








Resumo 
 
A presente dissertação visa expôr a forma como pode ser concebido o conceito de 
pós-modernismo na China. Através da análise cinematográfica, área fundamental no 
debate pós-moderno, focada no estudo dos filmes Big Shot’s Funeral, Quitting, e 
Suzhou River, pretende-se debater a ideia dos textos cinematográficos como produtos 
culturais pós-modernos, ao mesmo tempo reflectores e produtores de uma realidade 
pós-moderna na China contemporânea. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
The present dissertation attempts to debate the way in which a Chinese 
postmodernism can be conceived. Through cinematic analysis, a fundamental aspect 
in the postmodern debate, focused in the study of the films Big Shot’s Funeral, 
Quitting, and Suzhou River, it will be discussed the cinematic text as a postmodern 
cultural product, at the same time reflector and constructor of a postmodern reality in 
present-day China. 
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The image has become the final form of commodity reification. 
 

Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle 
 
 

 
 





 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 
 

 

In the past two decades, Chinese cinema has experienced radical changes. 

With the end of the Cultural Revolution and the dismissal of the Gang of Four, 

film ceased to be regarded as a mere tool for political indoctrination. When Deng 

Xiaoping consolidated his power during the Third Plenum of the Eleventh Central 

Committee of the Chinese Communist Party in 1978, a New Era started in China. 

A post-Maoist or Dengist period emerged with its emphasis in economic 

development through a more liberal, market-oriented environment. The 

implementation of the Four Modernizations was the sign that the Maoist dogma of 

class struggle, pushed to extremes during the Cultural Revolution, was 

substituted by material interests.1 In addition, as the country engaged in a new 

plan for modernization, society changed with it. 

The increased liberalism brought with the Reforms could be seen in a wide 
                                                 
1 Announced in 1978, the Four Modernizations, or the Reforms, is the main goal of the Chinese domestic 
policy, and aims to develop the four areas of agriculture, industry, national defense, and science and 
technology. In pursuit of this goal, China under Deng Xiaoping implemented an open-door policy towards 
the West, developing special economic zones and sending students abroad. 
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variety of sectors. Not only the open-door policy carried with it an affluence of 

technology, tourists and trade, there was also a cultural intrusion. With it, a new 

domestic cultural environment started to take shape. The new reality demanded 

new solutions. After years of isolation from the capitalist world, the Chinese 

people started to demand and have access to new forms of entertainment. From 

literature to television, a new popular culture emerged. The mass media changed 

to incorporate the popular need for entertainment. 

An important role in this cultural renewal was played by the filmic 

production, especially by films of a certain type. With the reopening of the Beijing 

Film Institute in 1978, a new generation of directors emerged during the mid 80s. 

These directors (known as the Fifth Generation directors) were concerned in 

breaking the old rules of the socialist realism way of filming, and engaged in a 

cultural discourse and criticism through a new cinematic language.2  This 

experimental or avant-garde movement of the 80s was intrinsically connected to the 

path of reform and the peculiar socio-political environment that flourished in 

China during the 80s. Zhang Xudong stressed the relation between the socialist 

state and the “new cinema” in the following way: 

 

[T]he state is constitutive of the conditions of possibility in which this new wave evolved. 

It is clear that the Fifth Generation could not exist without the presence of the socialist 

state, its power structure, the homogeneity it creates within itself, and the heterogeneity it 

helps define and articulate.3 

 

It is important to emphasize the dramatic ambivalence that existed during 

the first years of the Reforms. The challenge of introducing a market-oriented 

economic system while maintaining a political and ideological control over the 

                                                 
2 Quite simply the term “Fifth Generation” stands for the fifth class to have graduated from the Beijing Film 
Institute, being also closely related to the different periods in the history of Chinese cinema. For a 
classification of the five generations, see George S. Semsel, ed., (1987). However, some critics consider the 
concept of Fifth Generation as a stylistic breakthrough (Chris Berry, 1991), an unfinished project in the 
construction of an aesthetic modernity (Zhang Xudong, 1997), or as the creation of an “autoethnography” 
(Rey Chow, 1995).  
3 Zhang Xudong, Chinese Modernism in the Era of Reforms, p.373. 
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country was not an easy task, and lacked any kind of formula or blueprint for its 

implementation. What we could see during these conflicting times was an 

uncertainty about how to combine a socialist ideology with a new cultural 

freedom. Paramount of these conflicts is the uneven cultural policy, characterized 

by an alternation between periods of liberalism and tolerance, and periods of 

conservativeness and political control; therefore, albeit the trend was towards a 

more open social environment the country suffered frequent setbacks, in the form 

of the anti-spiritual pollution campaign in 1983 and the anti-bourgeois liberalism 

campaigns in 1987 and 1989. In the words of James Lull: 

 

Cultural policy has been so inconsistent over the years that the main impression people 

have of the whirlwind cultural changes in China is one as much of confusion and 

frustration as it is of excitement.4 

 

Not only the nation had to deal with the disillusionment created by the 

failure of the Maoist model, it also had to face the avalanche of information from 

the West, which during so many years remained hidden from the population. The 

clash between these different cultural worlds, the socialist regime and the 

capitalist system, combined to create the cultural crisis characteristic of the Dengist 

period. Lull stressed that conflict in the following way: 

 

[T]he new influences have affected the entire society symbolically, offering refreshing, 

exciting cultural vistas whose attractiveness is enhanced by comparisons that the people 

readily make with the drab official culture. The unaffordability of pop culture materials 

also enhances their appeal. Despite the practical limitations, China’s new and exotic worlds 

of popular culture, originating inside and outside national borders, have contributed greatly 

to the cultural crisis and political upheaval of recent years.5 

 

It was amidst this chaotic environment that the Fifth Generation emerged. 

                                                 
4 James Lull, China Turned On: Television, Reform, and Resistance, p.133. 
5 Ibid, p.132. 
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These new directors major concern was with breaking away from the old 

revolutionary order, by engaging in a new cultural discourse and criticism. Their 

construction of a new cinematic language embodied both an attempt to transform, 

or modernize, the cinematic institution while at the same time convey a critical 

attack against the political establishment. This “political commitment” had, 

however, to be concealed in a language that could not be easily understood. The 

construction of a new cinematic aesthetic, therefore, has to be seen as a radical 

political move in the post-revolutionary society of the Dengist era. In this way, 

Zhang Xudong draws our attention for the need to regard the new cinema of the 

80s beyond the mere aesthetics: 

 

[T]he Chinese new wave, as embodied by a cluster of film texts, is constructed as an 

aesthetic artifact and insists on being so viewed. Its ideological and political messages are 

not simply conveyed as the content of those films, but are encoded within a peculiar, 

densely invested (in terms of symbolic capital) cinematic language and thus removed or 

elevated from the sphere accessible to the general audience.6 

 

The experimentalism of the Fifth Generation would however be 

inconceivable without the existence of the socialist State. Massive mobilizations, 

costly equipment and operations, and political endorsement from the State 

granted these young directors the possibility to engage in a cinematic production 

that didn’t aim for economic profitability. 

This reality came inevitably to an end as the path of reform called for more 

radical changes in the structure of the film industry. Towards the end of the 80s, 

Fifth Generation films started to face serious pressures derived from political 

criticism and censorship, and the economic crisis that affected the medium; this 

crisis, though “officially” discovered in 1986, pervaded since the beginning of the 

decade. 

Alternatives to movie going multiplied with the open-door policy, and with 

                                                 
6 Zhang Xudong, Chinese Modernism in the Era of Reforms, p.208/209. 
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it, film audience dropped steadily. The open market allowed the proliferation of 

new popular forms of entertainment like discos, karaoke bars, video game arcades 

and fast food restaurants that vied with movie theatres. Probably of even greater 

importance in the diminishing audiences was the advent of television as an 

entertainment medium. 

Not only the number of film viewers was diminishing, they also demanded 

to be satisfied when they attended a film. The proliferation of entertainment 

movies since the early 80s, like kung fu and detective films, was a product of an 

overall cultural loosening up and commercialization. Amidst this proliferation of 

entertainment films, Fifth Generation productions were not well received by the 

domestic audience. The philosophical and obscure contents of those films, 

combined with an exquisite cinematography, resulted in an elitist cinematic 

language that did not appeal the common public. 

 

The most prominent feature of this film language is their cinematography, which produces 

a defamiliarizing effect on the Chinese viewer. It explores the tension between an attempt 

at realism and an obsession with symbolic expression; between an interest in unusual 

framing and an admiration for montage.7 

 

Notwithstanding this failure to satisfy the domestic audience, films of this 

kind started to appeal critics and audience in the international market. This 

success abroad alerted officials of the possibility of those films being read as social 

criticism and by extension a critic of the Communist Party.8 A failure to serve the 

interest of the Chinese people was hailed by the more conservative elements of the 

Party. “In the sudden vogue for art films, traditional Yan’an values seemed largely 

forgotten”.9  

                                                 
7 Ma Ning, “New Chinese Cinema: A Critical Account of the Fifth Generation”, from Cinemaya nº2 (1988-
89), in «http://www.asianfilms.org/china/»,. 
8 This happened after the success of Yellow Earth (considered by many critics the seminal work from the 
Fifth Generation) in the 1985 Hong Kong International Film Festival. For a detailed analysis on this film, see 
Bonnie S. McDougall (1991), as well as Esther C. M. Yau (1991) and Rey Chow (1995). 
9 Chris Berry, “Market Forces: China’s ‘Fifth Generation’ Faces the Bottom Line” in Perspectives on 
Chinese Cinema, p.117. After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, film 
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If in 1983, with the anti-spiritual pollution campaign, the more radical 

elements within the Communist Party unleashed a criticism against the 

“vulgarization” of culture in general, translated in the production of entertainment 

films, during the 1987 anti-bourgeois liberalism campaign the criticism seemed to 

be directed solely against the Fifth Generation. At odds with the audience, the 

State and older directors, the Fifth Generation faced a difficult situation. In order 

to survive it had to compromise its position in the vanguard of the creation of art 

cinema. The need to make films that generated money became an imperative. 

The first example to comport this imperative to satisfy both popular and 

sophisticated tastes was Zhang Yimou’s Red Sorghum (1987), which was not only a 

major box-office success in China but was also awarded with the Golden Bear at 

the 1988 Berlin Film Festival. Zhang Xudong describes it in the following way: 

 

Zhang Yimou’s Red Sorghum, sometimes considered the first “serious comedy” of the 

New Era, is a hybrid of an exaggerated Fifth Generation sculptural consciousness and a 

cinematic fabulation catering to mass emotion. Its reception in intellectual circles, a mix of 

celebration and bitter accusation of sellout, reveals much about the stunned audience who 

instinctively realizes that it is no longer the privileged spectator the film is intended to 

address. Instead, it finds the camera aimed over its shoulder at a nebulous realm of being 

that impatiently demands its own picture.10 

 

This film marked the beginning of a new phase for Chinese cinema; it 

represents the end of the Fifth Generation as an experimental project in the 

construction of a modernist aesthetic and the beginning of a transnational genre. 

These filmmakers, by realizing the entanglement of their position – between the 

political censorship (intensified after the Tian’anmen incident in 1989) and the 

economic disarray of the film industry – turned towards the international market, 

                                                                                                                                                    
policy followed the rules imposed by Mao Zedong in his Talks at the Yan’an Forum (1942). This was to 
become the guiding principle for art and literature. In its essence, it demanded that the arts should be put for 
political service: images of workers, peasants and soldiers should be the essence of any artistic production, as 
its main target were those same workers, peasants and soldiers. 
10 Zhang Xudong, Chinese Modernism in the Era of Reforms, p.306. 
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for financial support and recognition. In the present global reality, where the 

commodification of culture challenges the true value of art, Fifth Generation 

directors had to adapt and change their discourse. Without the subsidization of 

their films by the State, they had to rely on foreign investment to work, which 

meant that their films had either to please audiences or the investors. Purely 

artistic films were not a viable solution anymore. James Monaco stresses the 

economic pressure that pervades in film production: 

 

Film, because it is a very expensive art, is especially susceptible to the distortions caused 

by economic considerations. The elaborate economic infrastructure of film – the complex 

rules of production, distribution, and consumption that underlie the art – set strict 

limitations on filmmakers, a fact that is often ignored by critics. These economic factors, in 

turn, are related to certain political and psychological uses to which an art can be put.11 

 

The need to comply with an international, rather conventional, taste in order 

to obtain financial support led to the appearance of what Lu Tonglin calls “the 

Zhang Yimou Model”. Not only Zhang Yimou’s Judou (1990) and Raise the Red 

Lantern (1991), but also Farewell my Concubine (1993) and Temptress Moon (1996) by 

Chen Kaige, The Wooden Man’s Bride (1993) by Huang Jianxin, and Red Firecracker, 

Green Firecracker (1993) by He Ping, fit in this category. Characterized by striking 

visual effects, implicit political criticism and an emphasis on traditional Chinese 

rituals (most of them false), this model intends to satisfy a Western subconscious 

image of the Orient by producing images of an “exotic Other”. 

Still engaged in criticizing the destructive effect of traditional culture and 

communist ideology, the Fifth Generation directors might have found in this 

transnational market-oriented model a solution to avoid state censorship. 

However, as Lu Tonglin points, the financial responsibility to fulfill the box-office 

demand of the international market created another form of enslavement; in this 

way, “the need for investments from multinational corporations is a different form 

                                                 
11 James Monaco, How to read a film, p.33. 
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of censorship, one not directly political but mainly commercial”.12 

Politics played a decisive role in Fifth Generation films through its 

narratological use as a “highly stylized, stereotyped, complicated, and ambiguous 

symbol”13. However, as the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) gradually retreated 

from society and the revolutionary ideology became a memory from the past in 

the everyday life of the masses, politics as a symbol in the cinematic discourse of 

the 90s became an empty signifier. This use of political elements striped of its 

political meaning is one of the characteristics of the younger Sixth Generation, a 

label that generally applies to students that graduated in 1989, and is usually 

associated with independent filmmaking. 

The Sixth Generation, when confronted with the controversial Fifth 

Generation, lacks a collective identity as strong and integrated as their 

predecessors. However, it can be characterized by their emphasis on 

contemporary urban life, focus on social problems and disdain for the use of 

political themes. As put by Chen Xiaoming: 

 

The Sixth Generation has a very strong sense of contemporary social life. Their imprudent 

pastiche of the superficial phenomena of social life is in keeping with their instinctual 

refusal to bow to politics per se.14 

 

 This group of new filmmakers is not a product of a renovated aesthetic but 

rather the result of a market-driven opportunism, an outcome from the accelerated 

economic growth imposed by Deng Xiaoping in his 1992 “Southern Tour”. By 

placing themselves outside the Government-controlled studio system, they 

challenge the State, which considers them as a group of rebels and misfits. Due to 

this, almost all Sixth Generation films are banned from domestic distribution and 

their directors suffer political retaliation (Zhang Yuan and Wang Xiaoshuai being 

perhaps the most famous cases). In 1994, an official ban was released on any 

                                                 
12 Lu Tonglin, Confronting Modernity in the Cinemas of Taiwan and Mainland China, p.158. 
13 Chen Xiaoming, “The Mysterious Other: Postpolitics in Chinese Film” in Postmodernism &China, p.222. 
14 Ibid, p.236. 
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future work produced in the Mainland by independent filmmakers. Lacking any 

kind of political and economical support, this is the first group of filmmakers in 

China that need to shoot commercials, video-clips and soap operas to finance their 

works. 

Therefore, the redirection of the country’s economic path imposed by the 

Reforms and subsequent social change led to a redefinition in the directors 

perspective of how to cinematically portray China. As Ma Qiang stressed, while 

analyzing Chinese cinema in the 80s, “[t]he Chinese film, a proven barometer of 

the political climate in China, reflects, and in turn is changed by, the economic 

reform movement.”15 This is still a valid reality in the cinema of the 90s and 

present. 

Fighting against political censorship and the increasing internationalization 

of culture in general, and of film in particular, cinema in the China of the late 90s 

and early 2000’s convey much of the conflicts and contradictions of a society that 

strives to enter the capitalist world but still faces the political shadow of a 

communist ideology. Immersed in this cultural convolution, some films started to 

address this question in a different, more postmodern manner. In specific, as the 

role of the media assumes nowadays an important position in the Chinese rush 

towards international capitalism, some Sixth Generation directors aimed their 

perspective towards film, filmmaking, and ultimately the relation between the 

spectator and the media. The three films that I decided to analyze all share this 

auto-reflective concern: Suzhou River (1999) by Lou Ye, Quitting (2001) by Zhang 

Yang, and Big Shot’s Funeral (2001) by Feng Xiaogang. Although different in 

thematic and style, these films revolve around the subject of video, cinema, mass 

media and the spectacle, central topics in the postmodern debate, and blur the 

boundaries between fiction and reality, therefore engaging in a self-analysis that 

portrays the effects and consequences of the media in the socio/cultural 

formations of present-day China. 

In this sense, how is Chinese society, in its relation with film and video (and 
                                                 
15 Ma Qiang, “Chinese film in the 1980s: Art and Industry” in Cinema and Cultural Identity, p.165. 
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the mass media, by extension), portrayed by the young directors of the 90s? What 

kind of criticism is conveyed in those films? Moreover, in the increasingly 

globalized environment of present China, what challenges present this kind of 

film production against the nationalistic discourse sustained by the CCP? 

In order to undertake this discussion, we should take one step back and 

consider the role of postmodernism in this social/cultural transformation. For it is 

under the postmodern flag that these changes emerged.  

 

[C]ontemporary cultural analysis is formed around a distinct intellectual and cultural break 

with older areas of social inquiry and outmoded forms of thinking. Most commonly, these 

studies have suggested that contemporary analysis is fundamentally a “postmodern” 

activity which focuses on the general condition of a postmodern, global culture: that is, 

cultural studies is a postmodern discipline which analyses postmodern culture.16 

 

Moreover, it is through postmodernism that we should consider the 

importance of film in the study of society and its culture. Like Norman K. Denzin 

noted: 

 

[P]ostmodernism is more than a series of economic formations. The postmodern society 

(…) is a cinematic, dramaturgical production. Film and television have transformed 

American, and perhaps all other, societies touched by the camera, into video, visual 

cultures.17 

 

Therefore, cinema and the study of film constitute a privileged way in the 

study of a country and its culture since through it the filmmakers convey their 

beliefs, understandings and values, as well as the constraints (economical, 

political, aesthetical) imposed over them in the creation of film. On the other hand, 

film is an open window over the society it depicts. It addresses the world and 

penetrates through its realities, and through this unveiling, it allows audiences to 

                                                 
16 Jeff Lewis, Cultural Studies –Tthe basics, p.17. 
17 Norman K. Denzin, Images of Postmodern Societies, p. ix. 
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engage in social and cultural discourse. In more succinct words: 

 

[T]he ribbon of plastic that holds the images is only a part of a large structure of 

imagination, economics, politics, and ideology and of individuals and the culture as a 

hole.18 

 

The study of Cinema can be done by approaching it through three different 

perspectives: industry, audience and content. In order to address the questions 

posed above I will rely on theoretical, historical and textual analysis. While 

discussing these films, I will base on theories originated in the West and discuss 

their relevance when applied to the Chinese reality. I will then focus on the 

content of the films and the elements I consider relevant to supporting my 

analysis. 

