonished, and Ma runs away from the ceremony. It is the reconciliation 

of two selves inside Ma that turns her into a new woman, eventually serving to empower 

her daughter. It is not until she accompanies Vivian’s mother to bring the separated 

lovers back together that she finally achieves her personal enlightenment and becomes a 

mother in a real sense rather than a victim or victimizer. Saving Face has placed 

narrative emphasis on a journey from maternal loss to regaining maternal presence.  

 

A happy ending, however, is already hinted at through the ambivalence of the mother 

figure. Even though Ma is striving to be a good daughter and mother, she is not portrayed 

in traditional roles. On the contrary, she appears to be liberal and openly defies the norms 

set by the family and the community given the fact that she is pregnant and decides to 

keep the baby without revealing the identity of the father. Ma’s pregnancy not only 

functions as an dramatic element that destabilizes the conservative Chinese community, 

but also makes the everyday mother-daughter interactions possible as it provides an ideal 

reason for her to move in with her daughter. Ma’s autonomy over her own body is 

reflected, first of all, in her pregnancy. Secondly, maximizing the range of options available 

to her enhances her bodily autonomy. Here I focus on one particular sequence.  

 

Wu strategically arranges two thematically parallel stories: in the evening when Vivian 

takes Wil back to her apartment, Ma at the same time is also in a way breaking free from 

sexual repression by committing a socially “inappropriate” act of watching sexually 

explicit DVDs. In order to show two stories happening simultaneously, Wu alternates 

between the different locations: Wil and Vivian are shown together first in a clothing 

shop and then in Vivian’s apartment; Ma is first placed in a street and later in Wil’s 
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apartment.  

 

The camera cuts from Wil and Vivian to Ma, following her wandering in the street. The 

mother is eating chips and looking around. The camera offers a medium close-up of her 

face, suggestive of her curiosity about the world around her. Ma wanders into a video 

shop asking for Chinese movies. The camera focuses on Ma’s eyes and follows her gaze 

around the DVD collection on the shelf. What appear in the frame are The Last Emperor 

(in which Joan Chen was cast in a major role), The Joy Luck Club and some Asian porn 

films.  

 

The interesting part begins when Ma stops in front of the porn movies: she looks first to 

the left and then to the right. After some hesitance, she disappears from the frame and 

appears again. Wu intercuts from close-up shots of Wil and Vivian kissing in Vivian’s 

apartment to a long shot of Ma sitting on the couch watching television. The camera 

zooms in and focuses on Ma holding the cushion tightly. The director leaves the image 

that Ma is watching off screen, yet she keeps the diegetic sound, “Who is your Asian 

daddy?” At this moment, the audience realizes that Ma has rented a pornographic film. 

 

In her essay “Film Bodies: Gender, Genre, and Excess”, Linda Williams categorizes porn, 

horror and melodrama as “body genres”. As she suggests, the porn film strives to move 

the spectator to sexual arousal. As a result, the body of the spectator is caught up in 

mimicking the sensationally displayed bodies on the screen. In Hard Core: Power, 

Pleasure and the Frenzy of the Visible, Williams argues, “pornography [has] long been a 

myth of sexual pleasure told from the point of view of men with the power to exploit and 

objectify the sexuality of women” (Williams, 1990: 22). While porn is traditionally made 

for men and about women, women can also appropriate the dominant form of 

heterosexual pornography for their own readings. As McNair says, “in the private worlds 

of fantasy and sexual relationships […] women have increasingly used pornography – 

subversively decoding male-orientated material on the one hand, consuming material 

produced by women for women on the other” (McNair, 1996: 129). Therefore, by 

depicting Ma walking into the video shop under the male gaze, and watching sexual 

scenes in the movie she rents, the film suggests that the mother has reclaimed autonomy 

over her own body.  
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The values Ma embodies are socially constructed, but at the same time they are in 

constant negotiation and interaction by individual and group. Cultural life in the Chinese 

American community does not remain static; instead, it underlies a process of constant 

formation and change due to new cultural influences. To further illustrate this point, I 

compare the concluding sequence with a dance party sequence near the beginning of the 

film; both are taking place in the dance hall in the Chinese restaurant, consisting of 

almost the same group of people.  

 

Chinese American Community in a Changing Cultural Context 

The first of the two selected sequences provides the site where Wil first meets Vivian, 

although later we learn that Vivian has remembered an encounter with Wil from when 

she was eight years old. The closing sequence is meant to reunite the two lovers. The final 

scene deliberately echoes the earlier scene. In the first scene both Wil and her date 

Raymond are aware that their mothers have tried to set them up, yet they are willing to 

play the game, which offers two points: on the one hand, Raymond attempts to protect 

Wil from the Chinese community that is not ready to accept Wil’s homosexuality; on the 

other hand, by introducing Wil to Vivian through Raymond, the encounter between Wil 

and Vivian in the future is predicted. Wil and Raymond, while striving to satisfy their 

parents, seek to fulfill their own needs outside the traditional family roles. The ideology of 

holding the family together also explains the why the grandfather is forced to accept the 

unconventional relationships of Wil and Ma in the closing scene. A comparison of these 

two sequences demonstrates the restructuring of the Chinese community that is once 

defined and shaped by traditional patriarchy, heterosexuality, and family-kinship systems. 

Thus, the film Saving Face can indeed be read as a progressive project, idealistic as it is.  

 

The mise-en-scene suggests that the dance party is defined in an explicitly heterosexual 

and ethnic manner. First of all, the dancehall – a performing stage – evokes a sense of 

collective identity, as the group exclusively consists of Chinese participants. This explains 

why Mrs. Wong is upset when her son Raymond is dating a white girl. Nevertheless, the 

mixed use of English and Chinese at the party suggests the “hybrid” nature of the 

community, and the possibility of breaking down the old ethnic and cultural exclusiveness.  
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Second, through framing and editing, the filmmaker hints at the social reinforcement of 

heterosexuality boundaries. The social separation of men and women is conveyed 

visually. The camera switches between shots with only men and shots with only women, 

indicating that both occupy different spaces and are socially separated. The two groups 

are facing each other. The editing creates an opposition of male and female groups. After 

the camera alternates a few times between the long and medium shot, between all-female 

and all-male groups, it cuts to a medium close-up of Ma’s face, who obviously is 

embarrassed by the discussion of a group of Chinese women about the divorce of 

Vivian’s mother. Other Chinese women surround Ma, as if she were one of them, yet the 

isolated shot singles her out from the rest. In this respect, the display of the scenes at the 

dance hall has added a further dimension of identification with others.  

 

The heterosexually-defined community is visually constructed by the dancing couples. 

Davis summarizes that “dance is commonly described as a courtship activity, as a means 

of getting sex, or as a male predatory activity” (Davis, 2000: 228-229). Ward points out 

that “dance is not just a means to sex (although of course it may be such) but […] is or 

can be a form of sexual expression in itself”(Ward, 1993:22). Unsurprisingly, the dance 

area functions as a stage on which the “performance” of the participants constitutes their 

subjectivity and their sexual identity. They are placed under the social gaze. Thus, one can 

see that only the opposite sex couples are dancing here and the heterosexist assumption 

is implied and emphasized in the scene. Clearly Wil and her male dancing partner are 

playing along with the rules.  

 

Third, ideologically speaking, the notion of inclusion and exclusion is applied, in order to 

perpetuate the binary opposition of heterosexuality-homosexuality, male-female, and 

Chinese-American. While the camera switches between different groups, it also gives a 

single isolated long shot of Jenny, Vivian’s divorced mother, who is sitting alone. The long 

shot distances Jenny in the far background. The fact that she is left alone suggests that 

she is different from the group, as illustrated by the remark made by a woman in the 

group, “Why be like those Americans, divorcing all the time?” The collective body of 

values and beliefs by which the ethnic Chinese group is defined and identified is 

challenged by Jenny and her divorce, subsequently alienating her from the group.    



 
 

250 

If the beginning of the film more or less shows a clearly defined set of social rules that are 

meant to protect ethnic traditions, the closing sequence serves to challenge the assertion 

of social norms and eliminate the traditional restrictions placed on ethnic group and 

family relationships. In the closing scene, the basic assumption that everyone should be 

heterosexual is broken, signified by the fact that two female characters are shown 

dancing together. Their climactic reunification kiss implies a symbolic homecoming for 

Wil, who is no longer following the rules of the heterosexual social contract. Eventually 

she comes out of the closet. The grandfather who holds on to Chinese values against 

American culture appears to be a defeated patriarchal figure. In reaction to the remark 

by a Chinese man that “the world is getting too hard to predict”, he says, “It just keeps 

getting worse.” 

 

The film presents a compassionate view of the lesbian relationship and the Chinese 

community in transition: some participants leave the dance hall but some choose to stay 

and to dance to the music. The reputation and face of family as a collective unit – which 

functions as the main self-governing mechanism in the Chinese context – is challenged 

by the individualization and empowerment of women as well as by the changing social 

and cultural context. The exploration of gender and sexual identity is contained mainly in 

the stories of Wil and Ma, yet the effort to empower less privileged groups such as 

women and homosexuals is complex in the sense that it involves several female 

characters – grandmother, Ma, Jenny, Wil, and Vivian – that are from three different 

generations and are shaped by different cultural and social factors. Nevertheless, the 

negotiation of family face is ongoing, as suggested by the closing lines of the film. The 

grandfather is not off the stage, as he speaks, “the moment that girl is born, I'm coming 

over every day. God knows how she'll turn out if she's brought up by you two.” 

 

My reading of the movie Saving Face reveals the way in which contemporary 

transnational Chinese film is using family conflicts involving three generations to 

illustrate how sexuality can pose a challenge to the traditional Chinese cultural norm of 

family face. The sentimental structure of feeling in this case is invoked by the two 

representative female characters, Wil and Ma, both torn between the demands of 

preserving traditional ethnic culture and increased individual autonomy and sexual 
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freedoms that they desire. The ethical dilemma or conflict confronted by Wil and Ma 

simultaneously forms the narrative-thematic core of family melodrama. It is argued that 

the triangle relations among Wil, Ma, and Vivian play a crucial role in the achievement of 

personhood and the empowerment of the female characters. The progressive liberating 

process of coming out of the closet embraced by Ma and Wil in the end also invokes the 

cultural change in the Chinese American community. 

 

5.8 Conclusions 

 

An important feature emerging from these six selected films is that the presence and 

persistence of the father figure remains distinctive. Indeed, as Hong Kong director Stanley 

Kwan has commented, “fathers are everywhere in a century of Chinese movies” (Kwan, 

quoted in Berry & Farquhar: 141) Fathers and sons are a focus of the film works in 

which filmmakers discuss filial piety, loyalty, intimacy, continuity, and face as ongoing 

moral codes that define Chinese family.  

 

Furthermore, three layers of identity have been touched upon and elaborated: the 

national/ethnic identity, interpersonal identity, and sexual identity. Both The Guasha 

Treatment and My American Grandson discuss national/ethnic identity as it is often in 

conflict with the given social environment due to (return) migration. The interpersonal 

identity (such as family roles) are challenged and reinforced through the depiction of A 

Thousand Years of Good Prayers and Pushing Hands. The most central conflicts in The 

Wedding Banquet and Saving Face are closely related to the issues of sexual identity.  

 

By means of highlighting these six motifs constructed separately – and sometimes 

intertwined – in six movies, we come to recognize that narratives of the Chinese family 

melodrama deal with at least three main types of clashes. We can summarize them as 

follows: the clash between traditional values and modern ones (used loosely to refer to 

cultural differences between China and America and between parents/grandparents and 

children), the identity crisis of Chinese man that emerges as a consequence of this clash, 

and the instability of woman’s identity that at the same time preserves and threatens the 

old culture.  
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The transnational Chinese family melodrama draws attention to the pressures many 

immigrant Chinese families have faced. The conflicts displayed in family melodrama are a 

result of modernization and migration, leading inevitably to the transformation of family 

structures and values. On the basis of film analysis done in this chapter, chapter six 

continues to argue how transnational Chinese families depicted in melodrama films could 

indeed contribute to our understanding of the dynamism and diversity of the Chinese 

American identity.  
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Identity, Experience, and Melodrama 
Chapter Six 

 

In the second chapter I pinpointed the fundamental role or function of melodrama: that it 

aims to construct, deconstruct, and reconstruct identities, which are shaped along 

different dimensions including race, gender, class, and ethnicity, as well as by different 

types of institutions such as family and nation. Indeed, a close look at Chinese family 

melodramas made in the 1920s and 1930s as well as in our contemporary period 

confirms that identity remains one of the central concerns for melodrama. While the 

identity issue in the early years of Chinese cinema is addressed against the background of 

China’s semi-colonial, semi-feudal status, the selected six film cases in chapter five enable 

us to understand how Chinese migrants construct identities in the context of globalization 

and transnationalism. As the issue of Chinese identity and its fluid properties constitutes 

the core of this thesis, the final chapter turns to a discussion of identity, in which family 

conflicts and melodrama also have been firmly grounded.  

 

In this chapter I argue that any consideration of identity cannot be carried out 

independently of the interrogation of individual and collective experience. In this regard, 

identity is grounded in real experiences. A definition of identity must be accompanied by 

an understanding of experience. By experience, I refer to an interactive interface 

between individual and collective memory, as suggested by Miriam Hansen's 

reformulation of Oscar Negt and Alexander Kluge, “Experience is that which mediates 

individual perception with social meaning, conscious with unconscious processes, loss of 

self with self-reflectivity; experience as the capacity to see connections and relations […]; 

experience as the matrix of conflicting temporalities, of memory and hope, including the 

historical loss of these dimensions” (Hansen, 1991: 12-13). 

