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identity, and citizenship. There are also transnational Chinese-language films

that are not made in and by the Chinese state. Rather, they are funded by a vari-

ety of external sources and mainly circulate in international film markets. Thus,

Chinese-language cinema is a more comprehensive term that covers all the

local, national, regional, transnational, diasporic, and global cinemas relating to

the Chinese language. The nonequivalence and asymmetry between language

and nation bespeaks continuity and unity as well as rupture and fragmentation

in the body politic and cultural affiliations among ethnic Chinese in the mod-

ern world.

At this juncture, it is helpful to revisit Benedict Anderson’s seminal formula-

tion of the idea of nationhood as an “imagined community.” Anderson empha-

sizes the importance of language in the origin and spread of nationalism. For him,

“print-languages laid the bases for national consciousness.”1 If print-languages

played a crucial role in the formative period of nationalism historically, the im-

portance of the cinema in the maintenance and reinvention of nationhood can-

not be underestimated since the beginning of the twentieth century. Nation-

hood/nationalism must be perpetually reinvented as time goes by long after its



an artful combination of images, symbols, sound, and performance. The nation-

state is thus performed, staged, represented, and narrated afresh in a film each time.

Second, the issue of language or languages in film is particularly significant.

Chinese-language users, along with Chinese-language films, cover vast net-

works, stretching from mainland China to Taiwan, which wavers between a nation-

state and a “renegade province,” to the special administrative regions (SARs) of

postcolonial Hong Kong and Macau, the independent city-state Singapore, large

Chinese populations in Southeast Asia (Malaysia and so forth), Asian-American

communities in the United States, and Chinese immigrants throughout the en-

tire world.

If language is in part what lends unity to the Chinese nation-state and more

broadly to a sense of Chineseness among the diasporic populations, it is also a

force fraught with tension and contention. As we know, Mandarin, the Beijing

dialect (guoyu, or putonghua), has been designated as the official language and

dialect by the state (both the Republic of China and the People’s Republic of

China), but numerous Chinese dialects are spoken by Chinese nationals inside

China as well as by immigrants outside China. The different dialects constitute

distinct speech genres, as it were, and exist in a state of polyglossia. Sometimes

they engage in Bakhtinian dialogic exchanges in a lively, noisy, and yet peaceful

atmosphere;4 but oftentimes they fail to achieve the desired effect of rational, in-

tersubjective, communicative speech acts in a Habermasian fashion.5 Both past

history and contemporary cultural production have continuously testified to

the linguistic hierarchy and social discrimination embedded in Chinese cinema

and society. Remember the banning of Cantonese-language films under the Na-

tionalist Party (Guomindang) in the Republican era for the sake of national and

linguistic unity. Or recall the depiction of reverse discrimination in recent Hong

Kong films, for instance, Comrades, Almost a Love Story (Tian mimi, 1997) by

Peter Chan, where Mandarin speakers are stigmatized in Hong Kong society. Or

in Wong Kar-wai’s In the Mood for Love (Huayang nianhua, 2000), the Shang-

hainese dialect evokes a warm nostalgia for a close-knit linguistic community

consisting of émigrés living in Hong Kong in a bygone era. The use of local di-

alects (Sichuanese, northern Shaanxi dialect, and so forth) in numerous main-

land films, especially the country films, aims at achieving multiple ends: co-

medic effects of defamiliarization and refamiliarization, regional flavor, and, no

less important, the ever-expanding and changing definition of China and the

Chinese people. Dialects and accents create both intimacy and distance on-

screen for the characters in the film as well as offscreen among the audience. In

such a manner, filmic discourse attempts to articulate again and again a national

self-definition in relation to the linguistic, dialectal, ethnic, and religious others.

The adoption of particular languages, dialects, and idiolects in film belongs to
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the procedures of inclusion and exclusion in the imagining of a national commu-

nity. Hence, Chinese language is at once a centrifugal and centripetal force in the

nation-building process. In the least, language helps forge a fluid, deterritorial-

ized, pan-Chinese identity among Chinese speakers across national boundaries.