Although it can be stated that cross-cultural analysis can be fallacious, since 

the frameworks, theories and ideologies of one’s culture will be posed against a 

different socio/cultural reality, it is worth noting that in the present process of 

globalization, where information travels faster than ever, cultural borders start to 

lose their meaning as we witness a worldwide homogenization of culture, and 

even more so when we consider film. For this matter it is worth remembering 

what Rey Chow noted: 

 

[F]ilm has always been, since its inception, a transcultural phenomenon, having as it does 

the capacity to transcend ‘culture’ – to create modes of fascination which are readily 

accessible and which engage audiences in ways independent of their linguistic and cultural 

specificities.19 

 

                                                 
18 Robert P. Kolker, “The film text and film form” in The Oxford guide to film studies, p.15. 
19 Rey Chow, “Film and cultural identity” in The Oxford guide to film studies, p.174. Italics in the original. 
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Framing Culture and the Postmodern 
 

 

Several times the concept of culture has been mentioned and many more 

will be mentioned again in the course of this paper, as the topic under 

investigation centers in the cultural changes experienced in China during the last 

decade. However, one can reasonably question, what is culture? Many theories 

have been created and used to define and explain culture. As a form of definition, 

it can be asserted that: 

 

Culture is an assemblage of imaginings and meanings that may be consonant, disjunctive, 

overlapping, contentious, continuous or discontinuous. These assemblages may operate 

through a wide variety of human social groupings and social practices. In contemporary 

culture these experiences of imagining and meaning-making are intensified through the 

proliferation of mass media images and information.1 

 

Thus, we should retain that culture is not something stagnant and 
                                                 
1 Jeff Lewis, Cultural Studies – The basics, p.15. 
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immutable; rather, culture is a dynamic process through which individuals and 

groups construct their meanings of themselves and the world that surrounds 

them. At the same time, culture is a shared space where the media and audiences 

interact. This emphasis in the media must be acknowledged, for in fact we must 

realize that most of the contemporary cultures are constructed through televisual 

media experiences. As Jeff Lewis further noted: 

 

[T]he media “mediate meaning”. The media don’t exist “out there”, but are implicated in 

the way we make sense of things, the way we make meanings, the way we construct 

culture.2 

 

This televisual culture, characteristic of First World countries, has become 

increasingly important in China during the last two decades. However, in order to 

analyze and understand contemporary Chinese culture and the role of the media 

in its society we must comprehend first the meaning of postmodernism. In fact, it 

is now practically impossible to talk about contemporary culture without falling 

into this concept. 

 

* 

 

Attempting to conceptualize the “postmodern” is a difficult task, if not in 

fact unattainable, since postmodernism seems to resist any coherent theoretical 

framing. The term itself has been applied to a variety of economical, social and 

cultural phenomena, and used as well to discuss philosophy and political thought, 

resulting that many critics discuss postmodernism without talking about the same 

subject. Furthermore, dissent about the existence of something called 

“postmodernism”, “postmodernity” or “postmodern”, the ambiguity surrounding 

these terms and what it can be considered postmodernist, makes the debate 

strenuous. 

                                                 
2 Jeff Lewis, Cultural Studies – The basics, p.4. 
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Trying to locate the genesis of postmodernism is equally problematic. The 

concept of postmodernity appeared in Arnold Toynbee’s 1939 edition of A Study of 

History, as an historical period after the decline of modernity with the end of the 

World War I. “Postmodernism” was used also by Federico de Onís and Dudley 

Fitts as an aesthetic category, regarding Spanish and Latin-American poetry, in the 

30s and 40s respectively. Latter, in the 60s, the term started to be applied to 

economical and social changes, imposed by the development of technology and 

communication, to the crisis of ideology and the increase of both verbal and visual 

codes in today’s language. 

Since a thorough discussion on postmodernism’s origin and its 

manifestations in the West falls beyond the scope of this work, I will mainly 

present some of the most influential definitions of postmodernism, taking the side 

of those who believe that postmodernism exist and can be seen in the cultural 

manifestations of our present time. For as Cristina Degli-Esposti put it, while 

disarming Ihab Hassan notion of the postmodern as an oxymoron: 

 

I believe our culture is indeed postmodern in this oxymoron-like manner as it transcends 

the notion of present. It reaches back to the past and forward to the future trying to 

synthesize these two “imaginary places” in narrative fashion.3 

 

Therefore, sprawling from the inherent difficulty in grasping 

postmodernism, a coherent, monolithic notion must be dismissed. It should be 

understood then that, in effect, several kinds of postmodernisms exist, each one 

addressing different areas of questioning and each one demanding its own 

theoretical framing and definition. 

 

[T]here will be as many different forms of postmodernism as there were high modernisms 

in place, because the former are at least initially specific and local reactions against those 

                                                 
3 Cristina Degli-Esposti, “Postmodernism(s)” in Postmodernism in the Cinema, p.4. Ihab Hassan, in 1985, 
asserted, “if the term modern already illustrates the present, how can something be ‘post-modern’?” 
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models.4 

 

Three main areas of thinking about postmodernism can be grasped, 

regarding different debates: philosophical, focusing in the grounds and scope of 

knowledge; aesthetic, pertaining the change in the arts due to the “decline” of 

modernism; and socio-cultural, concerning the economical and social mutation of 

contemporary life. Although they are obviously interconnected, it should be useful 

to consider them separately. 

 

 

Lyotard and the crisis in narratives 

 

Postmodernism is conceived as an opposing movement, or reaction, against 

modernism. In the philosophical arena, the debates focus on a growing suspicion 

towards the universal truths and all-embracing systems of though postulated by 

the Enlightenment (and specifically the ideas supported by philosophers like 

Voltaire, Locke and Hume) where the natural and social world could be 

“scientifically” mastered and explained. The idea of progress is undermined by 

the belief that the narratives from the Enlightenment can no longer contribute to a 

socio-political emancipation, propelled by the emancipation of reason. Thus, 

postmodernism denies the existence of any ultimate principles, as it lacks the 

optimism of there being a scientific, philosophical, or religious truth that will 

explain everything for everybody. 

A leading character in this theoretical debate has been Jean-François 

Lyotard. In The Postmodern Condition (1979/1984), Lyotard argues that there is an 

increasing incredulity towards the grand-narratives, or “metanarratives”, of the 

Western thought. For him, the grand theories of the last two centuries (Hegel, 

Marx, the ideals of freedom and education for humanity, positivism, 

                                                 
4 Fredric Jameson, “Postmodernism and consumer society” in Movies and Mass Culture, p.186. Italics in the 
original. 
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phenomenology, existentialism and psychoanalysis) are dead and can no longer 

provide guidelines for the reading of history. Knowledge is no longer absolute or 

universal, and the fixed notion of identity and human essence, that the “old” 

epistemologies defended, gives way to a fragmented and heterogeneous character 

of socio-cultural realities and identities. In this last aspect, postmodernism is 

highly skeptical of explanations that claim to be valid for all groups, cultures, 

traditions, or races, and instead focuses on the relative truths of each person. 

Therefore, whereas the Enlightenment self was characterized “as a fully 

centered, unified individual”, endowed with “reason, consciousness and action”, 

the postmodern self is conceived as having “no fixed, essential or permanent 

identity”, rather taking “different identities at different times”.5 In the postmodern 

understanding, interpretation is everything; reality only comes into being through 

our interpretations of what the world means to us individually 

Lyotard’s work, while sometimes being associated to more general post-

structuralist lines of thinking, can be politically described as involving a “radical 

democratic relativism” by promoting a “kind of neo-liberal pluralism”.6 This is 

clear from his postulation of local-narratives. 

Many criticisms can be applied to Lyotard’s formulations, from the rejection 

of his “narratives’ death” to the paradoxical nature of Lyotard’s anti-

metanarrative theory, for as it is argued, by dismissing the grand-narratives 

Lyotard is himself constructing a grand-narrative. Denzin regards Lyotard and his 

theory in this way: 

 

Like a utopian he embodies paradox. The grand narratives from the past are not dead, nor 

are they exhausted. From the university to the state, they are everywhere present and firmly 

in place. Marxism, functionalism, Big Science, positivism, cybernetics, artificial 

intelligence systems, robots, cyborgs, Oedipal myths, conflicts and consensus, pragmatic 

paradoxes, and catastrophe theories exist along side one another in this world he has 

                                                 
5 This distinction was drawn by Stuart Hall (1992). Cited by John Hill, “Film and Postmodernism”, in The 
Oxford Guide to Film Studies, p.97.  
6 Norman K. Denzin, Images of Postmodern Society, p.35/39. 
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labeled postmodern. He has written a version of the postmodern that conforms to his own 

nostalgic longing for an era where language in fact captures reality. He wants to be a 

modern postmodernist. (…) 

Nowhere, (…), is there any evidence that the metanarratives of freedom and emancipation 

have died. Post-Marxism is still alive. Psychoanalysis as a metanarrative has not 

disappeared.7 

 

Denzin goes on arguing that, while stating the death of metanarratives, 

Lyotard fails to acknowledge the structures of oppression that other 

metanarratives, like feminism, make problematic.  

Despite the many critics, in the least, Lyotard’s theories help to expose the 

paradox of the postmodern position: that, by placing all principles under the 

scrutiny of its skepticism, must realize that even its own principles are not beyond 

questioning. 

 

 

Jameson’s cultural logic 

 

The loss of confidence expressed by postmodern philosophy can equally be 

seen to pervade in the aesthetic domain, as a disbelief in the progressiveness of 

modernism in the arts. The early debates about postmodernism in this sense, were 

associated to the study of architecture, and it is in relation to architecture that the 

term seems to evolve. Responsible for the popularization of the concept is Fredric 

Jameson’s seminal work Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism 

(1984/1991). In it, Jameson constructs a periodization of history, which he borrows 

from Mandel’s three-stage theory of capitalism, and correlates it with specific 

aesthetic and stylistic movements, which he designates as cultural logic. As so, for 

each historical moment – market capitalism, imperialism or monopoly capitalism, 

multinational or late capitalism – Jameson equates them with the aesthetic 

                                                 
7 Norman K. Denzin, Images of Postmodern Society, p.39/40. 
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moments of Realism, Modernism and Postmodernism respectively. 

Jameson draws his concept of postmodernism, as a particular moment in 

history (the present) where an aesthetic break has occurred, from his examination 

of architecture, which he then extends to the fields of literature, music, film and 

painting. In spite of this, although he extracts his examples and metaphors from 

the artistic domain, his conceptualization of postmodernism refers to a broader 

spectrum of socio-economic changes, which in turn produced the emergence of a 

new cultural expression. However, he fails to provide a detailed account of this 

transition. 

Two of the key features of postmodernism, according to Jameson, are 

pastiche and schizophrenia. Both aspects represent the way in which 

postmodernism expresses the inner truth of the newly emerged social order of the 

late capitalism. 

Pastiche and parody involve the mimicry of the mannerisms of other styles. 

However, in this respect, Jameson contrasts the modernist use of parody and 

quotation against the postmodernist use of pastiche. Parody relies on the 

uniqueness of a style, which it imitates and mocks. However, in doing so it admits 

the existence of a linguistic norm against which the original is being judged. In 

other words, “parody retains a subversive ‘other’ voice”.8 On the other hand, 

pastiche is: 

 

[L]ike parody, the imitation of a peculiar or unique style, the wearing of a stylistic mask, 

speech in a dead language: but it is a neutral practice of such mimicry, without parody’s 

ulterior motive, without the satirical impulse, without laughter, without that still latent 

feeling that there exists something normal compared to which what is being imitated is 

rather comic. Pastiche is blank parody, parody that has lost its sense of humor.9 

 

Language in this sense disintegrates into a multitude of private languages. 

                                                 
8 Sean Homer, Frederic Jameson: Marxism, Hermeneutics, Postmodernism, p.104. 
9 Fredric Jameson “Postmodernism and Consumer Society”, in Movies and Mass Culture, p.188/189. Italics 
in the original. 
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Postmodernism does not simply “quotes” popular texts; it incorporates those texts 

to the extent that there are no more boundaries between them. It is this eclecticism, 

or “de-differentiation” between high art and mass or popular culture, that is 

frequently described as one of the most significant democratizing and 

popularizing trait of postmodernism. 

Here, Jameson stresses what he calls the “death of the subject” or the “end of 

individualism as such”. For him artists can no longer invent new styles and 

worlds, since only a limited number of combinations are possible and everything 

has been already created: 

 

[I]n a world in which stylistic innovation is no longer possible, all that is left is to imitate 

dead styles, to speak through the masks and with the voices of the styles in the imaginary 

museum.10  

 

Postmodern pastiche is fully aesthetically accomplished in what Jameson 

designates as “nostalgia films”, films that incorporate elements or references of an 

idealized past. Suffice to say that nostalgia films are not only films about the past, 

but in a broader meaning any kind of film that, by using specific historical 

elements, seeks to reawake a feeling of the past. 

The second feature presented by Jameson is schizophrenia; he considers that 

postmodern temporality is essentially schizophrenic, in the sense that past and 

future merge into a “perpetual present”. Taking this definition from Lacan, he 

employs it, not in a clinical sense, but rather in a descriptive way. 

In a brief way, Lacan defines schizophrenia as being essentially a language 

disorder, a failure to fully accede the symbolic order of speech and language. It is 

in this way a break in the relationship between signifiers. For Lacan, the sense of 

temporality, memory, the persistence of personal identity over time, is an effect of 

language, as language has past and future. Thus, since the schizophrenic failed to 

“learn” this, he is condemned to live in an eternal present, with no connection to 

                                                 
10 Fredric Jameson “Postmodernism and Consumer Society”, in Movies and Mass Culture, p.190. 
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the past and no conceivable future. In Jameson’s words, “schizophrenic experience 

is an experience of isolated, disconnected, discontinuous material signifiers that 

fail to link up into a coherent sequence”.11 

What Jameson stresses here is that the isolation of signifiers makes them 

more material, literal and vivid, thus making the present more intense. He 

correlates this with the loss of history, a symptomatic characteristic of the late 

capitalism moment, as we move away from historical periodization, giving us the 

belief that virtually everything happens without effect, or that we live in a time 

detached from time. 

Therefore, according to Jameson, we must understand postmodernism as a 

modification of our sense of time and space, expressed aesthetically through the 

use pastiche and schizophrenic temporality. As Sean Homer synthesizes it: 

 

These twin features of pastiche and schizophrenia result in postmodernism’s pervasive 

flattening of space and the displacement of diachronic time with synchronic immanence.12 

 

Turning away our attention from the aesthetic ground, a sociological 

concern can be seen to pervade in Jameson’s theorization of the postmodern. The 

“death of the subject” discussed above, is associated to a shift in the dynamics of 

the social pathology, which Jameson considers as a change from alienation to 

fragmentation. The centered subject of the modernist period, characterized by its 

uniqueness, was brought down by the postmodernist primacy of mechanical 

reproduction. This process is what Jameson calls the “waning of affect”. As he 

explains it, the end of the bourgeois ego led to the end of the psychopathologies 

associated with it (anxiety, alienation, anomie); the feelings or “intensities” of that 

ego have become “now free-floating and impersonal and tend to be dominated by 

a peculiar kind of euphoria”.13 

Therefore, the fragmentation of the subject and the disruptive breaking of 

                                                 
11 Fredric Jameson “Postmodernism and Consumer Society”, in Movies and Mass Culture, p.195. 
12 Sean Homer, Frederic Jameson: Marxism, Hermeneutics, Postmodernism, p.105. 
13 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, p.16. 



Framing Culture and the Postmodern 

 26 

cultural production from personal reception have caused an identity crisis, which 

leads to the heightening of subjectivity. 

Although Jameson’s construction of postmodernism remains an important 

theoretical work on the field, his historical periodization is not free from criticism, 

as Homer notes.14 By stating that postmodernism is the cultural expression of 

Mandel’s third machine age, he associates the former with the electronic 

technology of the latter. However, electronic systems, nuclear power and early 

generation computers hardly come to mind when thinking about postmodernism. 

Postmodern technology is associated with digital microtechnology, privatized 

energy markets and “user friendly” PCs. In this way, it is Baudrillard’s frenzy of 

communication, or the information technology revolution, that stands as the 

proper postmodern moment. 

 

 

Baudrillard the hyperrealist 

 

The idea that a new economical and social order emerged, usually associated 

with the concepts of “post-industrialism”, “post-Fordism” and “multinational 

capitalism”, led, in sociological debates, to consider this change as a sign of the 

transition from modernity to postmodernity (or postmodernization). 

The rapid development of technology, the global restructuring of capitalism, 

the speeding up of communication and information, the rising importance of the 

media in our social and private life, and the commodification of culture and art, 

have proven to be strong signs that a “new reality” is emerging, or has already 

emerged, a reality that bears no similarity to the previous historical period usually 

called modern or Enlightenment. 

In this new era, the visual and the image assume central role for the 

understanding of the new condition. Denzin stressed this in the following way: 

 
                                                 
14 In Sean Homer, Frederic Jameson: Marxism, Hermeneutics, Postmodernism. 
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The postmodern terrain is defined almost exclusively in visual terms, including the display, 

the icon, the representation of the real seen through the camera’s eye, captured on 

videotape, and given in the moving picture. (…) The search for the meaning of the 

postmodern moment is a study in looking. It can be no other way. This is a visual, 

cinematic age. The collage and the mixed-media-tele/audio text are the iconic markers of 

this moment.15 

 

As the media assumes an undeniable importance in our lives, the images 

and signs it produces become increasingly associated to the notion of reality, and 

to some critics it becomes reality itself. It is in this last aspect that the controversial 

sociologist Jean Baudrillard has become known. 