 

Both identity and experience are of course the individual products of discourse, but on 

the other hand, they are deeply intertwined. In order to establish the relation, I borrow 

notions from Raymond Williams and Joan Wallach Scott. Williams interprets experience 

as “knowledge gathered from past events, whether by conscious observation or by 

consideration and reflection,” and also as “a particular kind of consciousness, which can 

in some contexts be distinguished from reason or knowledge.” He points out that 

experience has come to be understood as a kind of consciousness that consists of a “full, 



 
 

254 

active awareness” in the twentieth century (Williams, 1985: 126-127). Scott makes a 

more explicit link between subjectivity and experience. According to her,   

 
Subjects are constituted discursively, experience is a linguistic event (it 
doesn’t happen outside established meanings), but neither is it confined to 
a fixed order of meaning. Since discourse is by definition shared, experience 
is collective as well as individual. Experience is a subject’s history. Language 
is the site of history’s enactment. Historical explanation cannot, therefore, 
separate the two. (Scott, 1998: 66) 

 
A proper understanding of this so-called experience enables us to understand more 

precisely the characters in melodrama movies and their actions. In my case, melodrama 

is used as a platform on which the experience of Chinese immigration to the United 

States is mediated, and as a site through which present everyday life often evokes the 

past. The intercontinental mobility of Chinese people touches upon a wide range of 

experiences in both China and the United States. Thus, a study of melodramas dealing 

with Chinese immigration almost inevitably takes as its fundamental starting point the 

relation of the characters to history in relation to experience, constructed through 

narratives. Furthermore, melodrama links personal subjectivity with sociocultural 

subjectivity, in the sense that the individual’s experience as narrative can be seen to have 

parallels in the experience of the group that they come to represent. The individuals in 

fact collectively construct the meaning of individual and group experiences. The 

characters’ subjectivity depends on their particular relation to history – as an intensive 

motive force in the story. The characters, embedded in history, therefore serve as the key 

to understanding the temporal dimension of human experiences. From this perspective, I 

concur with Nick Browne’s observation on the political economy of Chinese melodrama. 

He wrote,  

 
Melodrama is the mode of representation of a historical experience that 
inscribes “subjectivity” in a position between the expectations of an ethical 
system (Confucianism) and the demands of a political system (socialism), a 
condition that typifies the Chinese dilemma of modernization (Stacey 1983). 
The form’s principal significance lies in the affective dimension of the self’s 
relation to the social order, catalyzing two affective regimes that are acted out 
in the narrative as intensified performances of betrayal, disappointment, or 
defeat. (Browne, 1994: 47) 

 
I suggest that only when we expand on the relationship between identity and the 

discursive formation of experience can we recognize the function of melodrama and vice 
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versa. If Peter Brooks is correct to point out that melodrama is “a certain fictional system 

for making sense of experience as a semantic field of force” (Brooks, 1976: xiii), then it is 

possible to argue that melodrama takes a sentimental approach to experience and identity, 

and that the different experience of the Chinese in China and the United States 

constitutes the conflict of melodrama. As such, this chapter should be regarded as a 

continuation of the discussion on melodrama.  

 

Let us first sum up what has been said or done in the previous chapters regarding 

melodrama before moving on to the discussion of the function of melodrama. The fourth 

chapter of this thesis introduces a historical perspective to the ongoing debate over 

melodrama in Chinese cinema studies. By focusing on the Chinese exhibition and 

reception of D. W. Griffith’s melodrama films in the 1920s and the emerging narrative 

cinema in Chinese film history, it shows that the concept of melodrama is relevant to 

studying Chinese films. Given the current scholarly debate on melodrama carried out 

within the field of Chinese cinema studies, tracing back the historical trajectory of 

melodrama can illuminate both the continuities and discontinuities in the melodramatic 

expression. More importantly, melodrama has to be considered as a contextually and 

culturally conditioned subject. Namely, melodrama cannot be taken as a simple given, but 

should be understood through culturally specific ways. Chapter four thus offers a 

historical approach to the emergence of cinematic melodrama in Chinese film history. 

Chapter five grows out of an attempt to highlight the fact that melodrama is a narrative 

mode. As conflicts are structured into the narrative of melodrama, the sentimental 

structure of feeling is compounded by the inability of characters to completely solve the 

dilemma that often comes out of a nexus of modernization and migration. A link is made 

between the melodramatic imagination and the sentimental structure of feeling, by 

means of close readings of six contemporary film cases. Identifying tensions in the family 

allows us to understand how melodrama and the sentimental structure of feeling have 

become part of a continuous reworking of traditional Chinese values and of the socially 

constructed signifying system. To conclude, I talked about the historical and 

contemporary construction of melodrama, and argued against the view that melodrama 

is only relevant to Euro-American film studies.  

 

In this final chapter, I show why melodrama offers us a powerful way to understand the 
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construction of Chinese identity in relation to different types of experiences. My 

argument is drawn on the basis of the film analyses done in the previous chapter. To this 

end, I suggest an alternative way of thinking about “Chineseness”, a highly contested 

term in the public arena and in academic disciplines, especially in terms of its 

nationalistic and political implications. Yet ultimately it is unavoidable, when addressing 

Chinese identity and subjectivity.  

 

6.1 The Question of “Chineseness” 

 

I read “Chineseness” through the interpretation of the experiences embodied in different 

characters. The identity of Chinese immigrants in the U.S. indeed is continually 

undergoing transformations in different situations, shaped by their experiences within 

the family and Chinese diasporic spaces. Hence, “Chineseness” – as a significant part of 

one’s identity – is expressed in a diversity of ways. I expand and defend this argument by 

drawing on ideas developed by Wang Gungwu, one of the most prolific authors on the 

topic of the Chinese diaspora. Wang has pointed out the problems arising from the 

definition of Chineseness, with regard to space, people, cultural, and societal 

characteristics. In accordance with this argument, he highlights the following key 

features of Chineseness: “It is living and changeable; it is also the product of a shared 

historical experience whose record has continually influenced its growth; it has become 

increasingly a self-conscious matter for China; and it should be related to what appears 

to be, or to have been, Chinese in the eyes of non-Chinese” (Wang & Zheng, 2008: 82).  

 

It is important to note that there are at least three major rhetorical threads that feed into 

the discourse. The historical development of “Chineseness” as a cultural and theoretical 

category has been drawn from a wide range of sources. The first thread of “Chineseness” 

concerns the Orientalist construction, in which Hollywood cinema constitutes a major 

component. As I have presented in the third chapter, “Chineseness” has been 

stereotyped into two major categories: the “yellow peril” formula,and the “model 

minority” narrative. Historically speaking, the process by which Hollywood places some 

characteristics to the center and others to the periphery can hardly be viewed as a 

benign process of thought, but more a type of ideological control. Stereotypical images 

have operated forcefully to set boundaries between the Orient and the Occident, and to 
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exert power over how the Chinese perceive themselves. This hollywood-ized account of 

“Chineseness”, together with its Orientalist and stereotypical elements, is still offered for 

consumption to contemporary audiences. As a result of the Hollywood construction, 

“Chineseness” becomes a static, unchanging, and monolithic construct.  

 

The second thread of “Chineseness” undoubtedly connects to national identity. A modern 

sense of “Chineseness” involves concerns with territorial integrity, sovereignty, and 

citizenship. Anthony Smith pointed out that national identity is rather complex and 

abstract, and he further identified five features of national identity: “1) a historic territory, 

or homeland; 2)common myths and historical memories; 3)a common, mass public 

culture; 4) common legal rights and duties for all members; 5) a common economy with 

territorial mobility for members” (Smith, 1991: 14). The argument developed in chapter 

four suggests that the idea of “Chineseness” is often associated with patriotism and is 

intimately tied to national sovereignty. The emergence of “Chineseness” as a modern 

national identity in China is against the backdrop of Western and Japanese imperialism. 

As such, the early cinematic construction of “Chineseness” in Chinese cinema, and in 

particular, the tension between “Chineseness” and “Western-ness”, is presented through 

the dichotomy of city and countryside. Consequently, Chineseness becomes a rigid 

concept that again sets the boundary regarding who and what should be included. In 

warning of the dangers of such Sino-centric thinking, Rey Chow’s argument is instructive.  

 
In the habitual obsession with "Chineseness," what we often encounter is a 
kind of cultural essentialism – in this case, sinocentrism – that draws an 
imaginary boundary between China and the rest of the world. Everything 
Chinese, it follows, is fantasized as somehow better—longer in existence, more 
intelligent, more scientific, more valuable, and ultimately beyond comparison. 
The historically conditioned paranoid reaction to the West, then, easily flips 
over and turns into a narcissistic, megalomanic affirmation of China; past 
victimization under Western imperialism and the need for national "self-
strengthening" in an earlier era, likewise, flip over and turn into fascistic 
arrogance and self-aggrandizement. (Chow, 2000: 5) 

 
Third, there is an association of “Chineseness” with ethnic and cultural identity. For 

overseas Chinese, especially first generation immigrants, “Chineseness” still plays a 

significant part of their identity, whether they are willing to identify with it or not. 

Chineseness is expressed as one’s ethnicity, as cultural norms represented in one’s 

everyday life, and as one’s ancestral background, past, and heritage. The problem of 
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course is that the term tends to reduce and simplify ethnic culture to lived Chineseness 

and ethnic identity to asserted Chineseness. Therefore, perhaps we should not really be 

surprised by the criticisms of term so far. In other words, the theorization of Chineseness 

would not be completed without a problematization of Chineseness arising from the 

ambivalent position of the Chinese diaspora. As Goodman described, Chineseness is a 

“fragile identity even for the ethnic Chinese themselves” (Goodman, 1997: 18).  

 

“Chineseness” is indeed a problematic term, as it can easily fall into the trap of Orientalist 

or Sino-centric thinking, or of cultural essentialism. However, the term “Chineseness” is 

no less complex for the purposes of critical analysis. Rather than viewing “Chineseness” 

as a result of territorial fragmentations, political instabilities, and a way of cultural 

control, we should conceptualize “Chineseness” as an identity category that contains the 

spheres of being and becoming. To be more specific, on the one hand “Chineseness” can 

be used loosely to describe some Chinese characteristics, realities and structures; but on 

the other hand we are obliged to take the term “Chineseness” as an open signifier that is 

in a state of continuous construction and negotiation. From this perspective, I concur 

with Rey Chow’s critical observations presented in her seminal book Writing Diaspora: 

Tactics of Intervention in Contemporary Cultural Studies. For Chow, the diasporic subjects 

allow us to “to unlearn that submission to one’s ethnicity such as ‘Chineseness’ as the 

ultimate signified”.  Once we realize that Chinese diasporic culture can function as a 

window through which the formation, preservation and negotiation of ethnic identity can 

be observed, we begin to recognize the open-ended sense of “Chineseness”.  

 

The construction of ethnicity does not necessarily involve attempts to preserve the static 

or premodern traits. As such, the conventional and fixed notion of “Chineseness” must be 

shattered. It would be far more instructive to consider the way in which one’s ethnicity is 

shaped by and negotiated within the context of the larger environment and one’s 

experience, and therefore, to understand the performativity of cultural ethnicity. Indeed, 

the way that I perceive ethnicity and “Chineseness” echoes Stuart Hall’s argument.  

 
We still have a great deal of work to do to decouple ethnicity, as it functions in 
the dominant discourse, from its equivalence with nationalism, imperialism, 
racism and the state […] What is involved is the splitting of the notion of 
ethnicity between, on the one hand the dominant notion which connects it to 
nation and ‘race’  and on the other hand what I think is the beginning of a 
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positive conception of the ethnicity of the margins, of the periphery. That is to 
say, a recognition that we all speak from a particular place, out of a particular 
history, out of a particular experience, a particular culture, without being 
contained by that position as ‘ethnic artists’ or film-makers. We are all, in that 
sense, ethnically located and our ethnic identities are crucial to our subjective 
sense of who we are. But this is also a recognition that this is not an ethnicity 
which is doomed to survive, as Englishness was, only by marginalising, 
dispossessing, displacing and forgetting other ethnicities. This precisely is the 
politics of ethnicity predicated on difference and diversity. (Hall, Morley & 
Chen, 1996: 448)  

 
Therefore, the understanding of Chineseness should shed light on the dialogue 

relationship between “being” and “becoming”, between the historical past and the 

present, between “homeland” and diaspora, as well as between the “local” and the global. 

In order to achieve this aim and to further understand how melodrama engages the 

audience in the discovery of the past, I focus on exploring different types of experiences 

that can be recognized through fictional characters, who are socially and historically 

informed. Individual experiences have affected family life in Chinese American 

immigration history, and melodrama in this view carries the texture of reality and reflects 

the past that has shaped the lives of the characters.  

 

Through the film analyses, several aspects of Chineseness emerge. First, “Chineseness” 

becomes a concept that is different from the Orientalist or political construction, and 

thus constitutes a significant part of identity construction. Second, “Chineseness” 

understood in this way should not just be shaped by local habits and histories, but should 

appear to have the capacity to mix different views and factors. As such, it is an evolving 

concept. Third, “Chineseness” assists our understanding of certain characteristics and 

behaviors of the characters. This point is made in light of the argument that identity to a 

large extent is a matter of performance. Fourth, “Chineseness” is a concept that links the 

past and the future. The meaning of “Chineseness” evolves through time and is open-

ended towards the future. It may become less visible, but it cannot simply be denied.  

 

As all six film cases basically involve a multigenerational family saga interwoven with the 

past, we must first define what qualifies as an experience. It also compels us to recall that 

within certain circumstances, melodrama seems to resonate with the legacy of 

experience occurring in China and the United States, and with the sensitive and 

sentimental issue of immigration. Among the various films featured in chapter five, we 
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can identify a list of situations in which the drama occurs, most of which reflect how 

family relationships are maintained. I acknowledge that these movies offer more different 

kinds of situations and different experiences than I could actually describe, but what I list 

and elaborate on forms an attempt to illuminate discussion of a melodramatic approach 

to identity and experience.  