Chinese-language film, or “Sinophone film,” is yet to be distinguished from

varieties of postcolonial cinemas—for instance, Francophone cinema, or Anglo-

phone cinema. The scattering of Chinese-language speakers around the globe is

by and large not the result of the historical colonization of indigenous peoples

of the Southern hemisphere and the consequent imposition of colonizers’ lan-

guages on them, as in the case of the former colonies of France.6 Nor is the Chinese

language in the position of a hegemonic language, the lingua franca of interna-

tional business, world politics, tourism, as in the case of English in contempo-

rary time. To a great extent, Chinese-language cinema is the result of the migra-

tion of Chinese-dialect speakers around the world. This is not to say that China

was historically exempt from imperialism and colonialism and is currently free

from their aftereffects. Part of China proper, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Macau



alects around the world have been mostly ethnic Chinese rather than indige-

nous peoples who were forced or inculcated to speak the language of external col-

onizers. Fissures and dissent often stem from situations related to inter-Chinese

linguistic and dialectal priority and hierarchy. Communication frequently breaks

down and speech acts turn quarrelsome between different dialectal regions

from within mainland China, and, despite a common “mother tongue,” one often

hears a profusion of sound and fury from the noisy isles of Taiwan and Hong

Kong as their citizens strive to maintain a distinct sense of community vis à vis

the traditional political hegemony of the mainland.

It appears that the function of language in relation to the nation-state and

identity-formation in Sinophone cinema has been manifested in several impor-

tant ways. In the first type, language, dialects, and accents are coterminous with

the realm of the nation-state. They may serve the interests of the nation or be used

as critiques of the nation. In either case,



specifically politicized, humanist film. At the same time, the local dialect aug-

ments the regional flavor of the setting, serves as a stylistic ornamentation, and

builds a sense of rural innocence in a Chinese province.

The second type of films refers to those films in which the use of dialects

reaches below and beneath the level of the national, fortifies a strong feeling of

regionalism, and articulates an ambivalent relationship with the discourse of the

nation-state. Fukienese and Cantonese films and television dramas in Taiwan

and Hong Kong often assert a distinct regional identity versus the historical and

present domination of Mandarin and the mainland. In the case of Taiwanese-

language films, there has been a historical resentment against the past oppres-

sion of the Mandarin-speaking Guomindang, and currently there is the fear of

a mainland Chinese takeover. In the case of Hong Kong, the century-long Brit-

ish colonial rule coupled with the Cantonese dialect has created a culture that is

distinct from the motherland.

City of Sadness is a supreme example of regionalism and multiple languages

in Sinophone cinema. There is a plethora of dialects in the film—Mandarin,

Fukienese, Hakka, Shanghainese, and Japanese—each coming out the life-world

of specific communities and expressing different cultural identities and politi-

cal convictions. Most extraordinary of all is Lin Wen-ch’ing (Tony Leung Chiu-

wai), the deaf-mute photographer. His inability to speak means his refusal to ac-

cept any definitive word and official verdict on a series of events in Taiwanese

history—Japanese occupation, the Guomindang takeover, the February 28 In-

cident, and the White Terror that persisted in the following decades. As a pho-

tographer, he documents history in his own quietly perceptive manner with the

camera’s eye.

A third function of language and dialects in cinema is that filmic discourse

expands above and beyond the level of the national to create a fluid, deterritori-

alized, global, pan-Chinese identity. Although the setting may be somewhere in

China, the film itself does not engage specifically geopolitical considerations.

This is especially true of certain film genres, such as martial arts and action.

These films tend to project a generalized abstract sense of Chineseness and make

China into a cultural marker that manifests itself in martial arts, swordplay,

kung-fu, cuisine, oriental philosophy, and so on. The political allegory of the

nation largely disappears, and the values of foreign culture, entertainment, ex-

oticism, and world tourism are high on the silver screen, all heartened to secure

a greater share of the regional, as well as global, film market.

Such examples include Ang Lee’s Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (Wohu can-

glong, 2000) and recent films of Jackie Chan. In Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon,

the lead actors Chow Yun-fat and Michelle Yeoh speak Mandarin with heavy

Cantonese accents. Their accented speech violates the rule of verisimilitude, be-
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cause they are supposed to portray characters from a particular region of China.