Baudrillard’s theory develops in four parts, regarding four key concepts: the 

simulacrum, the mass media, the sign, and communication. In the axis of his 

conjectures lies the concept of reality. His periodization of history, based on the 

relation of reality with the image and sign, led him to the conclusion that the 

present time is the third stage of the sign, or the simulation. In this current phase 

the sign bears no relation to any reality, the sign has become reality, because it 

bears the fact that there is no reality beyond itself. The real has thus become that 

which is infinitely reproduced, or the hyperreal. 

Starting from a reevaluation of Marx’s Capital under the light of Nietzsche’s 

nihilism, Baudrillard manages to outstrip the concepts of use-value and exchange-

value of their antinomic, autonomous status. In the simulational moment, they 

conflate into mirrored aspects of a single process of abstract reproduction. Thus in 

Baudrillard’s model, the sign, as the previously hidden side of the commodity-

form, reveals itself when the latter ceases to be a referent of the real.  

Extending Umberto Eco’s concept of the hyperreal, Baudrillard states that 

everything is simulation. He explains that in this era of simulation, all referentials 

have been eliminated and even worse, that they have been artificially resurrected 

                                                 
15 Norman K. Denzin, Images of Postmodern Society, p. viii/ix. 
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“in the systems of signs, a material more malleable than meaning”16. No more the 

sign equals the referent, or is exchanged for a referent: the sign is exchanged by a 

sign. This is to say, there is only exchange-value. 

 

It is no longer a question of imitation, nor duplication, nor even of parody. It is a question 

of substituting the signs of the real for the real (…) Never again will the real have the 

chance to produce itself.17 

 

Hence, the hyperreal comes into being, since it is impossible to distinguish 

between the real and its reproduction. The hyperreal effaces the distinction 

between “true” and “false”, “reality” and “imagination”. It is in this moment, 

“[w]hen the real is no longer what it was, [that] nostalgia assumes its full 

meaning”18. 

Difficult as it is to understand, or even accept, Baudrillard’s theory, what 

comes into his scrutiny is the increased value, or reification, of the media in our 

society, and what it produces: a world where everyone is an apathetic voyeur, or 

mere “individual particles” in a social vacuo. It is under this guise that he envisions 

the death of the social and the raise of the mass, carried out by the exacerbation of 

communication and the mass media’s pressure of information. For Baudrillard, 

the new information of the electronic mass media destroys, or neutralizes, all 

meaning and signification. Thus, he questions: 

 

Are the mass media on the side of power in the manipulation of the masses, or are they on 

the side of the masses in the liquidation of meaning, in the violence done to meaning, and 

in the fascination which results?19 

 

In sum, it ca be stated that Baudrillard’s nihilistic theorization of society and 

                                                 
16 Jean Baudrillard, “The Precession of Simulacra”, in Simulacra and Simulations, p.2.  
17 Ibid, p.2. 
18 Ibid, p.6. 
19 Jean Baudrillard, “The Implosion of Meaning in the Media”. Cited in Arthur Kroker “Baudrillard’s Marx”, 
in The Postmodern Scene, p.176. 
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culture as a sign-system, revolves around the fundamental discovery of an 

intrinsic relation between the “structural law of value” and the simulacrum, this 

being the dynamic locus of postmodernity. His conception of contemporary 

culture involves an overflow of signs, symbols and images; these signs proliferate 

through the excess of the media and informational systems that now distinguish 

culture. 

 

 

Technocapitalism, Technoculture and Megaspectacles 

 

Each one of the theorists analyzed above acknowledges the impact of 

technological development and transnationalism in the construction of a new 

“condition”. Based on this, each one has constructed a concept of the postmodern, 

focusing in specific elements. To them, the postmodern condition is either a 

“mode” (Lyotard) or an “epoch” (Jameson, Baudrillard), and implies a rupture 

from the previous moment (Lyotard’s conceptualization, although presupposing 

an epochal break, avoids this problematic by projecting it backwards, as he states 

that the modern is that which is first postmodern). 

A somehow different and more recent perspective of the postmodern is 

presented by Steven Best and Douglas Kellner in The Postmodern Adventure (2001). 

By distancing from extreme versions of postmodernity that emphasize a radical 

break, they stress both continuities and discontinuities in what they consider to be 

“a tempestuous period of transition and metamorphosis”.20 In this way, they 

argue that the fundamental changes that propel the transition to a postmodern 

society stem principally from material transmutations in science, technology, and 

economics. Instead of considering a fully established and radically different 

postmodern moment, Best and Kellner believe that: 

 

[W]e are now between the modern and the postmodern, in an interim period between 

                                                 
20 Steven Best and Douglas Kellner, The Postmodern Adventure, p.6. 
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epochs, where we are undergoing spectacular changes in all realms of life. (…) The term 

“postmodern” serves to call attention to novelties and discontinuities of the current interim 

period.21 

 

Best and Kellner acknowledge that, in the novel situation called 

postmodern, few discussions link this condition to both the global restructuring of 

capital and the scientific and technological revolutions. Consequently, they 

propose the concept of technocapitalism to emphasize both the enduring primacy of 

capitalism and the increasingly important role of technology. Thus: 

 

The concept of technocapitalism describes a constellation in which technical and scientific 

knowledge, computerization and automation of labor, and interactive technology play a 

role in the process of production analogous to the function of human labor power and 

machine in an earlier era of capitalism. Technocapitalism also encompasses novel modes 

of societal organization, unique forms of culture and everyday life, and innovative types of 

contestation.22 

 

It follows that one of the major creations of technocapitalism is technoculture, 

for the latter arrives when culture becomes defined more by science and 

technology then by social norms, ethics, or religion; when human relations become 

electronically and digitally mediated; and when technology becomes such a strong 

force that rapidly changes established traditions, making it impossible to control, 

understand and determine its consequences. 

With the upsurge of a consumer society, people are surrounded (and in turn 

become dependent) by a myriad of commodities, services and objects. This is the 

first feature of technoculture: technology becomes an intrinsic part of our human 

lives through new devices and machines as they mediate our relation to nature, 

the social, and with our own selves. 

It is under this light that Best and Kellner consider the conception of the new 

                                                 
21 Steven Best and Douglas Kellner, The Postmodern Adventure, p.12. 
22 Ibid, p.213. 



Framing Culture and the Postmodern 

 31

information society, with its emphasis on information technology, too limited. For 

them, the new technologies are systems of information as well as modes of 

entertainment. In the “society of the spectacle”, as theorized by Guy Debord, the 

concept of spectacle has become more and more a normal part on our media 

discourse and social life. They acknowledge the advent of “megaspectacles” – as 

the previous concept of spectacle suffered an increasing escalation in size, scope 

and intensity – and the “entertainmentization” of the economy, as a crucial aspect 

of the global restructuring of capital. 

In their view, “[t]he infotainment society reduces everything to the logic of 

the commodity spectacle”, which in turn, through the process of an increasing 

globalization, leads to the diffusion of modernization and postmodernization 

simultaneously.23 

 

* * * 

 

From the above we can perceive that each critic has his own opinion as how 

to grasp and define postmodernism. Although some times it seems that those 

perspectives are not very different from each other and that its authors share the 

same perspectives, more often than not they are opposing as each critic focus on 

one characteristic of the postmodern. For that reason, although I will not try to 

provide a comprehensive definition of the postmodern and postmodernism, I 

believe that a combination of those perspectives may offer an acceptable 

approximation to this slippery concept. 

As such, some theorists distinguish “postmodernity” from 

“postmodernism”, the first referring to an historical phase whiles the second to a 

way of describing culture. Since the subject under scrutiny is Chinese culture, I 

will use mainly to the second term.  

Therefore, postmodernism might be conceived through the following 

concepts: a discredit for the grand narratives of modernism, a general disbelief for 

                                                 
23 Steven Best and Douglas Kellner, The Postmodern Adventure, p.229. 
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certainties (like happiness, love, absolute knowledge, democracy, socialism, etc.); a 

nostalgic, conservative longing for the past, where the boundaries between past 

and present are effaced; an exacerbated consumer culture, punctuated by the 

commodification of popular culture, and adoration for spectacles; a televisual 

culture, with a worship for the image and where reality and fiction are no longer 

easily distinguishable; a multicultural, globalizing thrust; a paradoxical embrace of 

particularities and pluralism. 

To position and evaluate postmodernism in the Chinese social, economical 

and political realm, as it is conceived and theorized by Chinese critics will be the 

next step. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 

Postmodernism and Mass Media in China 
 

 

Postmodernism in China (and more broadly, in Asian and Third World 

countries) has become some kind of fashion in the last decades, and like in its 

more developed counterparts, a field for theoretical debate where no consensus 

seems to exist. This is due not only to the fact that postmodernism as a concept is 

difficult to define, but because it presupposes the existence of a capitalist economy 

to emerge.1 In this sense, it seems premature to apply this concept when even the 

modern, in its economic and political realm, is yet to be achieved. Therefore, 

applying the term “postmodern” to China may seem inappropriate to some, 

product of the cultural fever of the 1980s, or in a more nationalistic perspective a 

new form of Western colonization and hegemony. China, nonetheless, can be 

                                                 
1 As defined by Fredric Jameson, postmodernism is the cultural expression of late capitalism. He later 
acknowledges though, “New Theory in China arrives simultaneously with postmodernism (…). Unlike 
modernism, however, which was specifically Western and marked as an import, postmodernism in its very 
nature can be and always is home-grown, its pluralistic celebration of difference constituting an immediate 
authorization of local cultural production over imports, whether from the outside or from the national power 
centers themselves.” In a foreword to Politics, Ideology, and Literary Discourse in Modern China, edited by 
Liu Kang and Tang Xiaobing. 
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considered a unique case among the less developed countries. Chinese economy 

grows at a constant and accelerated rhythm; its openness to the world has 

remarkably increased in the last decade and promises to become concomitant with 

the global ordering of affairs with its entrance in the WTO.  

However, considering only this reality would prove to be incomplete and 

erroneous, since Chinese development is not an even one. While considering the 

fast progress of cities like Shenzhen, Shanghai and Beijing, one must not forget the 

extreme underdevelopment of China’s interior region, which accounts for the 

majority of the country; “precapitalist economic relations (and corresponding 

social and political forms) coexist with capitalist and socialist relations”.2 

Thus, in this scenario, it seems plausible to dismiss the existence of 

postmodernism, based on the argument that both temporally and spatially, the 

postmodern fails to address specific economic, political, social and cultural 

problems within China. 

On the contrary, I would like to support the perspective presented by Arif 

Dirlik and Zhang Xudong in their introduction to Postmodernism & China (2001), in 

that it is through this temporal desynchronization and spatial fracturing that the 

postmodern can be justified against the more limited temporal and spatial 

perspectives of modernity: 

 

The coexistence of the precapitalist, the capitalist, and the postsocialist economic, political, 

and social forms represents a significant departure from the assumptions of a Chinese 

modernity, embodied above all in the socialist revolutionary project.3 

 

In the same manner Tang Xiaobing remarked: 

 

It is postmodernism (…) as a general description of being simultaneously modernist and 

modernist manqué, that best characterizes contemporary Chinese culture which, due to the 

                                                 
2 Arif Dirlik and Zhang Xudong, “Introduction: Postmodernism and China”, in Postmodernism & China, 
p.2/3. 
3 Ibid, p.3. 
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lack of any legitimate normativity or rather because of a synchronic juxtaposition of 

different, if indeed incompatible, modes of production, gives continuous rise to irony and 

displaces all efforts to stabilize meaning. The postmodernist wariness of uniformity and of 

any facile utopian expectation echoes only too well with the specific experience of recent 

Chinese history.4 

 

The concept of postmodernism entered into Chinese intellectual circles, 

during the cultural fever of the mid 1980s, through the works of Fredric Jameson, 

Jürgen Habermas, Ihab Hassan, Linda Hutcheon, Jean-François Lyotard, and 

William V. Spanos, among others. It must be emphasized however that 

postmodernism in China started first as a discourse among the intellectuals and it 

was later, after Deng’s Southern Tour, that signs of postmodernism as a reality 

began to fully emerge in different realms of Chinese society. According to Wang 

Ning, postmodernism appeared in China in three forms: “as a poststructuralist 

theoretical discourse, as an avant-garde intellectual rebellion against the 

modernist episteme, and as a contemporary consumer culture”.5 

However, in order to understand Chinese postmodernism or even accept it, 

one must acknowledge that, within Chinese borders, postmodernity is what comes 

after a particular manifestation of the modern, which was the revolutionary 

project of modernization under the Maoist axiom. That is to say that 

postmodernity is the postrevolutionary or the postsocialist reality that germinated 

during the 1980s and blossomed during the 1990s. 

It should be noted, however, that while applying the term postsocialist to 

China, this label pertains to the form in which the country is redirecting its 

economy, and must not be understood in its political connotation. We must bear in 

mind that China still abides to the principles of socialism or as the epithet goes 

“socialism with Chinese characteristics”, a term put up by the CCP to convey the 

idea that while the road traveled is the capitalist one, the final destination is still 

                                                 
4 Tang Xiaobing, “The Function of New Theory: What does it Mean to Talk about Postmodernism in 
China?”, in Politics, Ideology, and Literary Discourse in Modern China, p.295. 
5 Wang Ning, “The Mapping of Chinese Postmodernity”, in Postmodernism & China, p.25. 
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socialism. Therefore, while using the concept of postsocialism, this refers to a break 

with the previous concept of socialism, based on the revolutionary and Maoist 

premises. 

What comes from the above is that postmodernity is unequivocally linked 

with the reforms that swept the country, inducing radical changes in the 

economical and (to some extent) political domain, this in turn producing a social 

transformation that is in the base of an emerging postmodernity. With the process 

of opening and reform, China accepted foreign capital/technology and tourists to 

enter its territory, but had also to cope with the affluence of a global popular 

culture based on the reification of the image, a celebration of diversity and 

individuality, and the exaltation of the everyday life.  

Political and ideological discourse was substituted by mass consumption. 

Therefore, postmodernism in China is generated by the process of reforming and 

developing, which brings in many Western elements, postmodernism included, 

for the latter is an import from the West, or as Wang Ning puts it, mainly a 

“borrowed thing”.6 Herein resides one of the questions regarding Chinese 

postmodernism: how original or how different it is from its Western counterpart. 

Dirlik and Zhang stress that the arguments of temporal dissonance and spatial 

fracturing questions any claims of cultural authenticity, for they are the same 

arguments used to define postmodernism in the West; however: 

 

While Chinese postmodernism may be most striking as an antirevolutionary repudiation of 

a socialist modernity, what may make Chinese postmodernity unique is that, within a 

postsocialist situation, postmodernity itself may serve as a site of struggle between the 

legacy of the past and the forces of the present.7 

 

From the above we can conceive Chinese postmodernism in three different, 

but closely interrelated, levels. The first is based on the socioeconomic 

transformation propelled by the socialist reforms, which aims at technological 
                                                 
6 Wang Ning, “The Mapping of Chinese Postmodernity”, in Postmodernism & China, pg. 24. 
7 Arif Dirlik and Zhang Xudong, “Introduction: Postmodernism and China”, in Postmodernism & China, p.7. 
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development and global integration. This transformation is embodied by the new 

information and computer technologies, the globalization of capital and labor, 

decentralization of the market, competition, and all the technologies associated 

with capitalist countries. It is this change in the Chinese economic path that is in 

the base of postmodernism, as it unravels the necessary forces to induce a social 

transformation. As the new market environment struggles with the old centralized 

ideology, the population delves amidst a world of confusion, tensions and 

contradictions. The openness to the West brought a world of difference and 

inequality, which contradictorily reinforces a consciousness of nationality, as the 

Chinese nation-state constantly poses itself against the other nations. Therefore, it 

is through this paradoxical sense of integration and difference (or perhaps 

isolation) that a Chinese postmodernist discourse may seem to emerge. In other 

words, as Chen Xiaoming puts it: 

 

Postmodernism thus emerges in Chinese social life as well as in cultural and cinematic 

productions and artistic experiments, not so much as a cultural construct of the artist, 

critics, and theorists, as is the case in the West, but as an enormous social text produced by 

the historical process of Chinese modernity in the age of globalization.8 

 

The second level in which to perceive a Chinese postmodernity, and the one 

that can be pointed as the most characteristic, is its antirevolutionary aspect. In the 

present postrevolutionary moment, where capitalist forces take over the country 

amidst a socialist State that legitimizes itself through communist ideology, the 

contradictions faced by society questions any coherent narrative from the past. 

Decentralization, consumerism, individuality, diversity, became part of the new 

vocabulary substituting the old revolutionary one. Furthermore, revolutionary 

ideology was substituted by the ideology of consumerism, and life is increasingly 

conceived globally rather than nationally, individually rather than collectively. In 

these terms, the postmodern discourse seems to grasp faithfully Chinese reality 

                                                 
8 Chen Xiaoming, “The Mysterious Other: Postpolitics in Chinese Film”, in Postmodernism & China, p.237. 
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and experience. In a broader sense, Sun Lung-Kee notes: 

 

Today, the imagining of both nation and individual are subsumed under the postmodern 

politics of self-fashioned identities. On the collective level, it enables non-Western nations 

to stage a “postcolonial” critique of the grand narrative of unilinear progress that privileges 

Eurocentrism. On the personal level, it liberates the individual from established social and 

sexual norms that are familistic, patriarchal, procreationist, and heterosexual. 