 

The first experience I discuss is historical experience. In several films, the actual 

historical events such as the Chinese Civil War and the Cultural Revolution serve as the 

background against which the story is told and the characters develop. The Chinese 

Cultural Revolution, in particular, represents the historical period with which most 

characters have been directly or indirectly engaged. As the history of the Chinese 

Cultural Revolution is often regarded as “one of the most melodramatic phenomena in 

human experience” (Wang, 1993: 85), it has become one of the major sources of creative 

inspiration for contemporary filmmaking. These characters from the selected movies, 

together with their stories, stress the point of shared experience. Films that significantly 

rely on historical events or the memory of historical events include Pushing Hands, The 

Wedding Banquet, A Thousand Years of Good Prayers, and Saving Face.  

 

The second situation is that of educational experience. Research on the educational 

experiences of Asian Americans – with a focus on the second generation of Chinese 

Americans and Japanese Americans – can be dated back to the first decades of the 

twentieth century (Nakanishi & Nishida 1995: xii). As I have also pointed out in the third 

chapter, the model minority thesis centers primarily on the educational experiences and 

family values of Asian Americans. The Chinese American community as a model minority 

group, demonstrated most powerfully by their academic success, in fact suggests a clear 

inclination towards assimilation. In films such as My American Grandson, Guasha 

Treatment, and Pushing Hands, the education issue becomes one of the sources of 

tension and conflict in the family’s interactions.  

 

The third experience necessary to pinpoint is the family experience across generations, 

as family melodramas construct, coordinate, and interpret the past family experience 

that the individual feels attached to. Different types of discourse shape the Chinese 

familial experience of course (Confucian or socialist for example), but more complicated 
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variants could emerge in the Chinese family within an apparently diasporic context. 

Family experiences differ in the diverse kinds of diasporic Chinese family, and they can 

greatly affect the ways that family functions are carried out and family relationship are 

maintained. Family experience appearing as a form of memory or as the construction of 

memory has continued well into the movies such as Pushing Hands, The Wedding 

Banquet, A Thousand Years of Good Prayers, and Saving Face. 

 

The fourth type of experience concerns Chinese immigration into the United States, 

which I refer to as immigration experience, or the experience of the American Dream. 

“America, said the founding documents, was the living incarnation of the search for a 

common humanity […] America declared itself as a dream […] the microcosm, or 

prefiguration of humanity”(Calhoun, 1994: 159, quoted in Campbell & Kean, 1997: 23). 

Many Chinese immigrants came and still come to the United States with idealistic faith in 

the American dream that America is a country where one can be rewarded for diligence 

and determination with economic success, social mobility, self-realization, freedom of 

choice and sustainable happiness. The immigration experience concerns itself with 

issues of new identity and with the belief in such a dream. As such, the American Dream 

has discursively informed popular cultural products, and it is reflected in movies 

concerning immigration, especially explicit in films such as Guasha Treatment, Pushing 

Hands, and A Thousand Years of Good Prayers.  

 
In this chapter, I provide a number of examples to show the different types of 

experiences embodied by the representative characters. The strategic concern of this 

chapter, therefore, is to present how experiences have shaped the (self-)representation 

of the Chinese American. While the images of the Chinese depicted in Hollywood films 

indicate how Chinese and Chinese Americans are perceived, the six films like similar 

ones in transnational Chinese cinema, suggest a way in which Chinese and Chinese 

Americans perceive and represent themselves. I explore the cultural logics and historical 

context that seem to give rise to certain constructions of “Chineseness”, which continues 

in cinematic representation. I study the cinematic expression of “Chineseness” informed 

by the experience of the protagonists. Furthermore, I look at the new meanings of 

“Chineseness” created by the context of globalization and migration. Having established 

this framework, it is easier to see the relationship between transnational Chinese family 
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melodrama and the construction of Chinese American identity, and especially its 

relationship to different types of experiences. It is my contention though that none of 

these experiences in itself offers a decisive basis for constructing Chineseness outside of 

China in these movies.  

 
By comparing Xie Jin's Hibiscus Town (1986) and Tian Zhuangzhuang's Blue Kite (1993), 

Ban Wang (1994) suggests that the display of emotion and melodrama tends to obscure 

the traumatic, complex history and to distract the audience from a confrontation with 

historical experience.  What I present in this chapter is that melodramatic narration, 

quite to the contrary, conveys the force of a specific experience, memory, and even 

sometimes trauma. As cinematic family stories unfold with melodramatic effects, what 

becomes perpetuated sentimentally are nostalgic myths of families’ past and the 

reproduction of images of past experiences. Although sentimental situations listed above 

are readily identifiable in the films, my objective is not merely subject to these situations 

as principles of excess. Rather than approaching the sentimental situations per se, I 

argue how these situations stimulate the fictive but intense processes of identity 

negotiation.  In accordance with the four types of experiences briefly introduced earlier, 

the remainder of this chapter is divided into four parts as follows: 1) bond or barrier: the 

remembrance of historical past; 2) the educational experience within the context of 

transnational migration; 3) family matters: reconstructing family experiences; 4) 

becoming Chinese American: a reinterpretation of the immigration experience. I make 

use of representative characters from different movies to argue how certain experiences 

become an important register of subjectivity, as character according to Hegel, is “the 

proper centre of the ideal artistic representation” (Hegel, 1998: 236).  Furthermore, the 

interpretation of these four experiences allows us to understand the “moving pathos” in 

which the totality of character stands for the “rich powerfulness of subjectivity wielding 

itself into one” (ibid., 236).  

  
6.2 Bond or Barrier: the Remembrance of Historical Past 

 
Some actions or series of actions taken by the main Chinese characters can often be seen 

as part of the “Chinese historical experience”. Historical past revealed in the films can be 

measured from a factual level, a symbolic level, and a narrative level. To elaborate these 

three levels and to narrow my discussion, I focus respectively on the four different father 
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figures: Mr. Chu in Pushing Hands, Mr. Gao in The Wedding Banquet, Mr. Shi in A Thousand 

Years of Good Prayers, and Wai Gung (the grandfather) in Saving Face. It is in the United 

States that we meet these four fathers, all of whom are Chinese, and belong to an older 

generation that have been well immersed in traditional Chinese values. More importantly, 

they all have lived through the civil war and (or) the Cultural Revolution.  

 

How does the historical past allow us to understand the impact of the larger historical 

experience on one’s life? One inevitable consequence of the historical events is that they 

generate quite predictable effects on one’s professional practice and family relationships. 

To start with let us take a look at each character’s professional experience. Mr. Chu was a 

Tai ji master in China, and after he has moved to the United States, he again becomes a 

teacher of Tai ji in Chinatown. The story gradually reveals the family past. Through the 

father-son conversation, we learn that the vigorous revolutionary spirit demonstrated 

during the Cultural Revolution not only caused the involuntary separation of Mr. Chu’s 

family, but also forced him to suspend his professional career for years, as Tai ji was 

prohibited for ten years by the authorities during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). 

 

Consider another example in The Wedding Banquet – the father Mr. Gao. In the beginning 

of the film, we learn from the taped message sent by Mrs. Gao to Wai Tung that the father 

is a retired KMT army general, who used to command tens of thousands of soldiers.  It is 

only later in an intimate conversation between Mr. Gao and Wai Tung that the audience is 

informed that Mr. Gao joining the army was more of an involuntary action. Mr. Gao, in 

trying to run away from an arranged marriage, joined the Chinese Nationalist Army to 

fight the communists. Mr. Gao’s professional success – a distinguished military career – is 

the result of his unwillingness to submit to parental authority, as well as a particular 

historical moment, in which soldiers could rise through the ranks in military corps.  

 

To the audience, the profession of Mr. Shi from A Thousand Years of Good Prayers might 

constitute an even bigger family secret that is revealed only at a later stage. To make sure 

that the audience does not fail to recognize the hint, the filmmaker inserts several scenes, 

in which Mr. Shi presents himself as a rocket scientist. If Mr. Gao unveils his own secret to 

Wai Tung as a gesture of intimacy, then Mr. Shi’s painful past is disclosed by his daughter 

Yilan in a quarrel. Mr. Shi lost his job as a rocket scientist due to a suspected love affair. To 
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a certain extent one could say that Mr. Shi remains enslaved to the past, as he is unable to 

speak of his past trauma, yet his American journey is at the same time a journey of self-

discovery. When the film begins, Mr. Shi has just arrived at the airport in the United 

States, a new country where everything is possible. The film ends with Mr. Shi sitting in 

the train, where he is absorbed in thinking. The movie’s final scenes contain strong 

echoes of the beginning of the movie, implying a journey of discovery.  

 

It is perhaps less clear and explicit in the case of Wai Gung, the grandfather in Saving 

Face, to what extent historical events affected his professional experience. The stern 

grandfather, according to the residents of Flushing, is a respectable scholar and a 

community leader. Due to the Chinese Civil War and consequent poverty, the family fled 

from China and moved to the United States. Typically, in his migration to the United 

States, he brings with him the traditional cultural baggage. This forced displacement 

makes the grandfather a rather conservative figure, valuing tradition and reputation 

above all other things.  A stark contrast is created between Flushing where the older 

generation lives and Manhattan, which is more appealing to the younger generation of 

the Chinese immigrants. As a leader of the Chinese community, Wai Gung is devoted to 

protecting traditional culture. His will is so strong that he not only banishes his own 

daughter from Flushing when she refuses to identify the father of her unborn baby, but 

also tries to force her to marry a man whom she does not love.  

 

To address the historical past from a symbolic level necessitates us returning to the 

question raised by the title of this section: how does the historical past, as embedded in 

individual experience in its cinematic form, have an impact on family relationships? 

Throughout these films, the father characters are often portrayed in depth (except 

perhaps in the case of Saving Face that adopts a feminist perspective), which is the result 

of their participation in the historical events, as well as of their need to escape from a 

painful past frequently associated with poverty, humiliation, death, and involuntary 

separation. I argue that secrecy about the family past – about what went on within the 

domestic sphere – forms a bond that keeps the family together like in The Wedding 

Banquet, but in many cases could constitute a barrier as well. The fathers’ revelations or 

speaking of their historical past induces psychological (and sometimes emotional) 

reactions in the listeners.  
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The portrait of Mr. Chu can be drawn from different narrative points of view including his 

son Alex, daughter-in-law Martha, and his friend Mrs. Chen, who shares similar 

experiences and stories. At least in three of the scenes Mr. Chu voluntarily speaks about 

his past in relation to external historical events. Through the conversation between Mr. 

Chu and Mrs. Chen the audience finds out that his career as a Tai ji teacher caused him to 

be tortured and humiliated in every single political movement including the Cultural 

Revolution. The second time the father reveals his past is when he decides to leave home. 

From the note that Mr. Chu writes to his son, the audience is made aware that the 

hardship he experienced during the political upheavals did not lead to the breakdown of 

the family, yet the wealth of the United States fails to guarantee him a family. The jail 

scene, in which Mr. Chu and Alex talk about their emotions linked to the past, constitutes 

the last moment of excess. To a certain extent we can see that their personal experiences 

of the Cultural Revolution allow them to draw closer affection in their father-son 

relationship. The same holds for Mr. Gao and Wai Tung in The Wedding Banquet. As I have 

argued in chapter five, the father’s act of sharing his secret about joining the army in fact 

unites him with his son. Through historical experience, a mutual understanding is made 

possible. The affective bond is created between the old and the young generations.  

 

Unlike the Chu and Gao families, the other two fathers are trapped by memories of past 

experiences. What happened in the past posed a barrier to the development of close 

relationships. The distant feelings (and attempts to break the distance) highlighted in A 

Thousand Years of Good Prayers is made evident by the awkward silence between father 

and daughter, and by the sensitive politeness seen throughout the film. Indirectly, the 

historical past signified by Wai Gung, the grandfather in Saving Face, is one of the major 

reasons behind the stubbornness of Wai Gung. The forced relocation of the family largely 

accounts for Wai Gung’s strong will to pass down ethnic traditions. The tension among 

the three generations undoubtedly is connected to the memory and attachment to the 

entire scenario of Wai Gung’s early years in China, a scenario composed by a historically 

specific configuration of family pattern and gender roles.  

 

The third level is the one at which narratives can become a locus for emotional 

enactment and reflection. To my mind, the richest moments of these movies are those 

where the narratives about the past become multi-layered. Not only the cinematic 



 
 

266 

inscription of the past contributes to the understanding of specific historical discourses – 

through the narrative of the lost or weak father for example –, but the display of emotion 

constitutes a key facet of these films. For the audience, a crucial part of the characters’ 

past usually remains unclear at the beginning. The desire to share past experiences with 

each other leads climatically to a moment of revelation of significant emotional 

importance to the central characters. It is historical experience, the 'intimate' interior 

setting, and the melodramatic vehicles (lights, songs, colors and close-ups) that provide 

the audience with a recognizable image of past and corresponding sentiments.   

 

6.3 Educational Experience Within the Context of Transnational Migration 

 

Without doubt, education has been a powerful instrument of social mobility, economic 

advancement and ideological liberation in different societies, albeit to varying degrees. 

For instance, as Sociology: Understanding a Diverse Society states, “Education has 

traditionally been viewed in the United States as the way out of poverty and low social 

standing—the main route to upward social mobility. The assumption has been that a 

person can overcome modest beginnings, starting by staying in school.” (Andersen & 

Taylor, 2006: 356) It is certainly not untrue that in Chinese community, a large emphasis 

has been placed on education. This is still the case in modern Chinese society. As the 

Confucianist thinker believes, "all things are beneath contempt, only education is to be 

esteemed" (Chen & Teng, quoted in Lytle, 2003: 292). In the context of Chinese 

immigration to the United States, it could be said that a higher level of local education 

brings about assimilation to a certain degree. That means that American education tends 

to bring Chinese immigrants closer to the cultural and political life of the dominant group, 

and therefore, further away from their original culture.  