Although this appears laughable and improbable for audiences in mainland

China and Taiwan, it does not matter for international audiences who watch the

film through subtitles. The non-Chinese viewers could enjoy the spectacular

scenery, incredible action choreography, and marvelous legends as they spend

time learning about a depoliticized “cultural China” set in the past.

The three functions of languages and dialects as outlined above are heuristic

guides rather than absolute categories. Sometimes the dominant dialectal func-

tion in a given Chinese-language film may change from viewer to viewer, or more

than one function may coexist in a viewing experience. For instance, a film such

as Wong Kar-wai’s In the Mood for Love could mean different things for differ-

ent viewers in a rather personal way. Hong Kong residents, Shanghainese immi-

grants, Chinese citizens, and international audiences could relate to the themes

and experiences of immigration, love, memory, nostalgia, and cultural identity

in their own meaningful manners.

Stylistically, the predominant use of local dialects in contemporary Chinese

art cinema has helped create an immediacy and a raw quality in the texture of





This shift from modernity to postmodernity, a process that is at times painful

and other time exhilarating, is vividly described in many Chinese-dialect films.

Human tragedies in dangerous coalmines, abandoned factories, and ghost towns

result from antiquarian industrial modes of production in such Henan-dialect

films as Blind Shaft and Orphan of Anyang.



A similar situation occurred in the academic studies of Chinese films among

scholars in the Chinese-speaking world. In the Chinese language, the term for

“Chinese cinema” has been customarily “Zhongguo dianying.” Recent historical

developments in the “Greater China” area, however, have changed academic

conceptions of what “China” is and even more so the potential meanings of “Chi-

nese cinema.” Film artists, critics, and scholars in China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong

have begun to visit and establish contact with each other across geographic re-

gions and political allegiances. As a result, a new phrase,“Chinese-language film”

(huayu dianying), has come into currency.

This term was originally introduced by scholars based in Taiwan and Hong

Kong in the early 1990s.13 As a result of a thaw in relations between Taiwan and

the mainland at that time, mainland film scholars were invited to Taiwan for the

first time. Consequently, huayu dianying was used in Taiwanese scholarship to

indicate any film produced in a Chinese-speaking society, to clarify the cate-

gories formerly used to distinguish mainland films (dalu pian), Hong Kong films



into an important branch of cinema studies. Ironically, just as film studies is

defining its geographic borders and theoretical perimeters, the forces of glob-

alization have forced film scholars to reexamine their assumptions and prac-

tices. Border crossing and transnationalism have been part of the film medium

from the beginning, because film itself is a truly international technology. Nev-

ertheless, these tendencies have intensified in the post–cold war era. The kinds

of phenomena that critics of Asian film witness and describe are also evident in

other cinematic traditions. Thus, a critic writes about the difficulty of establish-



film genres, forms, and directors. More often than not, these various lines of

thought are intricately interlocked with each other, as many of the chapters con-

tained here convincingly demonstrate. Although we have divided the chapters

according to the three major categories represented by the parts of the volume,

in fact, the individual chapters grouped in one part frequently address issues in

the other part of the volume.

Part I: Historiography, Periodization, Trends



films survived and flourished in the remote island of Hong Kong in the years

that followed.

With the demise of martial arts film and the death of the symbolic old China,

film culture was dictated by the tastes and viewing habits of the modernizing

urbanites in metropolises such as Shanghai in the republican era (1911–1949).

Film gave rise to a new urban culture, an alternative public sphere based on the

sensory-reflexive experiences of modernity, and became a Chinese/Shanghai-

nese version of “vernacular modernism.”In the words of Miriam Hansen,“Shang-

hai cinema of the 1920s and 30s represents a distinct brand of vernacular mod-

ernism, one that evolved in a complex relation to American—and other foreign

—models while drawing on and transforming Chinese traditions in theater, lit-

erature, graphic, and print culture, both modernist and popular. I think this

case can be made at several levels: the thematic concerns of the films; their mise-



film and give true expression to Taiwanese history and reality. Yet, in the eyes of

a younger generation of Taiwanese directors, it is time to go beyond Hou’s idio-

syncrasies and mannerisms. Gone are the personal quest for and collective re-

construction of the local/national history of Taiwan, the nostalgia for the idyllic

past, and anguished reflection on the fate of an entire people. Wu tackles the film

art of Tsai Ming-liang and Lin Cheng-sheng as representative of a new spirit in

Taiwanese cinema. Now the camera focuses on the existential absurdities of pri-

vate individuals and the malaise of urban daily life in contemporary, postmod-

ern cities of Taiwan. The rituals and routines of everyman and everywoman are

depicted in painful minute details without being assimilated to some higher na-

tional pathos.