Postmodernism seems to be the meta-grammar for an emerging global culture based on 

diversity and equity. Few have noted the incompatibility of the politics of nationality with 

the politics of individuation.9 

 

The manner in which Chinese postmodernism works with politics is a subtle 

and ambivalent one. If we consider postmodernism as a celebration of mass 

consumer culture in China, we must admit some complicity with the strategy of 

the CCP, which since the famous slogan “to get rich is glorious”, declared by Deng 

Xiaoping during his Southern Tour, has unleashed market forces to work freely in 

China. This had the double intention of creating economic growth and at the same 

time distracting the public from political debates. If in this sense, postmodernism 

works with the system to avoid political confrontations, it must be realized that it 

also undermines the stability and legitimacy of the Party, by questioning some of 

the most basic communist premises, and by returning to the people its 

individuality. In the words of Zhang Yiwu: 

 

[T]hanks to postmodernism the basis of a powerful cultural practice, a pluralistic culture, a 

new cultural democracy, and limitless options have all sprung up overnight.10 

 

 It is clear that the CCP today faces a serious ideological crisis, due to the 

process of increasing marketization and globalization, which in turns commutes 

                                                 
9 Sun Lung-Kee, The Chinese National Character, p.236. 
10 Citation in Haun Saussy, “Postmodernism in China: A Sketch and some Queries”, in Cross-Cultural 
Readings of Chineseness, p.147. 
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with a social and cultural crisis. For Tang Xiaobing, to engage in the 

postmodernist discussion/discourse that prolongs that same culture crisis is 

necessarily a political choice, as it is a discursive formation “in the service of a 

counter-hegemonic commitment”: 

 

[T]he Chinese conception of postmodernism has to include at once a rejection of the 

repressive political order and a critique of the rapid process of commodification. While 

opening up the past to parody and laughter, postmodernism in China is also bound to strip 

the future of its mystifying halo. The apparent incompatibility of these two critical thrusts 

will only enrich our understanding of our own time and shape contemporary Chinese 

culture with its own historical specificity. Like it or not, the function of postmodernism is 

here precisely to dismantle various master-narratives about modernity and create a new 

field of uncompromising demystification.11 

 

Consequently, to understand postmodernism as an antirevolutionary thrust, 

it must be stated that it does not directly confronts or opposes the present political 

regime. It works with it and against it, by promoting and criticizing consumerism 

at the same time, and by discarding any ideological or idealistic view of life. 

Politics now remain like empty images of the past. In other words, “everything is 

political and nothing is political at one and the same time. Politics is everywhere, 

and yet it subverts itself at any moment”.12 This is what Chen Xiaoming designates 

by postpolitics in Chinese Cinema. 

This leads us to the third level in which a Chinese postmodernism can be 

conceived. In the cultural realm, a change in architecture, music, art, literature, 

fashion, video and cinema, took place, in which postmodernist elements can be 

perceived. The affluence of cultural products, images and trends from the West 

(specially from the USA, mostly mediated by Hollywood) invaded and mingled 

with the national cultural production, creating a new form of expression, specially 

                                                 
11 Tang Xiaobing, “The Function of New Theory: What does it Mean to Talk about Postmodernism in 
China?”, in Politics, Ideology, and Literary Discourse in Modern China, p.296. 
12 Chen Xiaoming, “The Mysterious Other: Postpolitics in Chinese Film”, in Postmodernism & China, p.223. 
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significant in the realm of the popular culture. In Liu Kang perspective: 

 

It seems certain that in China’s popular culture arena, the infiltration of global cultural 

production (read Western capitalist commercial culture) is accelerated by historical 

reappropriations and displacements of older structures in the service of a qualitatively very 

different situation.13 

 

However, beyond of what we can call of a “postmodern aesthetic” in a 

Chinese context, lays the change in the “value” of art per se. This is, within Chinese 

borders, the so-called “Wang Shuo phenomenon”, in which culture becomes a 

product for consumption. The boundary between high and low culture 

disappears, and the final objective is to satisfy the market. Like in the more 

developed societies of the West, in China “[t]oday, what matters are the 

unreflective consumers of mass culture”.14 Cultural production in the last decade 

has acquired a more commercializing orientation, but to state this seems almost 

trivial under the new aegis of consumerism. In China today, everything seems to 

be for sale, and culture didn’t escape this fate. In a more elaborate form, Dirlik and 

Zhang addressed this reality as follows: 

 

In an environment that nourishes “the identification of the commodity with its image” and 

the “symbiosis between the market and the media”, the structural rather than the 

mechanical relationship between economy, experience, and culture becomes all the more 

important. In the postmodern condition, production and culture mingle with one another 

through a dialectical third: commodification and consumption. Thus, the encounter with 

postmodernity is first and foremost a cultural encounter; in other words, the contact with 

global capitalism is to a great extent the contact with its culture, discourse, ideology, and 

vice versa. If postmodernism is, paraphrasing Jameson to eliminate teleology, the cultural 

logic of global capitalism, then in the Chinese context it must also be at one and the same 

time the cultural logic of a postrevolutionary, yet residually socialist, Chinese form of 
                                                 
13 Liu Kang, “Popular Culture and the Culture of the Masses in Contemporary China”, in Postmodernism & 
China, p.125. 
14 Sun Lung-Kee, The Chinese National Character, p.238. 
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life.15 

 

A fundamental aspect while considering postmodernism in its cultural 

realm is the role of the mass media; in specific, the role of television, cinema and 

other electronic media, since it is through their pluralistic and individualistic 

nature that postmodernism expresses itself, or according to Jeff Lewis: 

 

[C]ontemporary cultural analysis should interrogate the problematics of diversity and 

difference, and the significant characteristics of the electronic media in the formation of 

contemporary culture. Postmodernism, (…) is a culture replete with pluralism and relative 

truths. Postmodernism is clearly related to the conditions of an electronically mediated 

culture.16 

 

In China, the media industries have been rapidly changing in order to adapt 

to the new commercialist environment while still facing “slow-changing power 

relations between the political, social and economical spheres”.17 Probably the 

fastest changing industry in China, the media industry have to accommodate with 

the crisis that surrounds it, which is to say that while it engages in new financial 

and policy structures, and trading alliances, it still has to cope with the 

government strategy and state ideology. 

To consider, however, the media industries as mere puppets in the hands of 

the CCP, used solely to spread the party’s ideology, would be erroneous. While 

it’s true that in theory the media are heavily regulated, in practice due to the size 

of this sector it is virtually impossible to totally implement and control the central 

policies. 

On the other hand, the kind of doctrinal propaganda broadcasted is no 

longer the one from the Maoist era where socialism was revered and capitalism 

                                                 
15 Arif Dirlik and Zhang Xudong, “Introduction: Postmodernism and China”, in Postmodernism & China, 
p.10/11. Citation from Jameson (1991). 
16 Jeff Lewis, Cultural Studies – The basics, p.18. 
17 Stephanie Hemelryk Donald and Michael Keane, “Media in China: New Convergences, New Approaches”, 
in Media in China: consumption, content and crisis, p.3. 
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despised; rather “the Chinese media now inculcate lessons about what it means to 

live in a changing world where competitiveness drives national economic 

productivity”.18 In addition, combined with this need to please the Party leaders, 

there is now the need to please the audiences and the media bosses. 

With the retreat from the egalitarianism principle, there has been an increase 

in social stratification, thus leading to the fragmentation of the mass audience and 

consequently different kinds of publics to please. Also of great importance in this 

relation of dependency is the upsurge of media moguls, as they are ultimately the 

ones who control the financial resources and therefore the ones who decide what 

to produce. However, their position is one of co-dependency, as they will never 

support products that can displease the censors or will not interest the audiences. 

 

The development of the media, the most political and commercial of modern industries, 

provides a unique insight into the reality of ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’ and the 

challenges facing China as it emerges as a major world economy and cultural force. In no 

other sector are the powerful forces of politics and commerce so graphically and publicly 

joined together and presented to the people as a single product.19 

 

Thus, the role of the media in China deserve special attention, as it 

constitutes one of the most interesting fields for studying the tumultuous forces 

(postmodernism included) that have been shaping the Chinese post-New Era 

society. 

                                                 
18 Stephanie Hemelryk Donald and Michael Keane, “Media in China: New Convergences, New Approaches”, 
in Media in China: consumption, content and crisis, p.14. 
19 Anke Redl and Rowan Simons, “Chinese Media – One Channel, Two Systems”, in Media in China: 
consumption, content and crisis, p.18. 
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Urbanism, Internationalism and 
Commercialism 

 

 

The post-Tiananmen era, labeled by some Chinese intellectuals as the post-

New Era, can be characterized by an accelerated growth in consumerism, a spread 

of popular culture throughout the commercialization of cultural products (most of 

them imported from the West), and the sprout of postmodern formations.1  

These new formations in Chinese cinema have been carried by the young 

directors that graduated after 1989. Generally known as the Sixth Generation, or 

the Urban Generation, these directors do not share a similar schooling nor do they 

usually collaborate on projects, as the previous generation did; if anything, their 

only common ground is the fact of being defined as post-Fifth Generation. 

In fact, as a result of the increasing commercialism that took over Chinese 

                                                 
1 The term was coined by the controversial Zhang Yiwu, considered by many the most productive and 
crudest theoretician of Chinese postmodernism. According to Zhang Xudong, “‘post-New Era’ is a defiant 
term to mark the ideological, intellectual, and (in terms of taste, habit, and behavior) cultural break from the 
New Era and its high-modernist-humanist discursive mainstream and hegemony”, (Zhang, 2000;433). 
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Cinema, the generational frame as a way of stylistic differentiation has started to 

disappear, as everyone began to compete for the audience. Fifth Generation 

directors having to face the acute financial crisis, abandoned their modernist and 

elitist experimentations early on for more popular cinematic approaches. For this 

reason, Zhang Xudong considers the Fifth Generation as an unfinished project and 

a localized moment in Chinese cinema history, at the interval between the 

receding state power and the upsurge of the global market: 

 

I view the Fifth Generation as a failed project, a remarkable yet abortive attempt to 

establish a Chinese modernism by matching the possibilities of the medium with those of a 

historical moment, by locating its institution under the protection of the state whose 

representational officialdom it found suffocating and set out to challenge. It is a utopian 

and heroic attempt.2 

 

Therefore, throughout this paper references to the Sixth Generation will be 

made merely as a way of differentiating directors that started filmmaking in the 

post-New Era.3 

As mentioned above, considering the new directors of the 90s post-Fifth 

Generational should be better understood as an opposition, rather than a moment, 

since the new directors overtly reject the aesthetic principles and concerns of their 

predecessors. This new cinema departs significantly from the Fifth Generation in 

its politics, values, and artistic sensibility.  

Sixth Generation directors aim their cameras to the everyday reality of 

contemporary Chinese city life, as they deal with a wide spectrum of urban social 

experiences and issues, like alcoholism, prostitution, homosexuality, mental 

illness, migrant work, criminal activity, bohemian life styles, the widening gap 

between the poor and the rich, the cultural turmoil induced by the reforms, and 

more recently the mass media. Since these directors endeavor for a heightened 

                                                 
2 Zhang Xudong, Chinese Modernism in the Era of Reforms, p.212. 
3 For Zhang Xudong, the Sixth Generation is “a title impossible to sustain, as the generational game seems 
already to have lost its distinguishing power in the new context”,  (Zhang Xudong, 1997;271). 
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sense of reality, their works usually portray a documentary pulse, and by 

insistently blurring the boundary between fiction and reality, they began to subject 

the cinematic medium itself to critical scrutiny. 

However, in order to comprehend Chinese cinema, and the particularities of 

such a diverse group of directors (the Sixth or Urban Generation), we must start 

by understanding film policy first. 

During the Maoist period, film and the film industry were used as a political 

instrument to provide mass education, as postulated in the Talks at the Yan’an 

Conference on Literature and Art, which meant that films had to praise the glories of 

revolution and the Communist Party: “art for socialism and for the people”.4 

Complete control over all the stages of the production process of the films was 

retained by the Film Bureau. This situation took an even more drastic downturn 

during the Cultural Revolution when the film industry, under the aegis of the 

Gang of Four, produced only operas adapted for political end (eight films where 

released during the “ten chaotic years”). Scarce, or no priority at all was given to 

profit, since the studios were supported by the government.5 

With the open-door policy and the economic reforms implemented by Deng 

Xiaoping, a radical change took over the industry. In 1984, the government 

withdrew its financial support from the state-owned film studios; the famous 

“iron-bowl” system was replaced, and the studios had to assume responsibility for 

their profits and losses, the so-called “self-responsibility” system. In response to 

this, some studios implemented a contract system between producer and director 

to encourage the contractor to find financial investment outside the studio. 

Though financial backing was withdrawn, the CCP still retained political 

control of the medium through the Propaganda Department; this consisted on 

production quantity, script selection, and censorship. Basically, the Film Bureau 

has complete power over what it should be screened in China: it chooses the 

scripts that are proposed for filming and decides which ones are suitable or not to 
                                                 
4 For a detailed analysis on this text, see Bonnie S. McDougall, ed. and trans., Mao Zedong’s “Talks at the 
Yan’an Conference on Literature and Art”: A Translation of the 1943 Text with Commentary (1980). 
5 For a comprehensive study of cinema during the Maoist period, see Paul Clark (1987). 
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be shot; when the film is done it is submitted to censorship, after which it can go 

for distribution, if considered concomitant with the Party’s interest, or sent back 

for cutting or re-shooting, if not. To make things worse, prior to 1993, even if a film 

was approved for distribution, its screening was to be decided by the China Film 

Distribution Corporation, which could reduce or halt its distribution if it 

considered the new film politically offensive or lacking a popular market. 

However, after that, and due to the acute financial crisis in the film industry (six 

feature film studios went bankrupt in the early 90s), the Ministry of Radio, Film 

and Television issued a document that encouraged studios to engage individually 

with distribution agencies at province or city level. 

In addition to all this, the Film Bureau establishes a quota of films to be 

produced each year per studio. Initially, only sixteen studios where officially 

allowed to produce feature films. As the Chinese market opened up for 

competition, the Film Bureau reduced this restriction in 1995, by allowing thirteen 

film studios more, at province and city level, to produce commercial films. In 1997, 

this grant was extended to television stations and film studios at district level. 

More measures where taken by the Government to revitalize the industry. In 

1995, it allowed ten big-budget Hollywood films to be imported in order to 

increase theatre audiences. It also authorized individuals and non-state enterprises 

to participate in investment, to attract more investors. 

Nevertheless, as some elements of openness and competitiveness are being 

introduced by the Government in the fragile film industry, in order to help it cope 

with the crisis, the CCP still assumes an attitude towards film based in the Leninist 

premise adopted by Mao. China’s film policy continues to presuppose cinema as 

an ideological apparatus rather than a commercial enterprise. Fifth Generation 

director Zhang Yimou addressed this in the following way: 

 

Chinese films are not like Western films. They are neither a commodity nor a work of art – 

they belong in the realm of “ideology”. That’s why they are guarded so heavily – they 

know [the censors and leaders of the CCP] that film is a powerful medium for influencing 
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thought.6 

 

As the reforms unfold at a fast pace it is easy to see that due to this outdated 

revolutionary conception of film, economical reforms in the film industry take 

place at a much slower rate than in other areas. So long as it exists an official 

design that opposes the audience’s preferences, the film industry is bound to 

dwell in an unending crisis. 

It is amidst this reality that the Sixth Generation was forged and evolved, 

facing both an economically and politically adverse environment. They don’t 

benefit from the State’s support or international prestige like most of the Fifth 

Generation directors. Zhang Yimou notes: 

 

[T]he Sixth Generation was subject to practical considerations. It cannot be resisted: the 

need for money, the dilemma caused by censorship, and the awards at international film 

festivals. At a very early age the young people of the Sixth Generation knew much more 

and saw things more clearly than we did. Their aesthetics is much more expanded, as if 

there were a lot of different standards and contrasts.7 

 

Probably because of this, the fact is that these films do not appeal foreign 

audiences like the glamorous productions of the early 90s by directors from the 

Fifth Generation. Forced to make small productions for TV and videoclips to raise 

money, sometimes financing their works with monetary awards received abroad, 

this films portray much of the difficulty in producing them: shot fast and cheap on 

location, and using most of the time non-professional actors. If films like Farewell 

my Concubine, Judou and Raise the Red Lantern pleased the western viewer with 

their colorful, sensuous and exotic representation of China, films like Mama, 

Beijing Bastards, or Frozen, shock by their raw visuals and rough thematic. In the 

words of one critic: “If the Fifth Generation’s films were like a stay in the Beijing 
                                                 
6 Zhang Yimou in “Of Gender, State, Censorship, and Overseas Capital: An Interview with Chinese Director 
Zhang Yimou”, by Mayfair Mei-Hui Yang (1993), in Zhang Yimou: Interviews, p.43. 
7 Zhang Yimou in “From the Fifth to the Sixth Generation: An Interview with Zhang Yimou”, interview by 
Tan Ye (1999), in Zhang Yimou: Interviews, p.162. 
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Hilton, the Sixth Generation experience was like a night in a backpackers’ hostel”.8 

Since the new filmmakers are embedded in the whirlwind of transformation 

that characterizes contemporary China, their filmmaking centers and tries to 

capture this world of changes. Therefore, almost all their films are based in 

contemporary urban life, where this changes are more intensely felt, providing 

microscopic studies of a society that undergoes a drastic and, at times, violent 

change.9 

Interested in showing the real China, their stories are as simple as possible, 

about common people and their daily life, their target audience being the urban 

masses. Zhang Xudong gives us a brief but accurate account of these directors and 

their works: 

 

In all of these works the object of an ongoing visual encounter has been radically 

transformed as well as concretized. Everyday scenes and common figures (a fugitive, a 

policeman, a taxi driver, a bus conductor, a college student, a petty entrepreneur, a small-

time popular singer, a city stroller, a man of leisure supported by relatives abroad, and so 

forth) are now taking over the screen that was dominated by a high modernism clinging to 

the residual utopia sedimented in the collective memory. The deep shots now include the 

flexible, blended presentation of the city, as the post-Fifth Generation filmmaking, 

however “postmodern” and “apolitical”, rediscovers its precursors in the left-wing 

filmmakers based in Shanghai in the 1930s and 1940s. Neither the state as a political 

authority nor elite intellectuals but rather the contemporary mass audience becomes the 

ultimate addressee, whose demands are attentively accommodated. This cinema embraces 

the vague yet perceptible arrival of a Chinese postmodernity.10 

 

Zhang alludes to the cinema of the republican period as a base for 

understanding the cinema of the 90s. As matter of fact, a way to understand Sixth 

                                                 
8 “Chinese film's cultural revolution”, in « http://www.theage.com.au/articles/». 
9 The urbanism characteristic of the Sixth Generation is a clear opposition against the Fifth Generation, 
which usually based their films in a rural pre-communist China. To the Fifth Generation “the rural was not 
only the location of an anthropological discovery of the national self, but also an allegorical space pertaining 
to the political strategy and aesthetic narration of the New Cinema” (Zhang Xudong, 1997; 269). 
10 Zhang Xudong, Chinese Modernism in the Era of Reforms, p.271/272. 
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Generation commercialism, urbanism and cultural amalgam would be to trace it 

back to the cinema industry of republican Shanghai in the two decades prior to the 

formation of the PRC. 