 

Cinematic portrayals of education or educational experience are commonly seen in 

Chinese films. The selected six film cases engage more or less with educational issues, 

although in different ways. At least three instances can be identified. Firstly, education 

indeed mobilizes and empowers the immigrants, as one can see from examples such as 

Alex in Pushing Hands, Wai Tung in The Wedding Banquet, and Wil in Saving Face. The 

character of Wil embodies liberation on the one hand, and the typical dilemma as a result 

of two different types of education on the other hand. Secondly, the continued existence 
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of the different school systems between China and the United States account very 

effectively for the difficulties experienced by the American grandson Xiaoming in China. 

Thirdly, different family members can have sharp differences in terms of educating the 

younger generation, which inevitably causes family conflicts, as often is the case. One 

cannot fail to notice that in both Guasha Treatment and Pushing Hands, the grandfather 

and the mother clearly have very different goals in terms of educating the third 

generation in the family.  

 

Let us elaborate upon the educational experiences depicted in these six films from the 

above-mentioned three perspectives. The first perspective is concerned with the role 

and function played by education in empowering and mobilizing racial and ethnic 

minority groups. This perhaps can be exemplified by Alex’s claim during his visit to the 

jail, “I have studied and worked so hard in the United States to establish a family, with the 

hope that one day you can live with us.” As one of the first-generation immigrants, Alex 

like many others strives to construct a home in the United States by means of education 

and hard work. Similar to what is experienced by Datong in Guasha Treatment, Alex has a 

stable job and a typical American family life, which is interrupted by the visit of his 

Chinese father. Without the education Alex received, he would not be able to have a 

comfortable middle-class life in the United States.  

 

Similar to Alex, Wai Tung has been well assimilated to American culture. Having been 

living in New York for ten years, Wai Tung has become a ‘New Yorker’. The job of real 

estate entrepreneur has secured him with a rich and stable life in stark contrast to the 

situation of Wei Wei, who has “no job, no green card and no stupid American will marry 

(her).” Meanwhile, his English proficiency allows him to build and maintain a romantic 

relationship with his Caucasian partner, Simon, who is a physical therapist.  

 

Wil is by profession a doctor, made clear in the opening scenes. Moreover, to her senior 

fellows and boss, Wil has the potential to become a chief surgeon. Wil’s professional 

success obviously is the result of the high education she received and the unremitting 

diligence and hard work with which she has begun her career. The upward social 

mobility is further demonstrated by the fact that Wil lives in a Manhattan apartment, 

whereas her grandparents and mother both live in the Chinese community in Flushing, 
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and that moving out of Chinatown is commonly seen a gesture of moving up.  

 

While education has indeed, as argued earlier, contributed to the immigrant economic 

and social mobility, it also creates problems with respect to individual expectations and 

family relationships. Apart from its common meaning of learning/teaching knowledge, 

education also carries socio-cultural and political codes. To begin with, as it is often the 

case that there is incompatibility between the basic structures of the education system 

maintained by different states and other agents involved, active participation in the 

American educational system can lead to failure of integration into the Chinese 

educational system. The discomfort experienced by the American grandson Xiaoming in 

China stems from the economic gap between China and the United States on the one 

hand, and the different school systems on the other hand. Being used to American-style 

education, Xiaoming has difficulty in adjusting to the Chinese school system, which 

focuses on the preservation of traditional Chinese culture and promotion of a socialist 

spirit. Xiaoming’s rejection of the Chinese school involves isolating himself from his 

classmates, reading his own book during the teacher’s lecture on a Chinese poem, 

refusing to apologize to the teacher, and running away from home. It is precisely when 

the American grandson becomes existentially aware of the difference and acquires 

autonomy that the transformation process begins in his life.  

 

There is another factor associated with educational experience that can often lead to 

family conflict. As described earlier, different family members may have different 

perceptions as to what is the proper education for the younger generation. Some typical 

scenes from movies such as Guasha Treatment and Pushing Hands can serve as telling 

points. In Guasha Treatment, for the purpose of best preparing Dennis for school and for 

assimilation into American society, Datong and his wife Jian Ning communicate only in 

English at home, even in the presence of the grandfather who does not speak English at 

all. For them, especially for Jian Ning, a good English learning environment created by 

the parents can be crucial support for Dennis’ education and advancement; for the 

grandfather, however, a barrier is set between him and the rest of the family. To cite an 

example from the movie: in the scene in which the family is sitting together eating as a 

family unit, when Datong suggests to speak Chinese at home in order to make the father 

feel more comfortable, Jian Ning insists that it would be impossible for Dennis to get into 
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a distinguished private school without creating a conducive environment for the 

speaking of good English. One may even go so far as to say that it is because of the 

communication difficulties arising from differences in languages that the family drama 

occurs.  

 

As in the case of Guasha Treatment, the significance placed on education in Pushing 

Hands obliges us to think of educational experience not as a single object but as being 

constantly constructed within the evolving social structure. Let us take one of the details 

that can indicate different educational systems. In order to keep the American-born son’s 

Chinese language skill in line with his origins, Jeremy’s evening time is divided into two 

parts – English time and Chinese time. He also attends Chinese school during weekends. 

In one scene, Martha sends Jeremy to Alex to learn Chinese and the grandfather notices 

mistakes made by his American grandson. When he questions the language ability of the 

Chinese teachers, Alex explains that they are lucky enough to have one Chinese language 

school. The grandfather decides to teach Jeremy an old Chinese rhyme instead. Later, the 

camera depicts the grandfather lying in bed repeating the rhyme. Likewise, an earlier 

scene in the kitchen also serves to show the different educational methods between 

China and the United States. Mr. Chu is puzzled by the fact that Jeremy is not treated like 

a child, whereas for Alex and Martha this type of education is a reflection of democracy. To 

this extent, one may argue that home education represents an extension of lifestyles and 

social requirements. Therefore, the conflict arising from educational experience points in 

the direction of family experience, as the latter functions as the embodiment of social 

meaning, social relations and social structure.  

 

6.4  Family Matters: Reconstructing Family Experience 

 

Family relationships are heavily influenced by individual personalities, and personality is 

highly shaped by family experiences. In other words, the family experience is an 

important and integral part of individual experience, if not the most important part. 

Every individual carries a part of family history into his or her personal and professional 

life and relationships. In the context of transnational migration, family experience plays 

an important role in preserving and passing on cultural values, traditions, knowledge and 

practices belonging to specific ethnic group. Hines (1999), for instance, has thoughtfully 
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pointed out that ethnic identity and culture are closely connected with the family’s 

experience. While each individual is attached to certain family experiences, memory of 

the family is constructed from family storytelling. By means of interpreting and 

solidifying the family stories depicted on screen, we can better understand the characters 

and the choices they make. Moreover, I believe that readings of family experience shed 

an important light on a parallel relationship between the family and society. Some of the 

family experiences are transmitted by unconscious communication across generations. 

More often than not, these messages involve family secrets.  

 

As family melodrama is primarily preoccupied with history from the perspective of 

family life, the narrative structure of these films is intimately bound up with the 

interpretation of the family history. It is important to note that a melodrama narrative is 

focused not only on the vicissitudes of one family member, but also on the history of the 

whole family. The idea of family history is in general felt through the process of narrating 

one’s own family experiences. As such, the family past is not simply a matter of 

preservation. Rather, it appears in the narrative as a selective memory. The retelling of 

family past touches upon relevant issues such as poverty, war, and social repression. I 

argue that close readings of the six movies allow us to identify three types of family 

experience: the first type of family experience is associated with deceased family 

members, as the shared memory is a central basis of family bonds in various types of 

culture. To illustrate this point, I focus on the movie A Thousand years of Good Prayers. 

The second one is revealed through the telling of personal stories, for instance, the 

family secret told by Mr. Gao in The Wedding Banquet. Compared with the first type that 

is to evoke the common memory, the second one is a more personal account of one’s 

own family experience. The sense of sharing a secret out of one’s memory among family 

members serves as a means of constructing intimacy. The third type of family experience 

I describe is to pass on valued family traditions and culture by holding on to the family 

past. Such is the case in both The Wedding Banquet and Saving Face.   

 

These three types of family experiences are perhaps less distinguishable in A Thousand 

Years of Good Prayers, as the movie contains all of them. However, here I focus on the 

shared memories of the deceased in inducing emotional moments. Father-daughter 

relationships are a central theme in this film, as is family relationship in general. 
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Throughout the film, stories of deceased family members become recurrent topics of 

discussion, between the father and daughter, as well as between the father and the 

Iranian woman. It is precisely because family melodrama is presenting a typical example 

of the loss of a family member (or family members), that the audience is introduced to 

the family past.  The absence of the grandfather and mother in the case of A Thousand 

Years of Good Prayers constitutes not only a narrative hinge, but also a strategy of 

creating emotional identification commonly used in melodrama. It provides its viewers 

with access to the past of the father and daughter. For Mr. Shi, Yilan had a very close 

relationship with her mother and was favored by her grandfather; besides the fact that 

the name of Yilan is closely tied to the family journey he had with his wife. For Yilan, 

family past is one of the few conversational topics between her father and herself, even 

though sometimes they have different perceptions of the family experience.  

 

Whereas in A Thousand Years of Good Prayers the family experience has been invoked 

continuously during father-daughter conversation, emphasizing the personal 

construction of both sides, The Wedding Banquet exemplifies family experience in a 

different manner. As discussed earlier, Mr. Gao’s decision to tell Wai Tung about his real 

reason for joining the army is a personal account of his own family experience, which is 

meant to create a father-son bond. Yet it is also important to be aware that Mr. Gao 

running away from an arranged marriage does not prevent him from attempting to 

impose an arranged marriage on his son, Wai Tung, similar to what his father did to him.  

Likewise, the reason behind turning a simple wedding ceremony into a lavish wedding 

banquet is to please the father. The audience cannot fail to notice the contrasting scenes 

of two wedding ceremonies, in which reactions and emotions are shown. The first 

wedding ceremony in its plainness is not recognized by the parents. The second wedding 

ceremony communicates a compelling message about stylized patterns of repeated 

family experience. 

 

This becomes clearer in the scenes where the traditional Chinese wedding dress is 

involved. On the first day of the parents’ arrival, the mother gives Wei Wei – her future 

daughter-in-law – an expensive traditional Chinese wedding dress in red. The mother 

wore the dress at her wedding and the family brought it from Mainland China to Taiwan 

in wartime. Therefore, it is possible to assume that the dress carries a rich symbolic 
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message for the family. The gesture of giving the dress to Wei Wei to a certain extent is a 

sign of continuing the family and tradition. The mother makes this particularly evident in 

the remark after Wei Wei puts on the dress. She says, “munü lianxin, dai dai xiangchuan” 

(from a mother’s heart to her daughter, passing on from generation to generation). The 

red wedding dress appears again on their wedding night. Interestingly enough, Wei Wei 

puts on a different dress at the city hall wedding; neither does she wear the traditional 

Chinese wedding dress during the wedding banquet. Yet it is the dress that she wears 

when she seduces Wai Tung into having sexual intercourse with her. The fact that a child 

is conceived then becomes even more meaningful.  

 

Later, after Wei Wei decides to abort the baby, she returns everything to the mother 

including the wedding dress, as these objects have meanings attached. While Wei Wei’s 

act of returning the dress strongly implies an intention to leave the Gao family to which 

she has become increasingly attached, the mother’s refusal to take the dress back is in an 

attempt to keep Wei Wei, the baby, and therefore, the Gao family together. Therefore, the 

red wedding dress constitutes a meaningful cultural and historical object: on the one 

hand it indicates the past of the Gao family, and on the other hand, it signifies the need to 

preserve family and cultural tradition, experienced by the parental generation.  

 

Whether it is sharing the memories of the deceased family members, sharing the family 

secret, or passing along meaningful family belongings to the next generation, the family 

experience is associated with conformity to collective social norms and values, the 

centralized patriarchal authority, as well as the importance of preserving the family 

stories, and sometimes family reputation. Therefore, in these family melodramas there 

are always at least two stories: one is about the parents and the other has to do with the 

younger generation. To a certain extent, some aspects of family roles and experiences are 

routine and repetitive. This is particularly the case for a film like Saving face.  

 

Three generations of family members are involved in this movie: the grandfather Wai 

Gung and the grandmother, the mother Ma, and the daughter Wil.  In several respects, 

Ang Lee’s The Wedding Banquet and Alice Wu’s Saving Face share similarities, as both 

films employ the tradition-modernity binary. The two films mobilize tradition in complex 

ways so that the family torn between the forces of tradition and modernity can still 
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function. The main difference between these two films lies in the flexibility demonstrated 

by the Gao family while the family in Saving Face remains most of the time socially 

closeted. To be more specific, the family group in The Wedding Banquet functions as 

collective protagonists in an attempt to protect the family lineage and is rather isolated 

from existing Chinese communities in the United States, while the family in Saving Face is 

portrayed as “closeted” conforming to social norms established and reinforced by 

Flushing’s Chinatown.  

 

Similar family experience can lead to different family interaction patterns, which is made 

clear by comparing The Wedding Banquet and Saving Face. In the former case, because of 

the father’s own family experience, the main features of traditional patriarchy are 

maintained less strictly; moreover, the ethnic dimension of renqing shown in the film 

adds a sentimental touch. In the latter case, the whole family is closeted and constantly 

monitored by the larger Chinese community; the family members experience a similar 

closet through the pressure of conformity imposed by each older generation. Ma’s 

scandalous pregnancy and her refusal to reveal the identity of the baby’s father cause her 

to be expelled from the family, as for Ma’s father she is “the biggest disgrace”.  She once 

married a man under her father’s will, and decides to enter into a marriage with a man 

that she does not love, in order to fulfill her father’s wish. The closet functions as a 

relational phenomenon. Trapped in the closet imposed by her stubborn, conservative 

father as well as Flushing's Chinese community, Ma also reinforces traditional values and 

systems by disapproving of her daughter Wil’s sexual orientation and relationship with 

Vivian. She refers to Wil as the “ungrateful” daughter, after Wil discloses the secret of 

being gay to her. The repetitive family experiences are mainly embodied in the 

characters Wil and Ma, as they both exhibit the struggle for freedom and self-expression. 