The transition between generations of filmmakers in the mainland is not so

different from the situation in Taiwan. The mythic grand tales of China as spun

by the giants of previous generations have given way to the emergence of new

“post–fifth generation directors” (hou diwudai daoyan). Likewise, the disorient-

ing feelings and fragmentary experiences of ordinary folks in the contemporary

Chinese city find expression in numerous films. Shuqin Cui tackles the politics

of naming and labeling in a controversial area, that of Chinese independent di-

rectors in the 1990s. Terms such as “independent,”“underground,”“experimen-

tal,” and “nonofficial/nonmainstream” reveal ideological perspectives from which

one approaches a corpus of films and a group of directors. Urban space and city

life, the personal and subjective, the artist-self, and descriptions of youthful,

emerging sexuality all find their way into the work of a new generation of direc-

tors.18 They are distinguished from the so-called fifth generation that emerged

in the 1980s.

Sheldon H. Lu dissects a slice of Chinese film culture at the end of the twen-

tieth century by examining the film Not One Less by Zhang Yimou, the most ac-

tive and visible figure from the fifth generation. This chapter studies the sociology

of the Chinese film industry—audiences, box-sales figures, and popular atti-

tudes, as well as the international politics of film festivals. Furthermore, it points

to the ways in which the old rural themes in Zhang’s previous work stubbornly

persist in his new films while numerous Chinese citizens are already enmeshed

in the midst of messy, dizzying urban lives and are caught in the throes and ex-

hilarations of global postmodernization.19

Part II: Poetics, Directors, Styles

Film is an international technology, yet each national cinematic tradition draws

on its own artistic legacies for inspiration and innovation. The fruitful tension be-
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tween the national and the international, between indigenous forces and Euro-

American conventions, animates the growth and development of Chinese cin-

emas. In this section, some chapters provide lucid, synchronic, structural(ist),

transhistorical accounts of the poetics and aesthetics of Chinese film as an in-

tegral part of world cinema. Still other chapters explore directorial styles in so-

cial and historical specificity.

As David Bordwell’s illuminating chapter shows, the cinemas of China, Tai-

wan, and Hong Kong can be understood in the context of international film

style. And this style, as Bordwell suggests, is rooted in three cinematic patterns

—continuity editing, planimetric composition, and the long take. In this re-

gard, Chinese filmmaking is perhaps not so diff



en-scène, and milieu. Luk traces the literary inspirations for the film, a 1972 nos-

talgic novella Tête-Bêche (Intersection), a tale by celebrated Hong Kong writer

Liu Yichang and Shinju, a double-suicide love story by Japanese writer Komatsu

Sakyo. Luk argues that the film’s sharp departure from the novels indicates Wong’s

reinvention of memory through anxiety about the future of Hong Kong. The

realm of fantasy, desire, love, and psychic repression is ultimately linked to the
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Part III: Politics, Nationhood, Globalization

In the development and fine-tuning of distinct film styles and poetics, imaginary

representations of identity, nationality, and citizenship loom large in cinematic

discourses. The interpellation, or “hailing,” of individuals as subjects for the goal

of nation-building and modernization is a constant endeavor among China’s

policy makers, the intellectual elite, and public opinion throughout the twenti-

eth century (through censorship, state ownership of film studios, and so on). The

boundaries of nationhood and citizenship can be more effectively maintained

and policed within the Chinese nation-state, be it Republican China or the PRC.

But the problem of identity formation has been complicated by the historical

conditions of Taiwan and Hong Kong as ex-Japanese and ex-British colonies, as

outlying islands far from the geopolitical center of China, and as places inhab-

ited by people who speak Hokkien (also known as Fukienese), Hakka, and Can-

tonese, dialects incomprehensible to the ears of Mandarin speakers. As a result,



cinema, Desser confronts issues of nationalism and masculine cultural pride in

Hong Kong cinema head-on. Ultimately, the global reception of Chinese cin-

ema cannot be understood without accounting for its emergence from under

the tutelage, and condescension, of Western eyes.