 

[T]he movie theatre in Republican Shanghai simultaneously functioned as an icon of 

modern culture, through which the fashionable lifestyle of the emerging bourgeoisie was 

displayed and imitated, and as an institution of the entertainment industry, where domestic 

and foreign film studios competed for market shares.11 

 

The Shanghai of that period was without a doubt the most sophisticated and 

cosmopolitan place in the whole of the Chinese territory. In it, moviegoing was 

promoted as an indispensable item of a modern urban lifestyle, creating a film 

culture based on stylistic hybridity and contributing to the fashioning of a 

characteristic modern sensibility. 

However, the urban emphasis patent in Sixth Generation directors was not 

entirely absent in the concerns of the Fifth Generation directors. Films like 

Obsession (1988) by Zhou Xiaowen, The Trouble-Shooters (1988) by Mi Jiashan, or the 

early works of Huang Jianxin, already delved in the mood of alienation and 

disaffection that started to emerge in the big cities.12 

Another major characteristic of the Sixth Generation, and probably the 

reason why they became known and acclaimed in the West, is the refusal by some 

of those directors to comply with the system. Trying to avoid the sluggishness of 

the studio system and the censoring process, they engaged in underground or 

independent filmmaking. The film Mama (1990) by the internationally acclaimed 

Zhang Yuan, is hailed to be the first Chinese independent movie since 1949. 

Smuggled out of China to avoid censorship, this film and the next three of Zhang’s 

films received an official ban, which means that they were prohibited for screening 

in China.  

                                                 
11 Zhang Yingjin, “Introduction: Cinema and Urban Culture in Republican Shanghai”, in Cinema and Urban 
Culture in Shanghai, 1922-1943, p.15. 
12 For a discussion of these films, see Paul G. Pickowicz (1994) and (1995). 
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Trying to avoid this kind of incidents, the Government issued in 1994 an 

official ban on independent filmmaking and instituted regulations to control all 

film negatives on foreign co-productions in order to secure the government’s 

power to censor Chinese films, or to prohibit them from screening at festivals, no 

matter who owns the copyright. For this reason, director Wang Xiaoshuai who 

underwent the same difficulties as Zhang Yuan with The Days (1993), in order to 

avoid political retaliation signed his next independent film Frozen (1995) with the 

pseudonym Wu Ming (which means “no name” in Chinese). Directors that do not 

wish to conform to the official system have relied on the international market for 

acceptance and support. Sheldon Hsiao-peng Lu notes: 

 

[T]he transnational production and distribution of Chinese film may turn out to be an 

oppositional discursive formation on another level. It is a viable strategy of survival and of 

resistance to a domestic hegemony; it is a means to evade film censorship. The filmmakers 

can still carry out, in a larger international arena, the project of “historical-cultural 

reflection”, a project that is by all appearances hopelessly narcissistic and out of fashion in 

the consumer society of the 1990s. Internationalization as such is a way both to evade and 

to defy the internal domination of the regime. Here, indigenous cultural critique and global 

capital seem to merge in this transnational process.13 

 

Zhang Yimou goes into considering that the practicality inherent in the 

creation of these films makes it an unemotional process for those young directors: 

 

Some Sixth Generation directors I know are too smart. They understand too many things; 

they are so well-informed about the outside world and so familiar with the path to success 

that their filmmaking becomes an unemotional process. For instance, when they make 

underground films, at a very early stage when the films are being edited, they have already 

contacted foreign embassies and secured the channels to export the films.14 

                                                 
13 Sheldon Hsiao-peng Lu, “Historical Introduction: Chinese Cinemas (1896-1996) and Transnational Film 
Studies”, in Transnational Chinese Cinemas, p.11. 
14 Zhang Yimou in “From the Fifth to the Sixth Generation: An Interview with Zhang Yimou”, interview by 
Tan Ye (1999), in Zhang Yimou: Interviews, p.164. 
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Whether it’s a good or bad thing that the young directors are aware of the 

economic forces they face is not the issue, as it merely represents an 

acknowledgement of the times they live in. They expect their films to be viewed, if 

not domestically, then in the international market. 

Another way for independent filmmakers to avoid banning has been to buy 

the licenses from the studios. The studios are allowed to make a certain quota of 

films per year, however, as they can no longer afford to fulfill all the quotas they 

sell this licenses to independent production companies or directors. These movies, 

though made using none of the studio’s resources, retain the studio stamp and can 

be therefore distributed in China if the studio allows it. 

Recently, however, the fate of independent cinema was radically changed. In 

2002, the Film Bureau granted an official sanction to independent productions by 

issuing a law that allows independent companies to engage in film production 

without the need for a studio license. Nevertheless: 

 

Some filmmakers still seek to get around the restrictions, and this means that the term 

“underground film” has been expanded. An underground film now need not be 

controversial in terms of content. “At the beginning, these were the films which contained 

elements which would be deemed [by the state censors] either unacceptable or unsuitable 

for Chinese cinemas. So the directors didn't even try and get approval by the censors. They 

chose instead to screen their films abroad”, explains Lu Chuan, the director of Missing Gun 

(…). “But nowadays a film may be classified as ‘underground’ simply when the director is 

forced to follow unofficial channels to avoid bureaucratic delays in getting the film 

screened”.15 

 

To consider the Sixth Generation solely as a group of radical and dissident 

directors would be, however, half the truth. Since China is being driven by a 

money-oriented will, some directors fully play by the market and engage in 

                                                 
15 Maria Ruggieri, “Market Forces: Chinese Cinema in 2002”, in «http://www.asianfilms.org/china/». 
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standard commercial filmmaking, aiming for the changing tastes of the domestic 

audience and box-office receipts. These directors neither follow their predecessors 

(often criticized as “catering to Western taste”) nor fully comply with the 

government perspective of filmmaking. Instead, they concentrate in satisfying the 

domestic popular tastes and don’t shy away from the allegations that their major 

concern is monetary success. Director Feng Xiaogang expressed this in the 

following way: 

 

The box office is my measure of success, (…). There are those artistic [filmmakers in 

China], who like to take their films abroad and participate in international film festivals. 

(…) Me, I'm interested in the audience. I'm interested in making entertaining, commercial 

films that please the audience.16 

 

Feng Xiaogang’s light and humorously romantic films, Part A Part B (1997), 

Be There or Be Square (1998) and Sorry Baby (1999), have received enthusiastic 

responses from domestic audiences. Zhang Yang also became popular with the 

light comedies Spicy Love Soup (1997) and Shower (1999), (this last one also 

receiving international acclaim). 

As Chinese economy and social way of life tends towards capitalism, the 

frames of reference in filmmaking also veer towards commercialism, which is to 

say that, if with the Fifth Generation the main influences were European cult films 

from the 60s and 70s, with the Sixth Generation the tendency is to follow Hong 

Kong and Hollywood standards, as the directors become aware of the new 

emerging popular preferences, and the need for revenue more present than ever. 

This is not achieved, however, without criticisms, either from the more 

conservative elements in the Government that consider it a vulgarization of the 

art, or from the more acclaimed directors of the Fifth or Forth Generation, which 

regard this kind of films as empty and meaningless. Even among the Sixth 

Generation, the conflict between making purely commercial films or art films 
                                                 
16 Taken from Sun Shaoyi, “Under the Shadow of Commercialization: The Changing Landscape of Chinese 
Cinema”, in «http://www.asianfilms.org/china/». 
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exist, as Han Sanping, President of the Beijing Film Studio, expressed in an 

interview: 

 

There is currently a very sharp conflict in mainland China among "sixth generation" 

directors between those who favor art house movies and those who favor commercial 

filmmaking. Most still lean towards art house - and this will be a huge challenge when the 

WTO deal goes ahead. These directors will have to learn how to make more commercially 

viable movies. They will have to learn how to meld the artistic and commercial sides of 

filmmaking. This commercialization is the only way forward for the "sixth generation" 

directors.17 

 

This seems to be therefore the only solution for the Chinese cinematic 

conundrum in which these filmmakers exist, if they want to continue making films 

altogether.  As the situation seems to aggravate in China, with the dwindling of a 

market for serious films, the raise in alternative popular entertainment and the 

recent entrance to the WTO, the only rules to follow are the rules of the market.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
17 Han Sanping in “Commercialization is the only way forward for Chinese directors”, interview by Stephen 
Short (2000), in «www.time.com/time/asia/». 





 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 

New Cultural and Social Formations 
 

 

Chinese culture and society are now open to the cultural influence and 

elements from the West. The process of internationalization has inevitably carried 

with it the culture of capitalism. From art, music, television, fashion, literature, 

and film, the cultural manifestations of the West enter Chinese ground, merging 

with its own cultural production to create new forms of expression, giving raise to 

what can be labeled of a Chinese postmodernism.  

A consequence of this cultural amalgamation and reshaping is the much-

debated cultural disorientation, or cultural crisis, that China now experiences. Arif 

Dirlik admits the existence of some cultural disorientation, but dismisses it 

however by considering its importance to be over-emphasized, and asks: “are 

Chinese more ‘disoriented’ than anyone else?”1 

It should be noted nonetheless that, in the Chinese case, cultural 

disorientation can be seen and should be understood as being more dramatic than 

                                                 
1 Arif Dirlik, “Looking Backward in the Age of Global Capitalism”, in In Pursuit of Contemporary East 
Asian Culture, p.195. 
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in other countries, if for no other reason because China has recently disengaged 

from a revolutionary mentality, where class struggle, isolation and poverty were 

the rule, and individualism was condemned. Unlike its Western counterparts, in 

China, the culture of capitalism, with its contradictions and confusions, arrived 

without preparation; no gradual social transition or cultural formation developed 

to mitigate the already disorienting postmodern culture that started to invade the 

country. In particular, the effects of video and film seem to have exerted the 

strongest influence in this cultural rearrangement, as it is mostly throughout 

Hollywood that Western culture is mediated. 2 Not only through the movies that 

are allowed to be imported and viewed in the movie theatres, since they are not 

many, but largely through the massive amounts of pirate DVDs and VCDs that 

proliferate in China, cheaper than a movie ticket. From the most recent 

productions to the classics, all kinds of films can be found, and for a very low 

price. 

Therefore, in the present moment of fast-traveling information, culture and 

the cultural products of our times are less and less restricted by temporal 

boundaries, political frontiers and nationalistic concepts. Transculturalism here 

gains full expression: 

 

We cannot, therefore, draw simple boundaries around culture. The lines we do draw must 

be open, porous and evanescent, ready to absorb new meanings and texts, new practices 

and ideologies. Culture cannot be simply located within a geography, social group, 

organization or informational flow. Rather, culture is to be located as a transitory and open 

category – an assemblage of meanings and practices which become available to our 

understanding and investigation.3 

 

Whether we decide to call it globalization or postmodernization, we must 

                                                 
2 China limits its films imports to 10 feature-films per year. This number is expected to duplicate with the 
Chinese entrance in the WTO. However, as Liu Jianzhong, director of the Film Bureau, states: “‘allowing’ 
the import of twenty foreign films per year under the [WTO] agreement does not mean we ‘must’ import 
twenty foreign films”, in Chu Yingchi (2002). 
3 Jeff Lewis, Cultural Studies – the basics, p.12/13. 
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acknowledge that a new social structure is in place and with it a new cultural 

formation.4 China is no exception; with the abandon of the old revolutionary, self-

centered ideology, the country accepted the new globalizing order and its culture 

of capitalism, becoming one member more of the so-called “global village”. 

Foreign food, music, styles, imagery and behaviors coexist now with the 

ever-present traditional elements in the everyday lives of the population. 

Consequently, Chinese directors started to use these new elements in their films, 

accompanied by the social changes and, more importantly, the adaptation needed 

and undergone by the population. Therefore, films like Love in the Internet Age 

(1998), Shower (1999), Breaking the Silence (1999), and Happy Times (2000), just to 

mention some, focus on the social readaptation faced by the Chinese people in 

recent years, product of the increased openness and accelerated growth. 

In regard to the three films chosen for this analysis, they also touch this 

aspect of social change, however they do it through the inclusion of another 

element, namely the media. Suzhou River delves in how love can be conceived and 

reenacted in our modern times, viewed through the eyes of an anonymous 

videographer. Quitting is the true story of actor Jia Hongsheng who suffered a 

mental breakdown, leading him to a complete rejection of his cultural heritage and 

a search for identity. Big Shot’s Funeral portrays an exacerbated cultural amalgam 

in the name of commercialism, as a Chinese cameraman tries to give a proper 

funeral to an American director. I will now analyze these films in more detail. 

 

* 

 

“If I leave you some day would you look for me? Like Mardar?”. In this 

way, Suzhou River begins, and in these questions lie not only the whole essence of 

the film, but that of a generation that has lost all hope. Taking place in Shanghai, 

the more obvious elements of development have been put aside, and what we see 

                                                 
4 Sheldon  Hsiao-peng Lu remarked: “Globalization in the 1990s is at one and the same time the 
postmodernization of the globe. There is no society in the world today that is completely untouched by 
transnational capital and postmodern culture”, (Lu; 2000), italics in the original. 
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portrayed in the film is a darker side of this cosmopolitan city, a part usually 

hidden from the tourist eyes, with small-time criminals, petty club managers and 

obscure nightclubs. What Lou Ye shows us is another world in the showcase of 

development that is Shanghai. 

The film opens with a dialogue between a woman and a man in a black 

screen. She asks him, “If I leave you some day would you look for me? Like 

Mardar?”; the man acknowledges with a laconic “Yes”; she asks again: “Would 

you look for me forever?”; again he acknowledges in the same tone; she insists: 

“Your hole life?”, and for the third time he replies with the same brief and 

dispassionate “Yes”. She retorts, “You’re lying”. The image then fades-in to a 

close-up of the river water, filled with pollution. Construction sites and poor 

degraded areas are contrasted against the exuberant, European in style buildings 

of the Bund. In the distance, luxurious and futuristic-in-style, the Oriental Pearl 

Tower.5 

This is the tone in which director Lou Ye sets his film, a story about love, 

deception and solitude in a big metropolis. But more than that, it is a film about 

the emergence of a new social character, or what can be dubbed the postmodern 

self. 

With a simple story, the film relies on an intentional subjectivity that may 

cause confusion when seen for the first time. The subjective viewpoint of the 

“main” narrator, which we never see; the merging in of various identities caused 

by the change of narrator from the videographer to Mardar and then for a moment 

to Meimei; the use of the same actress to play both female roles; and the dubious 

linearity of the narrative with its elaborate, jumpy editing, all combine to produce 

a sense of indetermination that deflates any solid understanding of this unlikely 

tale. 

The film consists in the opposite stories of two couples and their eventual 

connection: the first tale is the relation between an anonymous independent 

                                                 
5 The Oriental Pearl Tower is the symbol of Shanghai. It’s one of the most visited places in the city, and 
gathers thousands of visitors every day. 
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videographer (the main narrator) and Meimei (Zhou Xun), a sexy entertainer who 

performs as a mermaid in a small nightclub. The second is the tormented story of 

Mardar (Jia Hongsheng), a motorcycle courier and petty criminal, and Moudan 

(Zhou Xun), the teenage daughter of a liquor dealer. 

The “main” narrator, the videographer, spends his time drifting along the 

river, observing and filming people, and inventing their stories. Until the day he 

meets Meimei and falls in love by watching her swimming in the water tank of the 

“Happy Tavern” nightclub, dressed like a mermaid; and like in the old European 

myths, he becomes irresistibly attracted to her. He doesn’t know anything about 

her past, but that doesn’t matter to him, for the only thing he cares is looking and 

filming her. Their erratic relation, based on casual sexual encounters is punctuated 

by her sudden changes of moods, and unexplained absences. For some times she 

disappears, leaving the narrator wandering if she would ever come back. And 

that’s when she tells him about Mardar and his surreal love quest. 

One day the videographer gets to know Mardar. He tells him a strange story 

about his kidnapping his girlfriend Mudan, who was after that so heart-broken 

that jumped into the river, with the promise the she would be back as a mermaid. 

Mardar then, convinced that Mudan was still alive keeps seeking her for years 

after he's been out of jail. In finding Meimei, he believes that she must be Mudan 

and starts stalking her.  

In the end, Mardar finds Mudan by chance, but soon after this perfect 

ending (love reunited), their bodies are found and hauled out of the river after a 

drunken motorcycle crash. The videographer is asked to identify the bodies. 

Meimei finds out that what Mardar told them was true; she is too stunned by such 

a love story to continue her love affair with the videographer, in the same casual 

and physical way. This is the moment when the dialogue from the opening of the 

movie happens, and this time we see Meimei asking the videographer for a proof 

of love, or merely for an excuse to continue their relation. Unable to convince 

Meimei, the videographer discovers the next day that she has disappeared with a 

note: “Find me if you love me”. 
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However, the videographer lacks the love or the strength of will to be like 

Mardar. He accepts Meimei abandonment, with the conviction that nothing can 

last forever. 

Unlike the two other films considered for this analysis, Suzhou River doesn’t 

portray a proficiency of foreign elements. Apart from a brief reference to 

Hollywood, the film can be considered a local-flavored depiction of the poorer, 

underground, population of Shanghai. However, one element that jumps to the 

attention of the viewer is the use of an unfamiliar mythical element. The legend of 

the mermaid, which doesn’t exist in the Chinese folk history and social 

subconscious, marks the film. Moreover, the film’s story gravitates around this 

foreign signifier. 

Meimei dresses like a mermaid to perform her show in the Happy Tavern. 

Moudan receives a mermaid doll from Mardar, which she never leaves. Before she 

plunges into the river, she promises Mardar that she will come back as a mermaid; 

as she sinks in the water, the image fades into a mermaid swimming underwater 

(Meimei? Moudan?). And the videographer tells us: “For a wile, every boatman in 

Shanghai claimed to have seen Moudan… or the mermaid”, as we see a mermaid 

(Meimei/Moudan) in the bank of the river. 

The use of the concept of the mermaid as a trope in a Chinese film is 

explained to us by the videographer himself, who states in the beginning: “As for 

love I could tell you that I saw a mermaid once sitting on the muddy bank 

combing her golden hair”. He concludes: “But I’d be lying”. One is lead to think 

on what is he lying about: the mermaid he claims to have seen or the existence of 

something called love. Later on, the videographer confesses: “I don’t believe in 

mermaids. But then I saw her… Her name was Meimei. She is the mermaid”. As a 

symbol of love, however, this western element is equally doomed. 