More importantly, their family experiences highlight the regulatory power of social 

norms, supervised both by family and the Chinese community.  

 

Making comparisons between The Wedding Banquet and Saving Face also allows us to 

notice another type of experience – immigration experience. This seems especially the 

case with regard to two mothers’ reactions to or denial of their children’s homosexuality. 

As I argued in the fifth chapter, such reactions are driven less by homophobia. Rather, 

both mothers condemn the effect of Americanization as the possible cause of 
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homosexuality. Mrs. Gao believes that Simon lures Wai Tung into the homosexual 

relationship; likewise, Ma holds the view that Wil’s homosexual identity violates the 

proper family education in association with the ethnic background. Therefore, it brings 

focus to the final issue we discuss in this chapter: the preservation of ethnic identity and 

culture in the context of transnational immigration.  

 

6.5 Becoming Chinese American: Reinterpretation of Immigration Experience 

 

Chinese Americans – as the oldest and largest ethnic Asian group in the United States – 

have a long history of migration that can be dated back to the late 1840s. After a long 

legal exclusion, the Chinese American community has increased rapidly from the 1960s 

up to now: 237,292 in 1960s, 1,645,472 in 1990, 2.8 million in 2000 (Zhou & Cai, 2002: 

419) and in 2010 the Chinese American population climbed to over 4 million according 

to Census Bureau statistics. 

 

So far immense scholarly attention has been given to the Chinese immigration to the 

United States as a historical, racialized, and gendered phenomenon (Daniels, 1988; Takaki, 

1998; Lee, 2003). Sau-ling Cynthia Wong describes the immigration of Asians to the 

United States as driven by “necessity” and “extravagance” (Wong, 1993). More recently, 

Philip Q. Yang (2011) has proposed “multilevel causation theory” as a more 

comprehensive theoretical framework to understand Asian immigration. He integrates 

the ideas of the previous theories into one and points out that the existent inequalities 

between countries, multilevel connections, and immigration and emigration policies are 

the fundamental decisive factors of Asian immigration to the United States.  

 

As I pointed out earlier, Chinese immigration to the United States is often to pursue the 

mythical American dream, characterized by liberty, democracy, freedom, equality, self-

realization, and material success. It is precisely as Datong summarizes at the ceremony 

that the pursuit of American dream to become a “truly successful American” is what 

motivates him to work hard. More often than not, the American dream is translated into 

immigration movies with variant expressions, and the conflict between the "American 

dream" and social realities has become a recurrent theme in these movies. As such, the 

American Dream has discursively informed our cultural products, and it is reflected in 
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movies concerning immigration, especially explicit in films such as Guasha Treatment, 

Pushing Hands, A Thousand Years of Good Prayers and Saving Face. All of these movies 

portray the tension that seems inevitable in the course of staging and performing 

Chinese American identity. These films, in other words, have transcended national 

boundaries and invite one to read them as a kind of ethnic allegory – not necessarily one 

that represents the entanglement between an individual immigrant’s existential struggle 

and his or her own recognition of a structured social context.  

 

Thus, being “Chinese” has been replaced by a new ideological reality. To a certain extent, 

being Chinese American means being a Chinese person in the United States. Seen in this 

light, the identity of Chinese immigrants in the United States has been continuously 

redefined in accordance with the social, historical and political contexts. The interplay 

between home and host country leads toward the essential drama of identity. The 

dilemma of identity is in fact a key issue that lies at the heart of Chinese American 

immigration history, and that confronts the Chinese American immigrant. To narrow the 

scope of discussion, this last section focuses on three characters: Datong from Guasha 

Treatment, Yilan from A Thousand Years of Good Prayers, and Ma from Saving Face.  

 

To begin with, the transformation of Datong’s identity is made clear by his identification 

with and later rejection of his American experience. As a Chinese person living in the 

United States over eight years, Datong in the beginning is proud of being one of the “truly 

successful” Americans, until the arrival of his father. He has a well-paid job, a family, and 

an American boss who appreciates Datong’s design. While China is the land where 

Datong grew up, the United States is the country in which Datong literally builds his own 

home and career. With hard work, he soon emerges in the company as a star. For him, 

the United States means a place where he can achieve his life goal, as he claims. He 

speaks English both at home and work, and he also applies for a green card for his father, 

all suggesting his embrace of American identity. At the point of John testifying for Datong 

in front of the judge, Datong becomes very unsettled by his feelings for the United States 

and by everything that it stands for. The unexpected lawsuit not only causes the family to 

fall apart, but also drives Datong away from the American part of his identity. In 

comparison with the ceremony scene, the airport scene towards the end of the film – in 

which Datong attempts to leave the country together with his father and son – is meant 
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to create a sense of paradox that often accompanies immigration. As desirable as “true-

Americanness” is once for Datong, his reaction to the suit underlines the difficulty in 

reconciling his two cultural identities: the Chinese identity and the American identity.  

 

The immigration experience can be analyzed through different lenses that explore the 

various ways that immigrants construct their lives in the transnational context. In the 

case of Guasha treatment, Datong’s identity has been constantly informed, shaped, and 

reshaped by his immigrant experience. Likewise, the movie A Thousand Years of Good 

Prayers explores the immigration experience through the personal story of Yilan and her 

interaction with her father. While the main motive for immigration to America is often 

related to economic and material advantages as in the case of Datong, money is not the 

only motivation that draws people to the new world. For Yilan, the United States is a 

country that allows her to start a new way of life and to become “a new person”. In 

contrast to Yilan’s personal memories of the Cultural Revolution and the unspeakable 

family experience that have turned her into a silent woman, much like her father, Mr. Shi, 

the immigration experience brings Yilan to the stage of a new life that is characterized by 

freedom. 

 

Yilan once yearned for freedom and to a certain extent she has found her liberation 

through transnational mobility. The English language also serves as an effective 

instrument of the freedom struggle, allowing Yilan to express herself in a way that the 

Chinese language never does. A remote location enables Yilan to become free from 

gender-based familial and social restrictions. The commitment to freedom sets American 

culture apart from Chinese culture, even though such freedom is conditional and 

sometimes vulnerable. By calling it conditional, I suggest that the material factor is still 

the constitutional protection of freedom. Without the guaranteed economic well-being, 

Yilan is unlikely to enjoy the freedom resulting from the migration experience. Simple 

examples can be instructive: Wei Wei is an artist but in exchange for the green card and 

material support, she decides to enter into sham marriage with Wai Tung. The 

vulnerability of freedom is reflected by the fact that while the United States grants Yilan 

the freedom to live her life as she chooses, she is not able to completely break free from 

her past.  
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Family melodrama indeed provides a useful means for us to recognize the process of 

characters coming to terms with their own inner dilemmas. It is common to see that 

these characters have contradictory feelings about the past and their sometimes 

potentially incompatible identities. In dealing with these contradictions, they experience 

the mixtures of desire and fear within themselves as an incomprehensible chaos. This is 

especially the case with Ma from Saving Face.  

 

Ma is a rather more complex figure. On the one hand, she is simultaneously a 

conventional mother and daughter; just like every other Chinese mother, she is very 

concerned about her daughter’s life, ranging from the way Wil dresses to the type of 

friends Wil is making; her marriage was more of a means to please her father than a love 

match. Everything seems to suggest that Ma is a closeted woman, supervised by her 

family and the Chinese community. She has made herself behave in accordance with the 

women around her. On the other hand, the fact that Ma, as a middle-aged Chinese widow, 

is carrying a baby and refuses to reveal the father, demonstrates a certain degree of 

autonomy that she enjoys. Ma has made a number of attempts at changing her confined 

role and culturally defined duties, yet she legitimizes a similar closet for her daughter Wil.  

 

Indeed we see the ambivalence, dilemma, or paradox, shown in the figure of Ma, but Ma 

serves also as a window through which one can grasp the experience of being Chinese 

and living in the United States. Chinatown is not an innocent existence; rather, it provides 

invaluable historical evidence for Chinese immigrants to discover the historical past. The 

historical formation of Chinatown was prompted by the settlers’ needs to protect 

themselves from strong anti-Chinese sentiment. The very existence of Chinatown is a 

clear example of the complicated relationship between the long-term rejection of Chinese 

immigrants in the United States and the Chinese immigrant’s unwillingness to assimilate 

due to various reasons including cultural differences. Because of this inside/outside 

opposition that has been developed over a century, the issues of ethnicity, ethnic culture, 

and ethnic solidarity have never been off the agenda of the Chinese American community. 

According to this binary logic, morally wrong behavior or ideology is thus often 

associated with American influence or Americanization. The collective values and beliefs 

are strongly held and preserved jointly by the Chinese immigrants, including Ma and her 

father.  
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6.6  Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, a question has been raised and answered: how should an alliance 

between Chinese American identity and melodrama be conceptualized? Following the 

premise that melodrama can be viewed as a sentimental approach to experience (both 

individual and collection) pertaining to the construction of the identity of Chinese 

immigrants, I focused on four kinds of experiences – historical experience, educational 

experience, family experience, and immigration experience – that are strongly related to 

our understanding of the complicated layers of Chinese American identity. For my 

discussion, I have chosen several of the representative characters as reference points in 

order to illuminate the particular feature of each experience.  

 

The framework developed here may represent a first step in suggesting that melodrama 

films indeed facilitate the rediscovery of the historical past, not just in confrontation, but 

also to restore a self-awareness critically. To a certain extent, it can be argued that 

experience is a subject’s history, and history – more than being just a series of events 

described in this thesis – is an individual subject’s experience. The discussion of 

experience is thought provoking not because it allows us to rediscover something old but 

rather the past lingers powerfully into the present, which seems not fully and readily 

communicable – especially in cross-cultural context.  

 

It is important to emphasize that the concept of experience has served as a lever to grasp 

the interconnection of identity, ethnicity, and melodrama. By making it necessary to ask: 

“what has defined the Chinese American?”, these films make us understand that the 

representation of subjectivity has been shaped, defined, and informed by various 

experiences. The implications of the experience of characters put them much closer to 

their ethnic roots. The point of returning to the roots or the presentation of a hybrid 

identity is not to instigate another round of debate about Chineseness as a valid ethnic 

marker. It is, rather, to create a historical discursiveness from which Chineseness can be 

derived. To this end, one may argue that Chineseness exhibited by these characters has 

extended considerably beyond the major rhetorical threads that feed into the discourse 

of Chineseness. Alex, Wai Tung, Yilan, and Wil and others are involved in a process of 

unlearning Chineseness; My American Grandson returns the gaze to unlearn 
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Americanness. In order to appreciate his roots and Chinese culture that is unfamiliar to 

him, the American grandson has to rid himself of a materialistic way of thinking and get 

close to the countryside, which is more in touch with Chinese traditions in comparison 

with hybridized Shanghai. Analysis of the Chinese American experiences informs us that 

there is no essential Chineseness, only multiple ways of being Chinese. As such, 

Chineseness has never been a singular form; rather, it has a plural content that is related 

to individual experiences.   

 

These representations of different kinds of experiences and the pathos that so often 

accompanies them reflect what Berry and Farquhar have termed as the mixed mode of 

“melodramatic realism” (Berry & Farquhar, 2006: 76). It echoes the point made by 

Nowell-Smith that “the basic conventions of the melodrama are those of realism: i.e., 

what is represented consists of supposedly real events, seen either ‘objectively’ or as the 

summation of various discrete individual points of view” (Nowell-Smith, 1991: 272). The 

family melodramas, especially those dealing with family conflict in the migration context, 

have turned the narrative mode into a more realistic style to elucidate the experiences of 

the Chinese American caught up in remarkable and rapid changes. The representation of 

family conflict to a large extent confronts sociopolitical complications and influences 

viewers in real life, by giving the spectator “the opportunity to see meanings represented, 

emotions and moral states rendered in clear visible sign”(Brooks, 1976: 62). Melodrama 

can thus be seen as a nexus in which certain determinations (such as family, immigration, 

and identity) are brought together. The everyday life of the Chinese American family 

considered in light of these larger questions might yet represent the conundrum we face 

in our time, and any cinematic representation of it likely demands some critical thinking. 
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Conclusions 

 

In this thesis, I have brought together three interconnected dimensions of the cinematic 

representation of Chinese Americans – family, melodrama, and identity – in order to 

answer the primary research question raised in the introduction: how have films 

constructed the identity of the ethnic Chinese group in the United States? Informed and 

inspired by the work of scholars and academics who have researched popular culture 

and the construction of Chinese American identity, including their racial and ethnic 

identity, traditional gender roles, and gender identity, I sought an answer to the main 

research question on the backdrop of two linked histories. The first concerns the 

enactment of a series of laws and regulations on immigration, naturalization, and 

citizenship in the United States for nearly one hundred years, which subsequently 

precluded the formation of Chinese American identity; the second thread describes how a 

large number of movies produced by Hollywood over more than a century have 

continuously marked Chinese/Chinese Americans onscreen as dangerous, exotic, and 

inassimilable aliens. 

 

My research, however, seeks to divert attention from conventional approaches developed 

in Asian American studies, which focus on Orientalist and racist discourses in the 

popular images of Chinese/Chinese Americans. In my introduction, I proposed to adopt a 

‘bird’s eye view’ perspective and move from ‘countervision’ to ‘intervision’. This 

perspective has been crucial at two stages in my research; namely in the process of 

defining my objectives and situating myself, and in determining my analytical approach. 

The logic I followed on both processes also constitutes the main difference between my 

treatment of the subject and that of the researchers who have studied similar subjects in 

the past. 