The cultural politics of mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong is intensi-

fied by global developments after the end of the cold war as well as the return

of Hong Kong to mainland China. Large numbers of Hong Kong residents (many

of whom are Chinese nationals) find themselves in the traffic of cross-national

travel. Sheldon Lu examines Hong Kong diaspora film from the mid-1980s to

the handover. He pinpoints a paradigm change in the representation of place,

self, and nationality in this film genre. It is a shift from the pathos of the nation-

state (the “China syndrome,” “exile complex,” “persecution complex”) to a dis-

course of flexible citizenship and transnationality. Moreover, he analyzes the

emergence of a new type of “transnational TV drama,” a joint CBS–Hong Kong

coproduction, Martial Law. Diaspora as typified by Hong Kong residents and

portrayed in Hong Kong films, as well as international collaborations involving

Hong Kong film artists, indicates a decentered, deterritorialized, and fluid mech-

anism of identity formation, a sense of being-in-mobility.

Chu Yiu Wai begins where Sheldon Lu stops, by focusing on Hong Kong films

from the posthandover, postcolonial period. He explores the formation of local

identity in cinematic representation. Even in those films that purport to reenact

Hong Kong’s local history, Chu argues that the reconstructed Hong Kong iden-

tity remains impure,“inauthentic,” unstable, plural, and mixed. The local, the na-

tional, and global all meet in the dialogic space of the filmic text.

As an independent, autonomous city-state since 1965, Singapore lies outside

the territorial boundary of the Chinese nation, yet the island country’s popu-

lation is predominantly ethnic Chinese. Although English, Mandarin, Malay/

Bahasa, and Tamil are the designated official languages, Singlish (Singaporean

English) and a variety of Chinese dialects are spoken by the people on a daily basis:

Hokkien, Cantonese, and Shanghainese. Gina Marchetti’s chapter examines the

Chinese-language and hybrid-language films of the Singaporean director Eric

Khoo. While Khoo’s films usher in an emergent Singaporean national cinema,

at the same time they partake of a nexus of transnational Chinese-language film

culture. Marchetti points out a central tension in the political and cultural imag-

inary of Singapore. On the one hand, Singapore is a postcolonial hybrid culture,

a thriving port city that functions as one of the busiest transit points in the

transnational flows of ships, capital, commodity, and labor. On the other hand,

it is engaged in the earnest business of nation-building and the formation of a

Confucian, orderly, clean model state. Such a basic contradiction in Singapore’s

politics is manifested in filmic discourse.
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In regard to Khoo’s films, as well as Ang Lee’s Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon,



Cannes. Hong Kong director Wong Kar-wai’s film In the Mood for Love was

voted the number one film in the Village Voice poll, and Tony Leung Chiu-wai,

the lead actor in the film, received the best actor award at the Cannes Film Fes-

tival. As a classic example of transnational as well as global cinema, Crouching

Tiger, Hidden Dragon, by the Taiwanese/Chinese/American director Ang Lee,

was a Chinese-language film jointly produced and distributed by Sony Clas-

sics/Columbia Pictures and studios in Taiwan and China. This film was released

in its original Chinese language and proved a big hit in the global film markets.

It received the best director award at the Golden Globe awards in January 2001.

It was also nominated for ten Oscars, and eventually won four, including the

best foreign language picture, in March 2001.

Ang Lee’s example prompted his friend and competitor Zhang Yimou to cre-





relationship between cinema and nation, to observe the imaging and imaginary

formation of the nation-state, nationality, and nationalism on screen, and to re-

examine the construction as well as deconstruction of national identity in filmic

discourse.22 The existence of Chinese-language cinema outside the boundaries

of the Chinese nation-state once more calls into question the old paradigm of

“national cinema.” On a lighter note, after a full century of evolution and inno-

vation, Chinese-language films have given more than enough guilty and legiti-

mate pleasures to a variety of film fans from around the world. Furthermore,

they have presented and will continue to present plenty of opportunities for

film scholars to challenge their critical assumptions and expand their intellec-

tual horizons.
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