As the main topic of the film, love is constantly reshuffled and eventually 

destroyed. In the one hand, we have a story of heroic love, portrayed by Mardar 

and his never-dwindling search for Moudan; in the other hand, a story of 

deceptive, destructive love, where the videographer is incapable to express his 



New Cultural and Social Formations 

 61

feelings and fulfill his promise to Meimei. However, both stories are not so 

straightforward as this. 

If Mardar conspires and perpetrates the kidnapping of Moudan, which 

eventually leads to her “suicide”, he redeems himself in a way by engaging in a 

hopeless search for her. While the videographer, after failing to convey deeper 

feelings, other than his obsession and sexual interest in Meimei, attempts to finally 

confess his love for her, only to discover that he was too late and she was already 

gone. 

In the end, we witness the destruction of both love stories. Mardar and 

Moudan die, drowned in the river, in the same night they find each other. Meimei 

abandons the videographer, hopping that he will search for her; he doesn’t and 

accepts her departure, because “nothing lasts forever”. Like the myth, Mardar by 

following the mermaid perishes underwater, while the videographer, reminiscent 

of a modern Ulysses, is saved from this fate, tied down by the strong ropes of 

hopelessness, disbelief and pessimism. This is the product of contemporary China: 

a self lost in itself and its everyday life, and lacking any form of higher ideals. 

 

* 

 

The same feeling of depression and isolation produced by the convoluted 

contemporary times in China is exposed in Quitting. The film portrays the true 

story of actor Jia Hongsheng during the difficult years when he was immersed in 

drug addiction, and decided to cut himself out of the world and reality. The film is 

a faithful reproduction of Jia’s fight against the people around him, as he suffers 

from severe depression caused, mainly, by the use of drugs, but ultimately 

because of the social and cultural chaos that was China in the mid 90s. The film, 

constructed in the form of a documentary, relies on the real characters of the story; 

not only Jia Hongsheng, but also his family and friends intervene in the film to 

play and render the story. 

Jia, a young promising actor graduated in 1989, and the preference of Sixth 
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Generation directors, starts feeling the pressure of acting and the effect of 

becoming a public figure, watched and criticized by everybody. He starts using 

drugs to help him cope with his performances. From then on, we witness his 

journey into depression, despair and hallucination. Gradually he cuts himself from 

society and friends, and the only ones who stand by his side are his family. Both 

mother and father travel to Beijing to help him and together with their daughter 

move into Jia’s apartment. 

Their relation is difficult, however, due to their distrust on his abandon of 

drugs, and his rebel, obsessive nature. Constantly, Jia criticizes his parents for 

their poor origins, and eventually claims that he is the son of John Lennon. When 

one day he hits his father, the family decides to commit him into a mental hospital, 

to discover if his condition is a side effect caused by the use of drugs, or if he 

suffers from deeper mental problems. 

In the hospital, Jia is forced to confront his delusions, and learns to accept 

the reality in which he lives and so utterly tried to erase. When he finally is 

released, he seems completely adapted. He “embraces” the world around him, as 

it is portrayed by the scene where we see him riding his bicycle, arms wide open, 

down an implausible empty road in Beijing, his loneliness and/or individuality 

stressed by the abandoned street. This can be seen as a depiction of his adaptation, 

of his rediscovered identity, but it can also be seen as an acceptance of stronger 

forces that he cannot fight. 

Although director Zhang Yang claims to be portraying the effects of drugs in 

the family environment, and the successful overcoming of these difficulties, 

another reading is inevitable from the film, which is the effect of a rapid social 

transition in the individual self. Jia Hongsheng epitomizes the younger generation 

who, between the late 80s and mid 90s, went through a radical social change. Rock 

music, changes in values, and drugs all contributed to the birth of a new type of 

life, fueling the anger between the younger and older generation. This gap 

between generations is clear in the attempts of Jia to modify his father: he corrects 

his language, forces him to use jeans, and suggests that he should listen to foreign 
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music. 

On the night of his 29th anniversary, while completely drunk, Jia discus with 

his father and tell him: “Your generation has never understood life. Why are you 

alive? Is your life interesting? Are you happy? I’m going to make you understand 

life”, after which he slaps him twice in the face. This incident leads his parents to 

commit him to a mental institution. 

Ironically, Jia didn’t understand life, nor was he happy. His social 

inadequacy was no more the effect of drugs than the product of a cultural crisis 

that overwhelmed him. Old values are constantly being confronted by new 

(Western) ones. In this manner, Jia, after violating the traditional value of filial 

piety by hurting his father, kowtows in front of him in an exaggerated act of 

penitence, knocking hardly with his head on the ground. 

He was torn between his obsession with the West and the incapacity of 

accepting his own history. He vowed completely to the new order, until he finally 

rejects his origins. As a young actor, he tried to give his best in his film and plays, 

imitating his idols. However, his sources of reference are not Chinese films or 

actors. He withdraws influence from Hollywood films, in particular, Robert De 

Niro in Taxi Driver. His admiration for the actor makes him put posters of the film 

in his apartment, but more than that we witness his obsession as we see him 

watching Taxi Driver and constantly imitating De Niro’s mannerisms in the film. 

His musical preferences turn towards the West, as he discovers Rock and 

Heavy Metal. After falling into drugs and deciding to quit his acting career, Jia 

decides to form a rock band, but after abandoning this idea he isolates himself, 

and obsessively listens to one album (from The Beatles) during a whole year. 6 

His dressing style also reveals this reverence for Western trends, especially 

Rock and Roll. Jeans, boots and leader jackets are his main clothing. As his friends 

note, he is vain and he wishes to be in the vanguard of fashion. This in China 

means imitating Western (particularly American) styles. 
                                                 
6 The way rock music has created an urban subculture has been portrayed in the film Beijing Bastards (Zhang 
Yuan, 1991) and recently in Beijing Rocks! (Mabel Cheung, 2001). For a discusson of rock and its relation 
with a Chinese postmodernism in the creation of imagined communities see Jeroen de Kloet (2000). 
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As Jia submerses into drugs, isolation and self-questioning, he moves further 

away from his roots. He queries his Chinese nationhood, at first asking to his 

parents if their ancestors where originally from China, then trying to obtain 

confirmation on his facial resemblance with John Lennon, and finally claiming that 

he was Lennon’ son. 

His delusions of belonging to the West are confronted against the traditional 

values of his own culture, in his case another illusion, the image of a dragon that 

haunts him wile awake and in his dreams. As he explains later on the hospital, this 

dragon looks like him. 

After being tied to the bed for misbehavior and having to beg to be released, 

forced to confront with himself and the reality he lives in, Jia has a kind of 

revelation during his sleep, in which he talks with the dragon. The dragon tells 

him that he is just a human being. When Jia asks the dragon why is he there in the 

mental hospital, the dragon replies that it’s the punishment for his sins. And as the 

dragon fades away from his sleep he repeats: “You are just a human being… just a 

human being…” 

From this moment on, he is no longer in conflict with himself and the world. 

He is no longer pretending to be somebody else, as he learned the valuable lesson 

given to him by one of the inmates, that “you’d have to adapt to your 

surroundings, they won’t adapt to you”. 

 

* 

 

Whereas the two films previously analyzed can be considered “serious” 

films, the third one follows the tradition of his director, Feng Xiaogang. Big Shot’s 

Funeral is a comedy, or more appropriately, a parody of the convoluted 

cosmopolitanism and commercialism that permeates the realm of cinema, TV and 

society in China. 

A famous Hollywood director, Don Tyler (Donald Sutherland) travels to 

China to direct a remake of Bertolucci’s The Last Emperor. Assaulted by a creative 
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crisis, he feels incapable to continue the film and decides to give up. Pressured by 

the producers, Tyler suffers a break down, but before collapsing into a coma, he 

conveys his last wish to his personal videographer YoYo (Ge You): that he receives 

a “comedy funeral”. 

Thus YoYo, helped by his friend Louis Wang (Ying Da), a petty promoter, 

engage in the arrangements, but lacking the money to do it, they decide to sell 

advertisement space to raise the money. Soon the whole funeral grows out of 

proportion becoming a megalomaniac event that resembles nothing of a funeral, 

while everybody waits for the director’s death. However, instead of dying, Tyler 

recovers and amuses himself with the news of his funeral. To worsen things, in 

spite of ending with the farce, Tyler pretends that he is still dying, aided by his 

assistant Lucy (Rosamund Kwan). 

When Lucy finally breaks the news of Tyler’s recovery, YoYo and Louis 

realize the difficulty of their position, and anticipating the future debts, they end 

up in a mental hospital. In the end, we realize that the whole story was 

transformed into a film by Tyler, and that the story we just watched was Tyler’s 

film. 

With Big Shot’s Funeral, Feng Xiaogang satirizes the contemporary 

opportunism-driven Chinese society and along with it the cinema and television 

industry (and in the end, himself), which have become mere producers of cheap 

entertainment. It is a film that appears to be politically correct in the promotion of 

the Sino-American relations, however this is equally mocked and parodied. The 

postmodern moment in China, translated in an uncontrolled rush towards 

capitalism and newly exacerbation of the media, becomes the central topic in this 

film. 

Louis Wang, with his dyed blonde hair and dreams of grandeur, is the 

character that embodies this new money-oriented and westernized self in China. 

Underlining the overemphasized value of publicity and the mass media, he states 

when he discovers that Tyler would not die: “He has to die! And if he doesn’t, he 

had better fake it! Our clients don’t care if the corpse is dead or alive. They’re only 
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concerned about our advertising power!”. Eventually this power will get them 

into trouble and into a mental house. 

Some critics in a symbolic manner have usually referred to the cultural chaos 

that pervades Chinese society as producing disoriented, demented, or 

schizophrenic individuals and behaviors. Feng literally depicts this in a rather 

comic way when the camera roams through what it looks like a club, following 

some men in robes while they discuss business and the ways of making money in 

China; after a while, through the irrational and crazy monologues we perceive that 

the club is in fact a hospital and the men are mental patients. What Feng seems to 

be saying is that China has gone mad with its rush to development and catching 

up with the West, this being ultimately the underlying message of Big Shot’s 

Funeral. 

Hence, cultural elements from the West are used to propel the story in 

Feng’s latest production. The new culture of capitalism lived in China pervades 

the film. Thus, we see the symbols of the traditional Chinese culture coexist with 

the Western, postmodern ones: the young kid impersonating the last Emperor for 

Tyler’s film while holding a can of refrigerant; the whole Forbidden City 

transformed into a studio set, and later into a megaspectacle site covered with 

advertisements; the idea of having Tyler reincarnating as a Chinese boy; and the 

whole commercial aspect of the so-called funeral while trying to maintain some 

more traditional elements. This is China’s reality in the present times; the 

traditional values from the past coexist (in a “dissonant” way, as put by Dirlik) 

with the foreign capitalist ones. 

Cultural differences are a constant throughout the film. YoYo tries to speak 

English, and Tyler pronounces some Chinese words; neither one of them speaks 

the other language. Although both characters seem to understand each other 

despite the language barrier, the cultural barrier proves to be an effective one, as it 

is due to a misinterpretation of the Chinese view of death that Tyler conceives his 

concept of a “comedy funeral”. YoYo then tries to fulfill Tyler’s last wish, as he 

understands it, based in famous funerals in the West (we see him watching a tape 
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of Princess Diana’s funeral). Refusing the proposal of a TV mogul who was trying 

to use the funeral to promote one of his own actresses, YoYo comes up with the 

idea to sell advertisement space, and in no time, the whole event is transformed 

into a global megaspectacle. 

Along with these elements, Hollywood, one of the most important 

institutions responsible for the propagation of capitalist values, travels to China 

and confronts itself with the established reality. Tyler, trying to make a remake of 

a classic film, acknowledges that Bertolucci’s approach to the story was made to 

please Western tastes in order to guarantee its success, thus forgetting the Chinese 

perspective. Realizing that this isn’t the right point of view, he feels that he’s work 

lacks inspiration. As he tells Lucy, he needs to break down modern prejudices and 

preconceptions.   

As it turns out, his inspiration arrives when he discovers, after regaining 

consciousness, that his funeral is being auctioned, live on TV, for publicity space.  

He gets thrilled with YoYo’s ingenuity. “The best show on TV” and “the theater of 

the absurd”, as he call it, will become the story of his film. No longer a story of an 

emperor caught up by the inevitability of politics and history, but the raise and fall 

of an insignificant videographer, that gets trapped in the whirling forces of an 

equally inevitable commercialism. 

 

* * * 

 

From the above we perceive that the present cultural moment in China is 

one bombarded by an avalanche of information and products from abroad, mixing 

with the own local reality and traditions, to form a chaotic environment of 

contradicting values and notions. People succumb inexorably to this, clinging to a 

vague yet ever-present notion of Chineseness, hailed by the Party and sustained 

by a concept of culture and historicity that stretches back five thousand years, and 

learning the new values of consumerism and materialism of a culture with little 

concern for modernist notions of history or cultural cohesion. 
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What Chinese leaders would like to represent as another manifestation of “socialism with 

Chinese characteristics” in the cultural realm is most striking for its salad-bowl 

eclecticism; not cultural hybridity but cultural dissonance might best describe the 

contemporary production of culture. Besides, for all the claims to “Chineseness”, neither in 

motivation nor in form is there anything particularly “Chinese” about the new cultural 

products, which are recognizable only as very contemporary products, on a local terrain, of 

a global consumer culture that erases the distinctiveness of the local by commodifying it. 

Claims to “Chineseness” appear at best as efforts to contain the corrosive effects of 

commodification in a society where the present betrays no visible link to a past or an 

imagined future – except in the assertions of future power.7 

 

Postmodernism in China is thus not only what comes from abroad but 

primarily the outcome of a tension between two forces, a socialist politically-

induced unity and a capitalist individuality and dispersal, that synthesize in the 

individual to produce, more often than not, a sense of conflict and despair, 

hopelessness, indifference and obsession. Suzhou River, Quitting, and Big Shot’s 

Funeral, show us precisely that, the signs of a postmodern, social and individual, 

reality that has started to emerge in China. Moreover, these films are also by 

themselves postmodern products in their own right: 

 

[T]he postmodern cultural product is a collage of dismembered images from the cultures of 

all ages and places, or in a postmodernist critic’s words, a ceaseless reshuffling of “the 

fragments of pre-existing texts”.8 

 

This eclecticism of contemporary cultural production, a foretaste of the 

postmodern, transcultural moment in China, inevitably challenges any orthodox 

view on traditionalism and cultural heritage. Art, the way through which culture 

expresses itself, is no longer confined to political or ideological frontiers, as it 
                                                 
7 Arif Dirlik, , “Looking Backward in the Age of Global Capitalism”, in In Pursuit of Contemporary East 
Asian Culture, p.195. 
8 Sun Lung-Kee, The Chinese National Character, p.242. Citation from Jameson (1991). 



New Cultural and Social Formations 

 69

stretches in and out in space, and back and forward in time. 

Furthermore, the cultural product ceases to be a ground for elitist ideological 

claims, since the global commodification of art, or, to borrow George Ritzer’s term, 

the “McDonaldization” process inherent in contemporary society, pushed forward 

by the mediatization of culture, has turned art into one more mass produced and 

fast consumed product.9 

The hybridization and heterogeneity of culture has produced a series of 

displacements: between true/false, real/unreal, love/lust, politics/economy, 

culture/commerce, development/degeneration, among others. In this sense, I 

regard transculturalism in China not only as a trend or as a product of the 

increased openness and globalization, but also and foremost as the force that 

propels and disseminates postmodernism, a force that frees the individual from 

the self-centered and claustrophobic notion of national culture imposed by the 

government, by constantly displacing and blurring those binary oppositions. 

 

                                                 
9 Ritzer defines McDonaldization as “the process by which the principles of the fast-food restaurant are 
coming to dominate more and more sectors of American society as well as of the rest of the world”, (Ritzer, 
1996). Although Ritzer considers the McDonaldized system mainly as a central process in the “modern” 
society, he also admits the existence of “postmodern” characteristics in it, which makes McDonaldization a 
process of both modernity and postmodernity. 





 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 

Cameras don’t lie 
 

 

The role of the media in the construction of new social and individual 

patterns is of crucial importance in the analysis and understanding of the changes 

that have been happening in China. 

From the brief analyses made above, it can be noticed that the three films, 

through its narratological structure and elements, share a common interest in the 

effects of the media in Chinese society. In different ways they suggest the 

mutations it creates, and hint to its corrosive effect. Thus, a first step should be to 

look into the way in which the three directors display these concerns and their 

own views. 

We’ve seen that these films display a wide variety of references to other 

texts and media, but at the same time, they draw attention to themselves and the 

way in which they are constructed. We perceive that the traditional boundary 

between fiction and reality has been effaced, in one way or another, to place the 

viewer in a gray area between himself and the image he observes. By reducing the 
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distance between reality and film, they not only address the question of the new 

value of the image but alert to its power, and consequently the power of the 

media, in the construction of reality. This question is appropriately raised in Big 

Shot’s Funeral as Lucy states: “Is just a film. It has nothing to do with real life”, the 

irony of this sentence made obvious since we had just perceived that, in the film, 

both reality and film are the same. Therefore, the reflexive intertextuality present in 

these films deserves special attention, as it is one of the characteristic features of 

postmodern texts and the key to understand the present moment in China. 

The concept of intertextuality, coined by Julia Kristeva, conveys the relation 

of one text to other texts. It refers to the various links in form and content that 

binds one text to others, and therefore problematizes the notion of boundary by 

questioning the dichotomy between “inside” and “outside” the text.1 The process 

through which a text draws attention to itself is referred as reflexivity, or self-

reflexivity, and works as a reminder, to the reader/spectator, of its textuality and 

status as a media construct. Filmic texts, to achieve this effect, make use of several 

devices such as a direct address to the camera, narrative discontinuity, authorial 

intrusion, essayistic digression, the frame-within-a-frame, or the film-within-a-

film. 

A concept that emanates from the idea of reflexivity, and that proves to be 

highly pertinent in this analysis, is the mise en abyme. This notion, that initially was 

used to represent the technique of a text-within-a-text, was expanded by Lucien 

Dällenbach to incorporate the idea of reflection, which in his view is to establish 

the equivalence between mise en abyme and the mirror, i.e. a text-within-a-text that 

mirrors it, destabilizing it within and without. He defines mise en abyme as follows: 

“est mise en abyme tout miroir interne réfléchissant l’ensemble du récit par réduplication 

                                                 
1 Kristeva´s first articulation of intertextual theory is an attempt to combine Saussurean and Bakhtinian 
theories of language and literature. However, like postmodernism, intertextuality is a concept extremely 
ambivalent that has grown nowadays so variously defined that each critic makes use of it as s/he so fits. In 
this regard Jameson remarked “nor, to my mind, is anything explained by recourse to the currently 
fashionable term of ‘intertextuality’, which seems to me at best to designate a problem rather than a 
solution”, (Jameson, 1990;20). 
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simple, répétée ou spécieuse”.2 The three films analyzed comport this idea. 