 

I have developed a multi-layered lens that is sensitive to culture and history in a 

transnational world. It provides the research with a method to achieve layered insights 

into the question of representing the identity of Chinese Americans. In this concluding 

chapter I bring these different insights together in order to revisit my main research 

question, and to examine what we have gained when we shift from countervision to 

intervision observation. In section one, I address the ways in which Chinese studies, 
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Asian American studies/American studies, film studies, and culture studies theories work 

together to unfold the complex dynamics of representing Chinese Americans. Section two 

describes the transnational and historical panorama of Chinese American cinematic 

representation enriched by this combination of methodological approaches. Two 

transnational currents – the transnational mobility of population, ideas, and culture, 

together with the transnational dissemination of cultural images evoked in an aesthetic 

form – are highlighted. Moreover, I reflect on the way in which the narrative treatment of 

Chinese American families in transnational Chinese cinema has indeed contributed to the 

ongoing representation of Chinese culture and the construction of ethnic Chinese 

identities in Western societies. Finally, I mention some issues or research options, which 

I have come across during the process of developing my central argument, but have not 

yet explored in depth in this thesis. They could provide direction for future research.  

 

1. Multidisciplinary Engagement 

 

In the introduction I situated myself between different disciplines of critical thinking. 

Seeking a middle-way in between the traditional/contemporary dichotomy of the West 

versus the East, the Chinese American versus the Chinese, and the Chinese American 

versus the American, the research conducted in this project is a result of bringing 

different disciplines together. My account of moving beyond dichotomous categories 

does not mean that we should ignore the underlying tensions. Rather, it is the other way 

around: inclusion of different perspectives can contribute to the process of more 

democratic cultural exchanges.  

 

The representation of the Chinese American is a transnational phenomenon, collecting 

images not only of China but of America, not only of traditional Chinese family values but 

also of modern ones. It thus becomes almost impossible to study cinematic images of 

Chinese Americans within the field of film studies. Precisely as Robyn Wiegman declares 

in the opening section of the chapter on “Race, Ethnicity, and Film”, “it is rare to find a 

film studies scholar who would assert that the study of race and ethnicity has little or no 

bearing on the discipline […] And yet, it is difficult to speak of race and ethnicity as 

constituting a fully formed field within film studies” (Wiegman 1998: 158). It is 

important to note that the discipline of film studies is increasingly influenced by cultural 
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studies including post-colonial studies, new historicism, globalization studies, and gender 

studies. As such, films about the Chinese American, which attempt to blend personal and 

collective memories, are likely to be better understood, if we respect and try to 

understand the importance of their particular experiences. Studying the cinematic 

representation of ethnicity, therefore, ultimately requires us to take into consideration 

social, historical, and cultural determinants.  

 

Arguing along this line of thought, I have called for multidisciplinary engagement; a 

dialogue that does not erase disciplinary differences nor deny the issues of the politics of 

representation, but to reshape the ways we think about the present, the past and the 

future. Multidisciplinary engagement has enabled me to select a specific focus and 

acknowledge different levels and layers of representing Chinese Americans in films. Now 

it is time for me to briefly recap on the key strands of my methodology and argument 

employed in this thesis, which have contributed to the theory and practices established 

in Chinese studies, Asian American studies/American studies, film studies, and culture 

studies.  

 

Cultural studies theories concerning representation, identity, discourse, and popular 

culture (emphasizing the underlying power relationships and social conflicts) have 

allowed me to critically explore the representation of Chinese Americans. Chapter three 

has described the colonial, racist and Orientalist legacy of Hollywood cinema when it 

comes to representing minority groups, by seeking to preserve the hegemonizing effect 

of mass culture. In that light, transnational Chinese cinema has played an important role 

in self-representation, by bringing to light cultural and historical specificity. The images 

of Chinese Americans produced by Chinese films can be considered as alternatives to 

Hollywood representations. Chapter four argued how melodrama functions as what 

Miriam Hansen called ‘vernacular modernism’, by exceeding the limits of elite culture. 

Modernism as a cultural experience and the cultural politics of modernism, therefore, is 

revealed by the reception and production of melodrama films in the 1920s and 1930s 

China. In Chapter five, Rey Chow’s concept of ‘sentimental’ and Raymond Williams’ idea 

of ‘structure of feeling’, helped me explore cross-generational interactions and conflicts 

caused by changing cultural settings. The framework of the sentimental structure of 

feeling guided my readings of six selected films, unfolding an ongoing struggle for cultural 
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becoming that negotiates equilibrium between traditional values and the fulfillment of 

the modern Chinese’s individual needs. The idea of experience used in chapter six 

appears to be crucial to the understanding of Chinese American identity. On the one hand, 

it is important to recognize the cultural identity of Chinese Americans as lived, 

meaningful, and having collective patterns. On the other hand, one cannot fully 

understand the dynamism and diversity of identities without taking into account the 

notion of experience, individual or collective. In fact, culture also influences the way 

people experience things.  

 

I have presented also a contribution to the fields of Chinese studies and Chinese 

American studies/American Studies. Chinese studies has allowed me an angle to explore 

different relationships that anchor the Chinese family construct, and more importantly, 

to discover the complex set of feelings and sentiments that are deeply grounded in 

Chinese family values. American studies, on the other hand, has allowed me to 

understand the unique Chinese immigration experience in American ethnic history, 

struggling for both political and cultural representation. Given the growing scholarly 

interest in ethnicity that has marked American Studies, bringing Chinese studies and 

American studies into dialogue echoes the state-of-the-art debate, that the diasporic 

subject position should not be viewed as a burden imposed on ethnic groups. Chinese 

American formations are not disconnected with Chinese or Americans. Although 

marginalized and pushed to be the periphery, to be Chinese American at the same time 

can be seen as a geocultural space and a rich middle ground, which has dissolved and 

preserved cultures that are developed in both China and the United States. A focus on this 

hybrid space brings out the potential of combining Chinese studies and American studies. 

Whereas studying Chinese Americans gains insights from both the fields of Chinese and 

American studies, the research can in turn enrich these fields. A mixture of historical, 

transnational and cultural sensitivity thus emerged from the interdisciplinary dialogue. 

My articulation of the Chinese American reveals the historically significant transnational 

connection among Chinese American, Chinese, and American cultures. This also confirms 

the point that Chinese culture, rather than being developed in total opposition to Western 

cultures, was dialectically interactive with Western (American) culture (Chow, 1991).  

 

Film studies has played an important role in building the argument in chapters two, four, 
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and five. Six films are examined by using narrative analysis. I paid special attention to the 

structure of the plot, key characters, and camera work. In so doing, the study adds to 

current discussions around controversial issues in the field of film studies. First of all, it 

challenges the prevalent focus on national cinema, by engaging with new approaches to 

the cultural imagery and cultural imaginary taking on in a transnational world. I argued 

that only when we examine Chinese cinemas from a perspective that is cross-national 

and diachronic, are we able to understand the lineage of Chinese aesthetics. Accordingly, 

my second contribution to current debates in film studies is that I delineated the twin 

processes of transnationalization and localization of melodrama, and hence melodrama is 

turned into a useful analytical tool to look at cultural sensitivity. I demonstrated how 

melodrama films can be used to specify the particular cultural and social context in which 

these films were produced and interpreted. By looking at the melodrama established in 

the Chinese film industry in the 1920s and 1930s, and that which has been enriched in 

contemporary Chinese cinema, the research unfolds the transnational cultural flow that 

has unsettled family melodrama. Therefore, my findings also contribute to the ongoing 

debate about “melodrama as a cultural form”.  

 

While pointing out the appropriateness and use of the term melodrama for non-Western 

genres, my research focused on the functional dimension of melodrama, which aims to 

bring cultural diversity into awareness. Bringing the reception of D. W. Griffith’s family 

melodrama into discussion revealed the importance of context with regard to 

understanding melodrama. I believe that using the notion of melodrama from the 

functional perspective prevents one from focusing exclusively on the notion that the 

theory of melodrama framed within Western paradigms is necessarily repressing the 

rediscovery of non-Western melodramatic traditions. At the same time, it also adds the 

notion of melodrama in context to our awareness. In an attempt to illuminate films with a 

particular focus on family relations and gender identity, our perceptions of transcultural 

entanglements have become complicated. As the central concern of Chinese melodrama, 

the generational conflict repetitively played out in Chinese families – be they in the first 

decades of twentieth century in China or in contemporary American society – is deeply 

embedded in changing cultural and social norms.  

 

Thus, my intervention into the topic of representations of race and ethnicity in media 
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and popular culture points to a sense of urgency in acknowledging the importance of 

transnational history, and figuring out ways to turn the past into a valuable resource for 

studying the present. All the evolving connections that have been analyzed in this thesis 

offer an illustration of the process of the Chinese being defined and redefined, which is 

included in the process of the Chinese defining and redefining themselves, their culture, 

and the world around them. It is the transnational and historical connections of ideas, 

practices, and images that form the special perspective on the representation of ethnic 

Chinese in this work. My thesis proves that the adoption of historicism and 

transnationalism is particularly important for cross-cultural analysis or the analysis of 

cross-cultural content. As a result of drawing on relevant methods and theories from 

different disciplines with sensitivity to transnational bonds and historical forces, a 

negotiation process of three sets of conflicting forces has subsequently emerged from my 

analysis.  

 

2. Across Cultures, Across Generations: The Negotiation Process 

 

In the introduction, I announced that the thesis deals with three important questions, 

derived from the main theme of representing Chinese Americans in films. First, why is 

the family narrative so characteristic of films about Chinese Americans in transnational 

Chinese cinema; in other words, how and why are images of Chinese/Chinese Americans 

in transnational Chinese cinema different from those in Hollywood movies? This was 

meant to define my objective. Second, how does transnational Chinese cinema define and 

negotiate the aesthetic conventions of melodrama commonly used to depict Chinese 

American families? That means in terms of establishing melodrama as an evolving mode 

of storytelling and the narrative device of the family melodrama, how does Chinese 

American cinema historically connect with Hollywood cinema and Chinese cinema? 

Melodrama thus becomes a meaningful tool, assisting me to study how conflicts are 

played out in Chinese families, and to trace the social, historical and aesthetic lineage. 

Third, what do narrative treatments of Chinese American families in transnational 

Chinese cinema contribute to the ongoing representation of Chinese culture and 

construction of ethnic Chinese identities in Western societies? By answering the third 

question, it could be said that a thorough examination of Chinese American in films 

might contribute to ongoing discussion on ethnic culture and identity of Chinese 
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Americans. In formulating answers to these three questions, I have pinpointed three 

tensions: the traditional and the modern (that is often associated with the Western), the 

national and the transnational, and Chinese American identity crisis in favor of a Chinese 

identity or a true American identity. Contrasting cultural beliefs undoubtedly create cross-

cultural and generational conflicts within the family, yet on the other hand, they open the 

way to negotiation and compromise.  

 

2.1 Family as Content: 

The Impact of Traditional Values on Modern Chinese American Family 

 

It is a fact that family plays a fundamental role in building individual identity in relation to 

a larger social context. The way in which traditional values and norms intervene or 

participate in the modernization process, not only has a strong and lasting impact on 

individual Chinese immigrants’ personal and family life in both Mainland China and in 

the immigration context, but also generates important elements of conflicting moral 

dilemmas that constitute the melodrama’s core meaning. The generational conflict 

displayed in family melodrama, therefore, is very much tied to the social and cultural 

contexts in which families define themselves.  

 

Accordingly, the first main sub-question of this research is answered in line with three 

perspectives elaborated in chapters one and three. The first perspective concerns the 

importance of the family in Chinese society. In section one of chapter one, I examined the 

asymmetrical power relation (the power to transmit ideology and property through 

kinship, to politicize Chinese family ideology, and to impose an order that benefited the 

privileged group) by focusing on three dimensions (the subordination of the individual 

to the family, the isomorphically structured nation and family, and male dominance over 

the female). While section one revealed the significant role played by family in Chinese 

society, section two traced the structural changes in the family system in the context of 

Chinese migration, which constitutes the second perspective to the question. As a result 

of the changing family structure and values, generational conflict within the immigrant 

Chinese family became a general phenomenon. Yet the Chinese American family remains 

mostly either a myth or an absent subject in Hollywood movies. As I elaborated upon in 

chapter three, the two dominant narratives produced and circulated, namely the Yellow 
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Peril narrative (exemplified by Dr. Fu Manchu and the Dragon Lady) and the Model 

Minority narrative (epitomized by Charlie Chan and China Doll), in fact exclude the 

existence of Chinese family. The fact that Chinese immigrants in these representations 

are denied “family” as a category of characterization has motivated ethnic Chinese 

filmmakers to focus more closely on Chinese American family life.  

 

While it is a persistent tradition in Hollywood films to reduce the complexity and 

multiplicity of Chinese Americans to mere stereotypes, the popular image of Chinese 

Americans as “model minorities” constructs Chinese American families as highly 

conservative and reliant on traditional Chinese family norms such as stability, low divorce 

rates, filial piety, hard work, self-respect, and self-reliance. However, my close analysis of 

the six selected films shows that Chinese American families are in continuous transition 

and change. The cinematic construction of conflict between persistent traditional values 

and more modern values in families is instructive in recognizing how tradition is 

preserved, negotiated and transformed in ethnic Chinese family life. Modernity often 

serves as an opposing force against tradition and vice versa, in transnational Chinese-

language films. Dramatic tensions arise from unresolved situations or problems due to 

the tension between modernity and tradition. Tradition – including the traditional 

Chinese families, communities and values – does not necessarily disappear. As such, the 

encounter between "tradition" and "modernity" continues to affect cultural production. 

The dramatic confrontation between traditional Chinese family values and modern 

demands through the twentieth century with a continuation into the twenty-first century, 

is translated into films and constitutes what I call the ‘sentimental structure of feelings’.  

 

2.2  Melodrama as Form: National, Ethnic and Transnational Hybridity 

 

The shared theme of chapters two, four, and five taken together is a concern with the 

negotiation process that comes to define melodrama, which holds its popularity in 

transnational Chinese cinema. By considering the second main sub-question addressed in 

this thesis, I took melodrama to be a historical train, to explore the connection between 

early Chinese cinema, Hollywood cinema, and Chinese American cinema, jointly defining 

transnational Chinese cinema. Chapter two argues that melodrama is anchored in 

national sensitivity and transnational movement from a theoretical level; chapter four  
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asserts from a historical perspective that the intersections of the melodramatic 

imagination can be contextualized in a historical specificity of location—viewed 

simultaneously as local and global, national and transnational; chapter five adds to the 

national/transnational discussion with ethnic specificities that have singled out the 

Chinese American group, a group that is constantly confronted with dilemma. In this way, 

the general dialectical process of transnationalization and relocalization of transnational 

cultures is revealed.  