Big Shot’s Funeral uses the element of the film inside the film, as the story 

presented throughout the film turns out to be in the end “transformed” into a film, 

and viewed from a Hollywood perspective.3 Not only we see some scenes of the 

movie that Tyler is trying to direct, the remake, but in the end the whole story is 

transformed into Tyler’s film. As Tyler fails to deliver a remake of Bertolucci’s 

film, he ends up drawing inspiration from YoYo in his delirious attempts to 

produce a comedy funeral; in the end, we have Tyler directing the film we just 

saw. In fact, the viewer watches the production of a production in its final form, 

and with this, the reality of the story converges and mingles with the fiction of its 

cinematic (re)production. 

This becomes more problematic when we consider what should have been 

the origin of the film, i.e., the attempt to make a remake of The Last Emperor, a film 

that is in fact a reproduction of a real story (though adulterated for western tastes). 

By attempting to make a reproduction of a reproduction, a copy of a copy, Tyler 

arrives at the confusing postmodern moment where he has lost his relation with a 

real referent. His artistic will and creativity is lost in the restriction of reproducing 

the already reproduced, and re-emerges again in yet another postmodern 

manifestation of our times: the mediatization of his supposed funeral. 

It follows that with Big Shot’s Funeral, as we perceive that the story of the 

film is Tayler’s film, the point of origin has been projected into the infinite. There is 

no longer a difference between what is supposed to be real and fictional as they 

end up being one and the same in an infinite reduplication of themselves. 

Whatever line we could have used to separate both, is effaced by the film, as we 

no longer can establish a difference. Reality and film are, therefore, the same, 

contrary to what Lucy expresses. 

This assumes an even more striking status when considering Quitting, which 

is a real story transformed into a film. In this case, the spectator knows it is a true 

                                                 
2 Lucien Dällenbach, Le Récit Spéculaire, p.52. Italics in the original. 
3 Reminiscent in a way of Robert Altman’s The Player (1991). 
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story, because it is based on the life of the famous actor Jia Hongsheng and his 

well-known drug addiction. Furthermore, as noted above, the characters of the 

story are performed by the same people that lived it, i.e., Jia Hongsheng, his 

family and friends act as themselves. 

The film opens with sequences of Jia in his early films, as we hear people 

being interviewed about what they know and think of Jia. Through their 

commentaries, some of them based only on rumors heard, Jia’s story is first 

rendered to the viewer: that he was an actor in the early 90s, that he had problems 

with drugs, that he had formed a rock band, that he was committed to a mental 

hospital. The last statement we hear, “I heard he died from an overdose”, is 

promptly demystified, as we see Jia being interviewed, and asked to participate, 

together with his family, in a stage play about his life and the experience with 

drugs. The story starts, being occasionally interrupted by the participants, as they 

directly narrate the events to the camera, to an anonymous interviewer. 

The blend between what is real and what is cinematic representation reaches 

its highest level with Quitting, as no longer can we establish a limit: this is a real 

story, and what’s more, it is “played” by the same people that experienced the real 

thing; Jia, his father, mother, sister, and friends, act as themselves, or more 

appropriately, they relive themselves in front of the camera. With this, a perfect 

symbiosis is reached between the real self and its dramaturgical representation.4 

The film also uses the production inside of the production, in this case the 

creation of a stage play, this being the only truly fictional element of the film; 

therefore, the film pretends to be read as a documentary about the creation of a 

stage play based on Jia’s life. The displacement between these two levels of 

perception, the “real” story and the “fiction” of its representation through a stage 

play, is revealed to us as the camera “draws back” from the film, showing that Jia 

and his family are on a stage.5 This first acknowledgment of the fiction inside the 

                                                 
4 Zhang Yimou has also used non-actors to play as themselves in the films The Story of Qiu Ju (1992) and 
Not One Less (1999); however, these films are based in fictional stories, unlike Quitting. 
5 The same technique used by Peter Greenaway in the end of The Baby of Mâcon (1993), when the camera 
pulls back revealing several audiences, who are at the same time participants of the film, thanking the next 
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film happens when Jia slaps his father and chaos surmounts in the family. We then 

hear Jia’s mother saying: “After six months of interviews, we finally began 

rehearsals for the play”. Each one of the elements of the family says their lines, 

under a spotlight on an empty and dark stage, after which Jia “enters” again the 

stage set and the film. This breaking apart from the film happens again, later on in 

the mental institution to which Jia had been committed, as he again steps out of 

the film/stage to narrate his dream with the dragon. This is the moment of his 

recovery, when he seems to understand, or accept, who he is. As the film 

approaches the end, and with the order finally restored in the Jia family, the 

camera “breaks apart” from the film one last time, and the spectator is left with a 

brief look of the characters on stage as they perform their daily routines, their 

everyday life now restored to “normal”. 

The spectator can easily grew accustomed to the idea that what s/he is 

watching is reality, or in other words, that the story being told is not a 

representation but the real events that happened in the past. This immersion in the 

film is effectively disrupted by making the camera recede, showing us the stage 

and the characters on it. In this way, the kind of dreamy experience we live while 

watching any movie is destroyed, as we are momentarily “awakened” from it. 

More than reenacting the concept of the theatre of life, or life as a stage, 

director Zhang Yang, by pulling us “in” and “out” of the film, questions the 

essence of the relation between film and reality, and the way we perceive them. 

Once more, we are lead to question the line between the reality of the film and the 

reality outside the film. In Quitting it seems to have been effectively effaced. 

One of the characteristics of reflexive intertextuality, and therefore of 

postmodern texts, is its difficulty in classifying them by genres, or in another way, 

a blurring of genres and media. If this is obviously perceived in Quitting, it is 

however with Suzhou River that this trait achieves maximum expression, as the 

film combines several styles: documentary, film noir, melodrama, love story, 
                                                                                                                                                    
one, eventually thanking us, the viewers of the film. Although in Quitting there is no audience, since what we 
are supposed to be watching is the rehearsal of the stage play, we will see that the same question is addressed, 
namely the positioning (or repositioning) of the viewer towards the film/play/image s/he views. 
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surreal tale. 

This mixture of genres is used intentionally to convey a more puzzling 

feature of the film, its play with truth and fiction. Suzhou River balances between 

the reality of a documentary, perceived by the spectator through the 

videographer, and the tale of Mardar, which is presented as a mythical story or a 

legend. The boundary of what can be considered real in this film and what is 

fiction keeps being challenged by the way the main narrator presents his story and 

by the film itself. 

Since the beginning of the film, the spectator is faced with a story that 

resembles more of a self-documentary about a videographer and his life in 

Shanghai. The constant use of a first-person perspective and the over-imposing 

narration gives the film the necessary credibility to the viewer that all that we see 

is nothing more than a faithful reproduction of a man’s life in that city. The 

narrator tells us about his errant life, his job, and his finding and obsession with 

Meimei.  

When Meimei tells him about Mardar, and whishes for a love story like that, 

the videographer admits: “I could make one up too”. He then starts narrating the 

story of Mardar (or more appropriately it seems that he is inventing it as it goes, 

since sometimes he stops the narration to consider how the story should be). The 

videographer thus provides us with the details of Mardar’s life, fabricating it, just 

like another one of his stories. He comments about Mardar’s pointless, lonely and 

criminal life and how he gets to know Moudan and eventually lose her. However 

after this point, the videographer admits that he is incapable of continuing 

Mardar’s peculiar story; he is unable of feeling (therefore transmitting) Mardar’s 

uncompromising love. He then abdicates his position as narrator/story-teller to 

Mardar. 

Up to this point, the viewer was led to believe that Mardar and his romantic 

love story were nothing more than an urban legend, a reminiscence of what love 

should/used to be, or merely a figment of the imagination. However, when he 

meets Meimei, and both “fictional” and “real” stories collide, the viewer is left 
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adrift in the uncertainty of what is real and what is not. The use of the same 

actress to play both Meimei and Moudan roles help to the confusion, which is 

increased when Meimei, who doesn’t believe Mardar’s story, starts imitating 

Moudan. Although she constantly rejects being Moudan, we start to believe, like 

Mardar, that they might be the same girl. Moreover, it seems like Meimei wants to 

be Moudan. 

As we start to perceive that Mardar is a real character (i.e., as real as the 

videographer), with a real story, the videographer for a moment dismantles our 

assumptions one more time. As we watch the closing down of the Happy Tavern, 

he states: “Suddenly it’s like if nothing of this ever happened… no owner… no 

Meimei… no Mardar.” The viewer keeps being challenged as to what to believe. 

Could all be a fantasy from the videographer, a daydream, as he says? Not only he 

plays with us in this way, confusing us, but he teases the viewer since the 

beginning, when he warns: “Don’t complain if you don’t like what you see. 

Cameras don’t lie”. 

In Suzhou River, the film inside the film (the story of Mardar, rendered by the 

videographer) ends up leveling and mixing with the main story when the 

videographer gives his place as main narrator, and Mardar becomes his own 

narrator. The secondary story inside the film becomes the story itself, and its 

“fictional” status is displaced. 

Mise en abyme in these films is used to transmit the intrinsic relation that 

exists between the world inside and outside the film. However, while in Quitting 

and Big Shot’s Funeral the texts inside reflect the same story that envelops them, in 

Suzhou River the text within suffers a slight change. The story reflecting the main 

story no longer replicates it, but instead reflects what is not. In other words, as 

Mardar’s story is a tale of love found, the videographer’s story is a tale of love lost. 

This contrast between the two stories serves to heighten a feeling of nostalgia for a 

time when different emotional values existed (not only love, but truthfulness, 

loyalty, and trust), as is clearly expressed by Meimei’s longing for a love story like 

Mardar’s. A similar kind of nostalgia is articulated in Quitting, through references 
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to a mythical past (the dragon in Jia’s dreams), a historical past (the park where he 

uses to go alone), and a concept of “home” (represented by the lard soap used by 

Jia’s parents, brought from their native province). 

Both films contrast an imagined idea of the past with the present they 

portray not to create a yearning for that past, but to render a more poignant image 

of the present. Jameson has noted that nostalgia films combine dual symptoms: 

they show “a collective unconscious in the process of trying to identify its own 

present”, while at the same time “illuminate the failure of this attempt, which 

seems to reduce itself to the recombination of various stereotypes of the past”.6 

As part of the postmodern moment, nostalgia emerges in China, according 

to Dai Jinhua, as an answer to a cultural need to provide for an “imagined haven” 

and a “positive construction” in the chaos of rapid economic development. 

However, rather than being a trend of thought or a resistance to the increasing 

commercialism, he sees nostalgia as a fashion and one of the most marketable 

cultural commodities. 

 

If, during the conquests of the 1980s and 1990s, one of Chinese culture’s ongoing internal 

efforts is to consciously construct and strengthen a mesmerizing mirror of the West while 

at the same time relentlessly fabricating Oriental mythology in front of this magical mirror, 

then the “fashion” of nostalgic sentiment becomes one application of such a construction, 

as well as a necessary misreading and explication of the construction. No nostalgic writing 

can be considered a “re-creation of the original scene”. Different from a written record that 

calls up memories of yesterday, nostalgia, as the fashion of contemporary China, uses the 

construction and embellishment of remembrance to assuage the present.7 

 

The use of nostalgia, i.e. the use of elements evocative of the past to 

represent and understand the present can be seen in many recent films: Shower, 

Happy Times, In the Heat of the Sun, The Road Home, Hero, or Shadow Magic. But also 

in the literary works from Su Tong, Yu Hua, Mo Yan, or Wang Shuo; in the 

                                                 
6 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, p.296. 
7 Dai Jinhua, “Imagined Nostalgia”, in Postmodernism & China, p.207. 
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paintings from Guo Runwen or Zhong Biao; in popular and rock music, and soap 

operas. 

Historicity has been inevitably commodified and transformed into a 

mediated simulacrum of itself; it no longer stands as a passionate understanding 

of the past but appeals to a depersonalized collective image, or visual curiosity, of 

a better time (or at least less chaotic when compared to the present). It is in this 

sense that, as Dai Jinhua argues, nostalgia has become the best substitute for a 

historical consciousness. Furthermore, it gives itself to parody and mockery as can 

be best seen in Big Shot’s Funeral. 

History enters Big Shot’s Funeral through the mediated representation of the 

story of Puyi, the last emperor of China, but it does so as the reproduction of a 

reproduction, Tyler’s remake of Bertolucci’s film. But these referents of the past 

have been “corrupted” and mocked by the contemporary moment in China: the 

young kid impersonating Puyi during the shootings, is yawning and holding a 

coca-cola-like bottle; and the Forbidden City, is transformed into a filming set and 

later into the site for a megaspectacle. This last, clearly evocative of Best and 

Kellner’s view of the postmodern moment, in which everything is transformed 

into a commodity spectacle. 

The distortion of historicity, or nostalgia, by Feng Xiaogang is intended to 

criticize the present. This can be best understood if we attempt to the historical 

value of the Forbidden City: a representation of the whole country in imperial 

China, self-centered, closed and traditional. The image in the film could not be 

more revealing: the Forbidden City covered with balloons, banners and publicity 

conveys little or none of its historical feeling, but still stands as a representation of 

China, this time a country opened to the media capitalism of the West. 

 

* 

 

We have seen that by using mise en abyme, these films portray a self-

reflexivity that points to the way society has been developing. By drawing 
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attention to themselves, they reveal much of the way in which media signs have 

been growing intrinsically attached to the reality that surrounds them.  

To understand this we should first understand the idea inherent in the 

intertextual debate that “art imitates art”. The realist dictum postulated that “art 

imitates life”, and we can easily perceive the way this works: Tyler in Big Shot’s 

Funeral making a film about a “real” event, or the story of Quitting which is based 

on the life of Jia Hongsheng. On the other hand, we can also see that “life imitates 

art” (as once put by Oscar Wilde): Jia Hongseheng in Quitting imitating his movie 

idols, or Louis Wang in Big Shot’s Funeral copying the styles viewed on TV and 

cinema (not forgetting the funeral transformed into a megaspectacle).8 

Therefore, we can understand that art imitates art because art and life can no 

longer be disassociated. Films portray reality but at the same time, reality is 

changed by films (or by the media image). Thus, there is an infinite move to and 

fro between reality and fiction, or between represented and representation, to the 

point that it is no longer possible to distinguish one from the other. In here resides 

Dällenbach’s idea of the two mirrors facing each other.  

Mise en abyme in this sense gains momentum, as we can consider films per se 

as being internal mirrors of the bigger reality that surrounds them, and through it 

the reflexive intertextuality characteristic of the postmodern moment not longer 

should be perceived as blurring only the boundaries between texts but also 

between texts and the world of lived experiences; or in other words: 

 

The fraudulent representation of the reproduction as reality reproduces a cultural logic 

which values a simulational technology of domination which turns captured “lived 

experiences” into a new form of manufactured textuality. The supposed realism of these 

texts, Lefebvre’s “illusion of immediacy in everyday life”, is only simulational.9 

 

                                                 
8 It is common for young people (but not only) to imitate their media idols. In China, this has assumed a 
radical aspect as more often than not people copy what they see in movies and TV. Westernization is no 
longer viewed as bad, but as a sign of social status. 
9 Norman K. Denzin, Images of Postmodern Society, p.12. 
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Reality has changed into hyperreality, as theorized by Baudrillard, and 

everything is simulacrum, as we can no longer distinguish the copy from the 

original.10 From this, a new meaning can be inferred from the videographer’s 

statement in Suzhou River: “Cameras don’t lie”, since cameras (i.e. all televisual 

media) merely reflect or reproduce the reality outside them, which is by itself yet 

another reflection in this infinite process of reduplication. 

Self-reflexivity thus reminds the spectator that s/he is watching a film, the 

effect of illusion created by it disrupted for a moment. The viewer is then pushed 

away from the cinematic illusion (this is clearly portrayed by the way in which the 

camera withdraws in Quitting) and placed in a position where s/he can 

“overlooks” the film. In this moment, emotional involvement is replaced by 

critical detachment. Fiction and reality are blurred as the viewer acknowledges the 

artificiality of film and the mediated simulation of the real world. 

However, if we can argue this withdrawing from the illusion of film, the 

opposite movement can also be argued, i.e. an immersion in the fiction of the film, 

or to paraphrase J. L. Borges, if the characters of a film can be spectators, we their 

viewers can also be fictional characters.11 Like Jia Hongsheng we are both 

participants and viewers of ourselves, trapped in the new hyperreal present. No 

longer can we separate the mediated fictional world from the one outside it, 

because they are inevitably and irrevocably intertwined. 

 

However partially or impermanently, the characters, events, celebrities and texts that are 

constituted through the media are a fundamental part of our culture. Warfare, tragedy, love, 

desire, struggle, relationships – all are mediated for us and implicated in our everyday 

experiences. (…) They provide a resource for the management of our own problems, our 

                                                 
10 In this regard, we should consider the two versions of the simulacrum pointed by Scott Durham: “The first 
sees simulacrum as a merely factious or empty representation while the second sees it as the expression of 
metamorphic powers of the false; the first interprets repetition in term of its distance from a founding 
identity, whereas the second sees it as the return of difference”, (Durham, 1998;15). Thus, in mass-cultural 
experience, the simulacrum should be considered not only as a stereotype but also as a positive expression of 
the powers of the false. 
11 This argument was articulated by J.L. Borges in Otras Inquisiciones, while debating the technique of the 
text inside the text present in some literary works. 
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own relationships, our own politics and processes of persuasion. They become part of who 

we are and how we understand the world around us.12 

 

This marks the new path China has been walking: postmodernism arises, as 

a transformation of society into a spectacle or image society. 

The acknowledgement of the importance of the media image in the 

construction of reality is not a recent idea though, and had been intensively used 

by totalitarian governments to convey their ideology. “In an authoritarian or 

totalitarian society (…) the government determines what is and is not real; 

realpolitik prevails.”13 In China, Mao Zedong emulated the Russian’s model of 

spreading propaganda through film, to convey the CCP’s ideology throughout its 

vast territory, and even now, after the reforms and the increased liberalism, film is 

still regarded as a valuable political tool by the government in the spread of 

ideology. 