 

In chapter two, I argued also on a theoretical level for the relevance of melodrama in 

transnational Chinese cinema, by examining two major discourses in constructing film 

melodrama, and the role of melodrama as a border-crosser, exemplified by at least two 

major boundaries that it moves beyond. The nature of melodrama as a border-crosser or 

negotiator, while it requires on the one hand to be sensitive to national and cultural 

specificities, on the other hand calls our attention to the transnational phenomenon.  

 

The relevance and establishment of melodrama in transnational Chinese cinema is 

further illustrated in the fourth chapter, now from a historical angle. Accordingly, chapter 

four looked specifically at the ways in which America’s melodrama master G.W. Griffith is 

both localized in the context of early 20th century China, and in turn has influenced other 

Chinese producers of melodrama. To be more specific, I framed the Chinese exhibition 

and reception of D. W. Griffith’s melodrama films in the 1920s, and the impact of Griffith 

on Chinese film history, within a combined methodology involving melodrama, 

vernacular modernism, and historical-cultural analysis. As I have argued, the historical 

phenomenon of a “Griffith fever” in China in the 1920s – while reflecting many causes – 

lies largely in the fact that the understanding and appreciation of Griffith’s melodrama 

films can be localized to suit the particular conditions of the Chinese society, and can be 

tailored for the vernacular taste of the Chinese viewer. 

 

Hollywood and early Chinese cinema influenced contemporary transnational Chinese 

cinema on different layers. The discussion of melodrama used by contemporary Chinese 

filmmakers cannot avoid the historical layers that highlight the establishment and early 

development of Chinese melodrama. The tension generated by the encounter between 

tradition and modernity has constituted the basic model of conflict in Chinese film 
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production, in both the silent period and more recent periods. Touching upon a wide 

range of topics such as urbanization, national identity, and moral questions, family in 

relation to the tradition/modernity debate was a major thematic concern in Chinese films 

in the 1920s and 1930s. It remains the case in contemporary Chinese cinema.  

 

Chinese Americans often find themselves straddling two social-cultural worlds of the 

Chinese and the American, which is at the core of generational conflicts within Chinese 

American families. In the course of representing family conflicts, the traditional Chinese 

elements become even more pronounced. Encompassing different types of family 

relationships such as father-son, father-daughter, mother-daughter, grandfather-

grandson, and made by ethnic Chinese filmmakers based in different locations such as 

the United States, Mainland China, and Hong Kong, the six selected films in chapter five 

illustrated the negotiation process of the national, the ethnic, and the transnational. Both 

Chinese and American cultural factors are highlighted in these movies for the purpose of 

cross-cultural practices, and to create a sense of sentimental conflict faced by Chinese 

Americans. As conflicts in real life are expressed through the narrative of melodrama, the 

sentimental structure of feeling is compounded by character’s inability to completely 

solve the dilemma that often comes as the package of modernization and migration. 

Identifying tensions in the immigrant Chinese family thus allows us to understand how 

melodrama and the sentimental structure of feeling become part of a continuous 

reworking of traditional Chinese values and of the socially constructed signifying system 

in the context of transnational mobility.  

 

2.3  Identity as Study Goal: 

Becoming American, Being Chinese, and the Unfinished Negotiation 

 

The analytical method employed in this dissertation rests on two pillars: family and 

melodrama. The family part answers the question of what stories about Chinese 

Americans have been told and why; the melodrama part gives an answer to how their 

stories are told. One of the main advantages of the analytical approach I developed is that 

it can help us to understand the complexity of Chinese American identity, which I refer to 

as the unfinished negotiation between being Chinese and becoming American. In 

principal, of course, an awareness of the fluidity and instability of identity is beneficial to 
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the study of ethnicity. However, my approach of using family as content and melodrama 

as form may be particularly suitable for studying the construction of Chinese American 

identity in films. My analysis of the representation of the Chinese American family 

simultaneously challenges the Orientalist way of perceiving, understanding, and 

representing the Chinese as monolithic and static, and reveals the process of negotiation 

between two very different and sometimes incompatible world views. The close readings 

of six films point out that being Chinese and becoming American are not two separated 

and successive processes; rather, they are two concurrent and dynamically intertwined 

parts. Therefore, chapter six reasserts the contribution made by transnational Chinese 

cinema to the ongoing representation of Chinese culture and construction of ethnic 

Chinese identities in Western societies, by pursing answers to the question of “what has 

defined the Chinese American?” 

 

I singled out experience as the key to understanding the complicated layers of Chinese 

American identity in chapter six. By concentrating on four kinds of experience delineated 

in my close readings of six films; namely, historical experience, educational experience, 

family experience, and immigration experience, I suggested that identity cannot be 

understood in isolation to individual and collective experience. The analysis of four 

experiences embodied in representative protagonists, functions at several different levels. 

On the first level, the complex, well-rounded dramatic character as imagined human 

beings can be better understood in terms of their individual experiences. Second, the 

unique experience of Chinese Americans informs a pattern of moral melodrama, which 

entails moral conflict and a clear resolution. The structure of conflict reinforces and also 

draws attention to the fragility of family ideals. Simultaneously, the different characters 

could be easily fitted into a melodramatic recounting of the story of the Chinese 

American. Marked by various experiences, the imagined characters arouse the viewers’ 

emotional identification with the protagonist. Film-goers align with those on screen in 

the process of establishing meaningful stories. In this way, melodrama’s metaphoric hold 

on reality is further illustrated. Fourth, analysis of the Chinese American experiences 

represented in films demonstrates that there is no essential Chinese American identity. 

Ethnic identity and cultural belonging represent an inseparable relationship between 

ingrained cultural patterns and an individual's own experience. 
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The films and the filmmakers chosen for examination in this thesis certainly do not cover 

the full breath of issues at play among diasporic Chinese. In fact, the study of Chinese 

Americans cannot be undertaken in a unified and monolithic way. The analysis developed 

here, however, does demonstrate a dialectical relationship between the Chinese American, 

the Chinese, and the American. In a way it also shows that Chinese American subject is a 

powerful geo-cultural space and a rich middle ground that can move beyond the cultural 

boundaries of China and the United States. As Ien Ang puts it, displaced people are 

“fundamentally and inevitably transnational in their scope, always linking the local and 

the global, the here and the there, past and present”, and they “have the potential to 

unsettle static, essentialist and totalitarian conceptions of ‘national culture’ or ‘national 

identity’ which are firmly rooted in geography and history” (Ang 2001: 34). Chinese 

America, therefore, needs to be remapped within a transnational space.  

 

3. Directions for Future Research 

 

I have briefly reflected above on the contribution that my research may have made to 

different disparate fields brought together including Chinese studies, Chinese American 

studies/American studies, film studies, and cultural studies. I also summarized what I 

have gained by developing a multi-layered lens sensitive to culture and history in a 

transnational world. During the process of developing and writing this work, I also have 

come to realize that more research is needed to better understand the ethnic and cultural 

identity of Chinese Americans. To finish off, I now address a few issues that have 

preoccupied me but are in need of more intensive further research. 

 

The first cluster of issues concerns the further dimensions of Chinese American identity. 

One possibility I want to make here is that Chinese perception of the “other” can be used 

as another dimension to study the identity of the Chinese American. In my research, I 

focused on the American perception of the Chinese and Chinese people’s perception of 

themselves, as a pair relationship of representation and self-representation. Yet the latter 

part can be extended to cover the Chinese view of the other ethnic group. Therefore, it 

would be interesting to examine how other ethnic groups are represented in 

transnational Chinese films. The selected movies in this thesis almost exclusively have 

employed characters from other ethnic groups such as the Iranian woman in A Thousand 
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Years of Good Prayers, Wil’s black American friend and neighbor Jay in Saving Face, 

Datong’s boss and friend John and his family in Guasha Treatment, the Caucasian 

daughter-in-law Martha in Pushing Hands, and another Caucasian “daughter-in-law” 

Simon in The Wedding Banquet. The strategies of including the ethnic “other” employed 

by different families in different films cast light on Chinese culture, as there is little doubt 

that the ethnic difference is closely associated with imagination of a body of traditional 

Chinese culture. The analysis developed in this thesis has more or less tentatively touched 

upon this topic, but more research can be done with more films included.  

 

Another related issue concerning the representation of ethnic others is how other 

minority groups are represented in Hollywood films in contrast to the Chinese case. That 

is while I have compared the images of Chinese/Chinese Americans in Hollywood 

cinema and transnational Chinese cinema, by focusing on the myth, absence and 

predominance of family narratives, some further comparative research can be done on 

the analogies and contrasts between the representation of the ethnic Chinese in 

Hollywood cinema with other immigrant groups such as Japanese Americans, Italian 

Americans and Jewish Americans. Such a comparison, I believe can help shed more light 

on the role played by media in the process of shaping and defining ethnic identity. In so 

doing, a cross-cultural mutually illuminating dialogical approach can be achieved in a real 

sense, as Shohat has reminded us (Shohat, quoted in Kaplan 1996: 186).  

 

Another cluster of issues is related to family melodrama. The research on the topic of the 

inextricably intertwined relationship between Chinese cinema and Hollywood cinema, 

especially their joint forces in establishing melodrama as a narrative form in Chinese 

cinema in the 1920s, has also thrown up some interesting and important questions in 

need of further investigation. Due to the research focus, chapter four did not elaborate 

on details of the development of early Chinese melodrama, in terms of its aesthetics, 

Hollywood inspiration (for instance, the studio structure and star system), and the state 

of the industry. While most scholarly attention of pre-Revolutionary Chinese cinema has 

been paid to the 1930s, looking at the 1920s (a period of rapid change) allows us to see 

the creatively and critically fruitful filmmaking, a rich experience in both absorbing 

outside cultural elements and illuminating contemporary filmmakers.  

 



 
 

293 

Following on from this observation, one may also be left to wonder if contemporary 

transnational Chinese films about Chinese families living in mainland China can be 

conceptualized in an analogue way. In present day, the younger generation of Chinese is 

excessively exposed to American cultural influence, and hence the study of Chinese 

American family could probably lead to insights into the generational conflict within 

Chinese families in Mainland China. Meanwhile, I imagine that a study of the latter object 

can also enlighten the former one. Such a statement, however, cannot be made without 

digging into the matter a bit deeper.                                                                                                                              
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Summary  
 

The primary research question raised in the thesis is how have films been able to 

construct the identity of ethnic Chinese in the United States? This question is addressed 

through three sub-questions. First, why is the family narrative so characteristic of films 

about Chinese Americans in transnational Chinese cinema? In other words, how and why 

are images of Chinese or Chinese Americans in transnational Chinese cinema different 

from those in Hollywood movies? Second, how does transnational Chinese cinema define 

and negotiate the aesthetic conventions of melodrama commonly used to depict Chinese 

American families? That means in terms of establishing melodrama as an evolving mode 

of storytelling and the narrative device of the family melodrama, how does Chinese 

American cinema historically connect with both Hollywood and Chinese cinema? 

Melodrama is therefore almost used as a tool to explore how conflicts are played out in 

Chinese families, and to trace social, historical and aesthetic lineages. Third, what has the 

narrative treatments of Chinese American families in transnational Chinese cinema 

contributed to the ongoing representation of Chinese culture and construction of ethnic 

Chinese identities in Western societies?  

 

By drawing on relevant methods and theories across different disciplines including 

Chinese Studies, American Studies, Film Studies, and Cultural Studies, with a sensitivity 

towards transnational bonds and historical processes, a negotiation process of three sets 

of conflicting forces has subsequently emerged from my analysis: the traditional and the 

modern (that is often associated with the Western), the national and the transnational, 

and Chinese American identity crisis in favor of a Chinese identity or a true American 

identity. Contrasting cultural beliefs undoubtedly create cross-cultural and generational 

conflicts within the family, yet on the other hand, they open the way to negotiation and 

compromise. This research on the cinematic depiction of Chinese Americans reveals the 

historically significant transnational connection among Chinese American, Chinese, and 

American cultures. On the one hand, ethnic Chinese are represented by boundaries that 

establish and define the Chinese American community against other communities, and 

thus are almost prescribed, yet on the other hand, the representation of family life and 

structure of Chinese immigrants is multiple and fluid, as culture itself is unstable and 

uncertain. It is interesting that a process of fixation and a process of fluidity seem to take 
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place at the same time.  

 

This study also adds to current discussions on controversial issues in the field of Chinese 

studies, American studies, film studies and cultural studies. First of all, given the growing 

scholarly interest in ethnicity that has marked American Studies, bringing Chinese 

studies and American studies into dialogue echoes the state-of-the-art debate that the 

diasporic subject position should not be viewed as a burden imposed on ethnic groups. 

Chinese American formations are not disconnected with Chinese or Americans. 

Although marginalized and pushed to be the periphery, to be Chinese American at the 

same time can be seen as a geocultural space and a rich middle ground, which has 

dissolved and preserved cultures that are well developed in both China and the United 

States. A focus on this hybrid space offers the potential of combining Chinese studies and 

American studies. A mixture of historical, transnational and cultural sensitivity has thus 

emerged from the interdisciplinary dialogue. My articulation of the Chinese American 

reveals the historically significant transnational connection among Chinese American, 

Chinese, and American cultures. This also confirms the point that Chinese culture, rather 

than being developed in total opposition to Western cultures, has been and is dialectically 

interactive with Western (American) culture.  

 

This work also challenges an overly dominant focus on national cinema, by engaging with 

new approaches to cultural imagery and the cultural imaginary taking on in a 

transnational world. I argue that only when we examine Chinese cinemas from a 

perspective that is cross-national and diachronic, are we able to understand the lineage 

of Chinese aesthetics. Accordingly, another contribution to current debates in film studies 

is that I have delineated the twin processes of transnationalization and localization of 

melodrama, and hence melodrama has been used almost as an analytical tool to explore 

cultural sensitivity. I demonstrate how melodrama films can be used to specify the 

particular cultural and social context in which these films were produced and interpreted. 

By looking at the melodrama established in the Chinese film industry in the 1920s and 

1930s, and that which has been enriched in contemporary Chinese cinema, the research 

unfolds the transnational cultural flow that has unsettled family melodrama. Therefore, 

my findings also contribute to the ongoing debate about “melodrama as a cultural form”. 

In an attempt to illuminate films with a particular focus on family relations and gender 
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identity, our perceptions of transcultural entanglements have become more complicated. 

As the central concern of Chinese melodrama, the generational conflict repetitively 

played out in Chinese families – be they in the first decades of twentieth century in China 

or in contemporary American society – is deeply embedded in changing cultural and 

social norms. 

 

My exploration of the representation of ethnicity in media and popular culture shows a 

sense of urgency that is needed in acknowledging the importance of transnational history, 

which can turn the past almost into a laboratory for studying the present. All the evolving 

connections that have been analyzed in this thesis show Chinese people being defined 

and redefined, which includes the Chinese defining and redefining themselves, their 

culture, and the world around them. It is the transnational and historical connections of 

ideas, practices, and images that form the special perspective on the representation of 

ethnic Chinese in this work. My thesis shows that the adoption of historicism and 

transnationalism is particularly important for cross-cultural analysis or the analysis of 

cross-cultural content.  
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Samenvatting 
 

De belangrijkste onderzoeksvraag die in deze dissertatie aan de orde gesteld wordt is hoe 

films in staat zijn geweest de identiteit van etnisch Chinezen in de Verenigde Staten te 

construeren. Deze vraag wordt beantwoord aan de hand van drie deelvragen. Ten eerste, 

waarom worden films over Chinese Amerikanen in transnationale Chinese cinema 

gekenmerkt door een nadruk op de familie? Met andere woorden, hoe en waarom 

verschillende beelden van Chinezen of Chinese Amerikanen in transnationale Chinese 

cinema van die in Hollywood films? Ten tweede, hoe worden de gebruikelijke esthetische 

conventies van melodrama voor de weergave van Chinees-Amerikaanse families 

geherdefinieerd en onderwerp van discussie gemaakt in transnationale Chinese cinema? 

Dat houdt in, in termen van het vaststellen van melodrama als een evoluerende vorm van 

vertelling en het verhalende element van de familie-melodrama, hoe legt de Chinees-

Amerikaanse cinema historisch gezien contact met zowel Hollywood als de Chinese 

cinema? Melodrama wordt aldus bijna ingezet als een middel om te verkennen hoe 

conflicten zich uitspelen in Chinese families, en om sociale, historische en esthetische 

verhaallijnen in kaart te brengen. Ten derde, welke bijdrage hebben de vertellingen over 

Chinees-Amerikaanse families in transnationale Chinese cinema geleverd aan de 

weergave van de Chinese cultuur en de constructie van etnisch-Chinese identiteiten in 

Westerse maatschappijen? 

 

Door gebruik te maken van relevante methoden en theorieën uit verschillende disciplines, 

waaronder Sinologie, Amerikanistiek, Filmwetenschap en Cultuurwetenschap, en door 

gevoelig te zijn voor transnationale banden en historische processen, kon uit mijn 

analyse een onderhandelingsproces tussen drie groepen van conflicterende krachten 

voortkomen: traditie en moderniteit (wat vaak geassocieerd wordt met het Westen); 

nationaliteit en transnationaliteit; en de Chinees-Amerikaanse identiteitscrisis versus de 

ware Amerikaanse identiteit. Contrasterende culturele verwachtingen zorgen 

ongetwijfeld voor interculturele en generatieconflicten binnen de familie, maar openen 

ook de weg voor onderhandeling en het zoeken naar compromissen. Dit onderzoek naar 

de cinematische verbeelding van Chinese Amerikanen toont de historisch significante 

transnationale band aan tussen de Chinees-Amerikaanse, de Chinese en de Amerikaanse 

cultuur. Aan de ene kant worden etnisch-Chinezen vertegenwoordigd, en bijna 
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omschreven, door de grenzen die de Chinees-Amerikaanse gemeenschap definiëren en 

scheiden van andere gemeenschappen, terwijl aan de andere kant de vertegenwoordiging 

van het familieleven en de structuur van Chinese immigranten veelvoudig en veranderlijk 

is, net zoals cultuur zelf onstabiel en onzeker is. Het is interessant om op te merken dat 

de processen van fixatie en veranderlijkheid tegelijkertijd plaats vinden.  

 

Deze studie draagt ook bij aan lopende discussies over controversiële vraagstukken in de 

domeinen van Sinologie, Amerikanistiek, Filmwetenschap en Cultuurwetenschap. Ten 

eerste, gegeven de toenemende academische interesse in etniciteit in de Amerikanistiek, 

is het in dialoog brengen van Sinologie en Amerikanistiek in lijn met het zeer actuele 

standpunt dat de status van een diaspora-positie niet aan etnische groepen opgelegd 

moet worden. Chinees-Amerikaanse formaties kunnen niet los gezien worden van 

Chinezen of Amerikanen. Hoewel de Chinees-Amerikaanse identiteit gemarginaliseerd is 

en als perifeer weggezet wordt, kan het tegelijkertijd ook gezien worden als een 

geoculturele ruimte en een betekenisvol raakvlak waar culturen opgelost of juist bewaard 

kunnen worden, een ruimte die in zowel China als de Verenigde Staten sterk ontwikkeld is. 

Een focus op deze hybride ruimte biedt de mogelijkheid voor het verbinden van de 

Sinologie en de Amerikanistiek. Een vermenging van historische, transnationale en 

culturele gevoeligheid is aldus voortgekomen uit de interdisciplinaire dialoog. Mijn 

weergave van de Chinese-Amerikaan maakt de historisch significante transnationale 

verbinding tussen de Chinees-Amerikaanse, Chinese en Amerikaanse cultuur zichtbaar. 

Dit bevestigt ook het standpunt dat de Chinese cultuur zich niet ontwikkeld heeft in 

oppositie tegen Westerse culturen, maar juist op een dialectisch-interactieve manier met 

Westerse (hier Amerikaanse) cultuur.  

 

Verder verzet deze studie zich tegen een te dominante focus op nationale cinema, door 

gebruik te maken van nieuwe benaderingen van culturele beeldspraak en culturele 

denkbeelden in een transnationale wereld. Mijn standpunt is dat alleen als Chinese 

cinema’s vanuit een transnationaal en diachronisch perspectief bestudeerd worden, de 

herkomst van Chinese esthetiek begrepen kan worden. Een andere bijdrage van deze 

studie aan actuele discussies in de Filmwetenschap is daarom dat ik de gerelateerde 

processen van transnationalisatie en lokalisatie van melodrama in kaart gebracht heb, en 

aldus de melodrama bijna als een analytisch gereedschap gebruikt heb om culturele 
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gevoeligheden te verkennen. Ik laat zien hoe melodrama films gebruikt kunnen worden 

om de specifieke culturele en sociale context waarin deze films geproduceerd en 

geïnterpreteerd zijn te duiden. Door te kijken naar de melodrama zoals deze in de Chinese 

filmindustrie van de jaren 1920 en ’30 ontstaan is, en vervolgens verrijkt is in de 

hedendaagse Chinese cinema, laat deze studie de transnationale culturele invloeden zien 

die familiemelodrama opgeschud hebben. Mijn bevindingen dragen dus ook bij aan 

lopende discussies over “melodrama als cultuurvorm”. In een poging licht te werpen op 

films met een specifieke focus op familierelaties en genderidentiteit zijn onze percepties 

van transculturele verstrengeling complexer geworden. Het centrale aandachtspunt van de 

Chinese melodrama, de generatieconflicten die zich herhaaldelijk afspelen binnen Chinese 

families – of het nu gaat om het vroeg-twintigste eeuwse China of de hedendaagse 

Verenigde Staten – zijn diep ingebed in veranderende culturele en sociale normen.  

 

Mijn verkenning van de voorstelling van ras en etniciteit in de media en populaire cultuur 

getuigen van een urgentiegevoel dat nodig is bij het erkennen van het belang van 

transnationale geschiedenis, waarbij het verleden bijna in een laboratorium veranderd 

wordt voor het bestuderen van het heden. Alle evoluerende verbanden die in deze 

dissertatie geanalyseerd zijn getuigen van het definiëren en herdefiniëren van Chinezen, 

waarbij Chinezen ook zichzelf, hun cultuur en de wereld om hen heen definiëren en 

herdefiniëren. Het speciale perspectief op de voorstelling van etnisch-Chinezen in deze 

studie bestaat uit het leggen van transnationale en historische verbindingen tussen 

ideeën, gebruiken en beelden. Mijn dissertatie toont aan dat het hanteren van 

historicisme en transnationalisme van speciaal belang is bij cultuuroverschrijdende 

analyse, of de analyse van cultuuroverschrijdend materiaal.  
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中文简要 
 

本研究课题中提出的首要问题是电影是如何建构美国华人的身份认同. 这个议题通过如

下三个分议题回答. 首先, 何以中国跨国电影中的美国华人主要是通过家庭主题展示? 换

而言之, 中国跨国电影与好莱坞电影中的美国华人形象究竟有怎样的本质区别? 其次, 中

国跨国电影是怎样定义及运用家庭情节剧手法这一常用于表现美国华人家庭的艺术表

现手法?也就是说, 在运用家庭情节剧来叙述故事这一点上, 美国华人影坛究竟展现出了

与好莱坞电影及中国影坛的千丝万缕的关系? 家庭情节剧由此看来,几乎可以被当作研

究手段,藉此来研究华人家庭矛盾,以及用来追述中西影坛社会性历史性及美学上的关联

性. 再次, 跨国中国电影中展示的美国华人家庭对于西方社会话语中建构的华人文化及

华人身份有何建树? 

 

通过跨学科性地综合运用在中国研究,美国研究,电影研究,文化研究发展起来的理论与

方法,以及特别的关注跨国性及历史性, 本研究揭示了三组矛盾关系: 传统型与现代性的

对立 (现代性通常与西方化相结合), 国家性与跨国性的对立, 美国华人身份认同中的自

有矛盾 (更认同华人文化,或者美国华人). 文化信仰的对立不可避免地造成了华人家庭

中的跨文化及代际矛盾, 但是这样的矛盾性也推动了不同文化之间的商榷与协调. 通过

研究电影中美国华人, 我们认识到美国文化,中国文化,及美国华人文化之间存有重要的

关联性. 一方面, 华人性的表征是通过强调华人族裔与其他族裔的不同而建立的,因此是

固有的; 但是另外一方面, 基于文化本身的不确定性带来华人家庭生活与家庭结构的多

元性与变动性也是华人性的表征特性. 这样看来, 固有性与变动性是并驾齐驱共存的两

个过程.  

 

这个研究课题受益于跨学科研究, 也同样有助我们去进一步认识现阶段中国研究, 美国

研究, 电影研究, 及文化研究中一些相关复杂的话题. 其一, 基于美国研究中族裔这个话

题吸引了越来越多的研究兴趣, 本课题的研究结果强调了将中国研究与美国研究结合起

来去研究美国华人课题的必要性, 这样的结合肯定了离散族群的特殊位置不应当被认为

是一种强加的负担. 美国华人的形成是无法与华人圈或者美国圈截然对立分开的. 尽管

很大程度上被边缘化, 美国华人圈有其特殊位置, 处于地理文化的中间地带, 也由此可以

用来消化或者保存在中国和美国独立发展起来的文化. 这样的杂质性揭示了将美国研究
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与中国研究结合的潜能性, 而结合后的学科间的对话也揭示了一种混制的历史的跨国跨

文化性. 通过对美国华人的研究, 本课题揭示了美国文化, 中国文化, 及美国华人文化的

重大历史关联性. 这样的结果也同时证实了中国文化并不是在与西方 (美国)文化对立的

基础上形成的, 而是一直在以对话交互作用的过程中发展的. 

 

同时, 本研究通过一种先驱的研究手段揭示了跨国领域中的文化意象及文化想象, 挑战

了现今电影研究领域中的侧重国家电影的主流导向. 只有通过历时性,及共时性的国际

关联性去研究华人电影, 我们才能够明白中国美学与海外华人美学的世系. 所以, 本研究

的对于电影研究的另外一个贡献就在于揭示了情节剧的跨国化与本土化的发展过程, 将

家庭情节剧变成了一个有力的研究手段去探索文化敏感性. 家庭情节剧的制作与赏析呈

现了特有的文化与社会语境. 通过对二三十年代的早期中国电影业中的情节剧的发展及

与当代中国电影的相承的研究, 也由此揭示了跨国文化交流是如何影响着家庭情节剧. 

这样看来, 现有电影领域中的 “情节剧是一种文化形式”的立论也得以证实. 研究家庭剧

中的家庭关系及性别身份中也将我们对于文化间的交错性的认知进一步复杂化. 中国家

庭中的代际矛盾,作为家庭情节剧中反复呈现的一种最主要的矛盾, 不管是在上世纪二

三十年代的中国还是在现今的美国华人社会中, 都是与变化中的文化社会准则息息相关

的.  

 

研究通俗媒体文化中对于族裔的呈现有助于我们认识到正视跨国元素和历史元素的重

要性. 历史几乎可以作为一个实验室用来研究现今. 课题结果中所揭示的进化的各种关

联性说明了华人的被定义与自我认知 (文化认知,对周围世界的认知). 跨国性与历史性

的关联形成了这一课题中的独特视角. 也因此,本研究也展示了历史相对论与国界跨越

论在探讨 “它” 文化或者跨文化中有着其重要性.  

 