Therefore, market forces and socialist ideology (although with a lesser force 

when compared to the Maoist period) conflate in present day China to construct 

the social formation we call reality. 

To understand the way in which these market forces work in China, it is 

useful to look again into Big Shot’s Funeral. Feng Xiaogang depicts in his film not 

only the excesses of advertisement in a market-oriented economy, but also its 

power in the construction of social realities. When YoYo is forced to open publicity 

space to a mafia-like company that commercializes an imitation of a “famous” 

brand of water, he asks the company boss why to spend so much money 

advertising a copied product; to this the boss replies: “You don’t understand 

capitalism. With enough advertising, the fake becomes the real”. In a capitalist 

society, it is the law of the market that determines reality through the use of 

advertisement. 

In China, however, propaganda and advertisement are coined together in 

                                                 
12 Jeff Lewis, Cultural Studies – The basics, p.4. 
13 Lee Edwards, MediaPolitik: How the Mass Media have Transformed World Politics, p.46. Italics in the 
original. 



Cameras don’t lie 

 83

the media image, and it is within this conflicting relation between these two forces 

that resides the power that has been shaping the construction of a new Chinese 

reality. 
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Media v Politics: (de)constructing National 
Concepts 

 

 

Contemporary individuals live amidst a world of television screens and 

videocameras; we see and conceive ourselves through the images that flow from 

the cinema theatres and television sets that surround us. This “televisual culture” 

became an integral part of the Chinese social way of life with the implementation 

of the reforms and the acceleration towards economic development, leading to a 

rearrangement of social orders and a displacement of values. 

The economic reforms brought with it a time of great changes, with the role 

of politics growing increasingly detached from society. However, China is still far 

from being a liberal state, and freedom of expression is yet a truncated idea that 

comports the boundaries within which something can be said and done. 

The political control retained by the CCP, and maintained through an ever-

present (though sometimes not so easily comprehensible) ideology, expresses itself 

through a number of restrictions and impositions of which the media are more 
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often than not their favored vehicle. Therefore, alongside with and via the media, 

politics play an important role in the construction of the social and individual 

reality.  

Although the media have been allowed to accommodate to a more liberal 

environment (acknowledging its status as a medium of entertainment and the 

importance of audience taste), they are highly regulated, and film in particular is 

still considered an important ideological tool for the government in the shaping of 

social conscience. Censorship exists to prevent that films don’t undermine the 

party’s legitimacy or its moral premises. Propaganda, though different from the 

Maoist period, is still conveyed to the audiences through the production of 

politically correct films, the so called “mainstream melody” films, where tales of 

CCP heroes, patriotism, political commitment, or uplifting stories of success on the 

face of adversity, serve to illustrate the party’s view on how people should think 

of themselves and the nation. Therefore, in order to analyze cinema (and other 

Medias) in China is necessary an acknowledgement and understanding of politics, 

as they both walk hand-in-hand in the social construction. 

 

After twenty years of complex development, the state and the market are now mutually 

constitutive of each other. The former has worked hard, however, and with some success, 

to achieve disciplinary dominance over the latter. Cinema is an exemplary model of this, as 

film is both commodity and propaganda, governed by both commercial and political 

discourses.1 

 

After decades of politicized didactic cinema, the economic reforms allowed a 

renewed interest and search for entertainment. In a consumer market, cinema 

needs to contain the necessary entertainment value to ensure its long-term 

survival, and with the opening of the country to the import of Hollywood 

productions, “mainstream melody” filmmakers had to acknowledge the 

importance of visual effects and production values. In addition, not only can we 
                                                 
1 Laikwan Pang, “The Global-National Position of Hong Kong Cinema in China”, in Media in China: 
consumption, content and crisis, p.58. 
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see this approach of propaganda to the commercial values of entertainment 

cinema, but the inverse as well. More and more, entertainment films play by the 

rules of the mainstream political ideology, as can be seen for example in Red 

Cherry (1995), A Time to Remember (1998), Not One Less (1998), Spicy Love Soup 

(1998), and all the films of Feng Xiaogang, undoubtedly the most commercial and 

compromised of all. 

A kind of symbiosis has happened between ideological control and free 

market, however the difficulty in reconciling these opposite forces has led to an 

uprising feeling of crisis and contradiction that can be best understood as the 

guiding rule of the post-New Era. By embodying these two forces, film as a 

medium of expression and constructor of social realities is perhaps the best place 

to perceive such contradictions. 

To this extent, we can question the form in which the construction of 

nationhood and the idea of a modern nation-state are affected by the adherence to 

global capitalism, and the role played by cinema in this debate. 

The idea of nationhood is a milestone in the CCP ideological discourse, and 

necessary to maintain an idealized degree of homogeneity in the vast, and 

culturally diversified, territory. It is also the pillar that maintains the party’s claim 

of legitimacy for the control of the country. 2 Although the previous dogma of 

egalitarianism has given way to an individualistic pursuit for economic success, 

this is allowed only for the benefit of a greater ideal. The socialist goal lingers on 

the far end of the capitalist road, to be reminded at any moment by the 

government, through mainstream films and TV shows or other more orthodox 

ways. However, with the process of globalization (or as Sheldon Hsiao-peng Lu 

calls it, the postmodernization of the globe), we witness the fading of the national 

and the raising of the transnational and the local, and with this, the idea of a 

Chinese national cinema becomes problematic. 

 

                                                 
2 We should not forget that the idea of nation, based on the historical notion and contour from imperial 
China, is used to claim legitimacy over such politically controversial places as Tibet and Taiwan. 
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Any critical understanding of what we call transnational Chinese cinema must go beyond 

national boundaries. National cinema founded upon the notion of the modern nation-state 

is now subject to interrogation in the postmodern and postindustrial condition of global 

cultural production and consumption. The borderlines between nations are blurred by new 

telecommunications technologies, which can transmit electronic images and simulacra 

instantly across the globe.3 

 

To comprehensively and pertinently discuss the idea of nation-state 

construction through national cinema is however beyond the scope of this paper, 

as it is by itself a vast and controversial topic.4 I will therefore focus my attention 

on the way the films under analysis questions some of the nationalistic ideals 

conceived and imposed by the government, in particular the way the postmodern 

idea of the individual self can be posed against the government’s notion of 

collectivity. 

As the reforms allowed for a social restructure, this in turn led to a new form 

of individual conception. Since the “social structure determines the construction of 

subjectivity, a change in social structure shifts the establishment of subjective 

identification”.5 Therefore, the imposed social cohesion of a collective identity 

seems to have grown increasingly fragmented into a highly individualized 

identity, characteristic of the postmodern self. 

In general, the creation of identity is related to the interaction with the 

external world. Therefore, in the present televisual moment, it is no surprise that 

the individual construction of the self resides in the interaction with the media 

discourse and signification, as well as other agents (family, school, work). To this 

regard: 

 

Media serve as carriers of identity construction and are alive with various symbols and 
                                                 
3 Sheldon Hsiao-peng Lu, “Historical Introduction: Chinese Cinemas (1896-1996) and Transnational Film 
Studies”, in Transnational Chinese Cinemas: Identity, Nationhood, Gender, p. 11. 
4 For some discussions on the idea of a Chinese national cinema, see Rey Chow (1995), Sheldon Hsiao-peng 
Lu (1997), Zhang Xudong (1997), and Chris Berry (2000). 
5 Lee Tain-Dow and Huang Yingfen, “’We Are Chinese’ – Music and Identity in ‘Cultural China’”, in Media 
in China: Consumption, Content and Crisis, p.107. 
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meanings. Media as cultural commodities become bearers of meanings which consumers 

absorb and which thus dominate identity practices. Spatially too, media and 

communication technologies restructure identity formation, as they literally speed up 

interactive associations between people, and facilitate quick and phenomenologically 

convincing communication across borders. Social relationships move from rationalized 

modernity to polysemic postmodernity.6 

 

Therefore, as an unwanted and unpredicted byproduct of the reforms, the 

postmodern identity runs contrary to the collective identity idealized by the CCP, 

by questioning and undermining any belief in, or hope for, an imagined future 

utopia. 

The postmodern individual has been generally described as having no fixed, 

essential or permanent identity. It assumes different identities at different times, 

which in turn are not unified around a coherent concept of self. It embodies the 

multiple contradictions of postmodernism, as it shifts and pulls into different 

directions. In Suzhou River, Quitting, and Big Shot’s Funeral this postmodern self 

assumes a fundamental importance in the construction of its characters: weak, 

disturbed, pessimistic, and fractured. 

Probably the best example of this fractured postmodern self would be Jia 

Hongsheng in Quitting. In conflict with himself and everybody else, he is 

constantly dissatisfied with his personality and tries to adapt to different ones. 

From imitating his movie idols to believing he was John Lennon’s son, Jia tries to 

find an identity to which he can recognize, discarding in the process all ties he had 

with his family and country. 

Jia embodies the conflict of his own generation, faced with new cultural 

realities while still living under the socialist dogma of the CCP. In search for a way 

to combine both, he ends up losing contact with himself. His overtly rejection of 

his past, traditional values, and identity is acknowledged as an aberrant attitude 

that could only be cured through reeducation. This strikes Chinese audiences not 
                                                 
6 Lee Tain-Dow and Huang Yingfen, “’We Are Chinese’ – Music and Identity in ‘Cultural China’”, in Media 
in China: Consumption, Content and Crisis, p.107. 
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only because it happened to a famous person but also because is feared as an 

increasing trend. 

The fact that in the end he learns how to cope with the institutionalized 

order is probably the reason why this film was allowed by the censors to be 

projected in the national territory. A story of self-reeducation and abandon of any 

deviant behavior is always welcomed by the Party as a lesson to the masses.  

Equally fractioned, though comically and more loosely portrayed, is the 

character of Louis Wang in Big Shot’s Funeral. With dyed hair and an English 

name, Louis represents an emergent segment in Chinese society that tries to mimic 

the American way of life. His multiple identities are captured in a humorous 

sequence when YoYo takes Lucy to meet him. Louis is playing pool with his 

friends, dressed in a very casual way and refuses to meet Lucy like that, only to do 

it moments later, in an exaggerated formal manner: we then see Louis in a suit 

followed by a useless committee and translator. When YoYo tries to introduce 

him, he asks “Is it George or Louis this time?” Louis is the commoner but he is 

also the entertainment tycoon, he represents the low and the high class at the same 

time, the traditional and the modern, but in the end, he is none. Like Jia, he ends 

up in a mental hospital, but unlike Jia who is eventually “recovered” to society, 

this is the last we see of Louis: victim of his exaggerated pursuit for profit, he is 

treated with electric shocks to cure his madness. 

It is inevitable not see these two characters as representative of a message 

that is instigated and maintained by the government: that an unrestrained catering 

with the West is prejudicial. Whether this is a compliance with the system or a 

calculated strategy to avoid censorship, a self-censoring from the directors to some 

extent, is unknown. However, whereas Louis stands as nothing more than a 

caricature of an emerging trend, Jia on the other hand is a real individual, and if in 

the end he abides by the social rules from which he unsuccessfully tried to break 

free, the film leaves us none-the-less with an ambiguous image of Jia, that is not so 

much of an heroic overcoming of his “illness” as it is of an apathetic conformity 

with his fate. Director Zhang Yang comments as follows: 
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Jia Hongsheng has never stopped seeking answers. His quest for the truth led him to drugs 

and ultimately to a mental institution. His "normalization" upon his departure from the 

institution may mean that he has found the answers. It may also mean that he has made 

compromises. This is a conflict faced by most young people and we will leave it to the 

audience to decide whether the conclusion of the film represents success or failure.7 

 

To affirm that postmodernism with all its nuances is fully implemented in 

China and consider Jia as representative of a major trend in society would be 

however an overstatement. The emergence of a postmodern individuality might 

be yet a small change among the enormous transformations that shape China, as 

Sun Lung-Kee notes: 

 

Although the traditional family based on continuing the ancestral line and practicing filial 

piety is on the wane, the impulse for the individual to “exit” from others in order to “exist” 

– to be in the “wilderness” alone, so to speak – is rather weak if not totally alien. In short, 

Chinese people are late in arriving at the compulsory diversity ordained by the postmodern 

canon.8 

 

However, it is impossible not to recognize that this need to be “in the 

wilderness alone” already exist, and if yet small in scale and slow in pace, what 

can be inferred from the films is the threat this postmodern self poses to the 

institutionalized order of a socialist ideology, by freeing the individual from 

historicity and the national narrative. 

Under this light, we can consider Suzhou River as representative of this 

abandon, or disbelief in any imposed grand-narrative. Although both male 

characters initially portray the same apathy towards life, as the story develops we 

come to realize that Mardar and the videographer are completely opposite in their 

view of love (in specific), and life (in general). 

                                                 
7 Zhang Yang in the “Director’s Statement” about Quitting, in «http://www.asianfilms.org/china/». 
8 Sun Lung-Kee, The Chinese National Character, p.242/243. 
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Whereas Mardar initiates an unbelievable (in modern standards) and 

unlikely successful love quest, never believing Moudan could be dead, the 

videographer unemotionally accepts Meimei’s departure. 

Mardar’ story unequivocally reminds us of the romantic traditional tales of 

true love, where the “hero” fights for his beloved and their love. In contrast, the 

videographer fully embodies the postmodern moment: a time where all myths are 

gone, where nothing is to be believed everlasting, and where any idealized vision 

of love is reduced to mere physical pleasure; as he says to Meimei: “Do we have 

problems now? Shall we say goodbye at this moment or just after making love?” 

This detachment and passivity towards love/life becomes clear when in the end, 

after Meimei’s abandon, the videographer seats alone in a boat, drinking as he 

travels down the river, concluding to the spectator: 

 

If she hadn’t run away, maybe we’d be drinking together now, like we used to, floating 

down the Suzhou River to the sea. The sun would come out and the river would be clear 

and full of fish. I could run after her, look for her like Mardar. I could go back to my 

balcony and wait for her to appear on the bridge, walking with her hands crossed, and then 

this love story of mine might go on. But I won’t because nothing lasts forever. So I’ll just 

take another drink and close my eyes, waiting for the next story to start. 

 

After knowing Mardar, Meimei could no longer accept the empty love that 

the videographer had to offer her. “Everyone should have a love story like that”, 

she confessed to him. When finally she realizes that what Mardar told her is true, 

and that Moudan really existed, she feels devastated, and asks the videographer if 

he would search for her, in the same passionate way. As he reassures her that he 

would, she distrusts him, and concludes with sorrow: “Things like that only 

happen in love stories”. 

It can easily be read here the main theory postulated by Lyotard, that the 

metanarratives of the past are discredited and destroyed in the present, 

postmodern moment. In the case of Suzhou River, the grand-narrative of romantic 
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love is questioned and eventually destroyed; however, it would not be 

inappropriate to extend this to the other narratives that govern China, namely the 

communist ideology and the utopianism of a perfect socialist society. The 

postmodern individual is characterized by this loss of hope and disbelief in 

idealism. Fatalism assumes the utmost importance in the paradox that the only 

certainty is that there are no certainties; in a sense, that nothing can last forever. 

The excessive pessimism imbued in Suzhou River was probably the reason 

for the film being labeled as forbidden by the censors, although the film contains 

other prohibited elements, like explicit references to sex and mild violence, which 

could hardly pass uncensored. Even if it’s uncertain what was that displeased the 

censors, the film’s counter-discourse is obvious, not only due to its gloominess, 

but also because of the way it involves the viewer. 9 In this regard, voyeurism as 

yet another fundamental aspect of the postmodern self gains particular relevance 

in Suzhou River. As Denzin put it: 

 

The postmodern person is a restless voyeur, a person who sits and gazes (often mesmerized 

and bored) at the movie or TV screen. This is a looking culture, organized in terms of a 

variety of gazes, or looks.10 

 

The viewing of any mass media text has an inherently voyeuristic aspect, 

since the viewer looks at those depicted without being seen by them. Suzhou River 

intentionally reinforces and distorts this. In fact, the film is an enormous 

voyeuristic reverie, where the spectator’s gaze communes with the 

videographer’s. Through most of the film, we see what the videographer sees; it is 

through his eyes that we witness the story unfold in front of us, and therefore to 

us that the other characters in the film seem to be talking and looking.  

As pointed above, the postmodern terrain is expressed through the visual: 

                                                 
9 Although sex, violence, and negative political references are known to be forbidden, the true reasons for a 
film being banned are always unknown, as are the own censors who banned it. A list of forbidden films since 
1990 can be found in «http://www.asianfilms.org/china/». 
10 Norman K. Denzin, Images of Postmodern Society, p.9. 
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the image assumes a predominant role in our society and lives. The use of a 

subjective point of view, or intra-diegetic gaze, lures the viewer into the film as we 

share with the videographer the same voyeuristic fascination.  

This use of the subjective gaze has the effect of alerting, or reminding us, the 

viewers, that we are mindless voyeurs in a society of mediated images. That in a 

way we are all trapped in the same visual fascination, a fascination that reveals the 

power of the media image. 

In Big Shot’s Funeral, there is also a brief sequence where this communion 

between character and spectator is achieved. As the film begins, we are placed in 

front of YoYo, sharing Lucy’s gaze as she interviews him for the place of 

videographer. She handles him a camera, asking him to load it. When he points 

the camera to Lucy/us YoYo says, “you sure are pretty”, and the film immediately 

changes to the opposite gaze, i.e. we see Lucy through the eyes of YoYo and the 

lens of the camera he is holding. First we see a close-up of Lucy’s eyes, and as she 

goes on talking, YoYo focuses on different details of her body: from the eyes he 

zooms out to the whole face, then zooms in to one of her eyes, then both again, 

then her mouth, her hand, her face, and finally her eyes. 

As Jameson wrote: “The visual is essentially pornographic, which is to say 

that it has its end in rapt, mindless fascination”.11 This is clearly illustrated not 

only by the brief sequence described above between Lucy and YoYo, but also in 

Suzhou River by the videographer’s obsession with Meimei. She embodies the 

object of fascination, as the videographer admits that he likes to watch her, film 

her, and watch her again through the mediated image. 

 

* * * 

 

The postmodern self is intrinsically connected to the images produced by the 

mass media in a way that can be best described as follows: 

 

                                                 
11 Fredric Jameson, Signatures of the Visible, p.1. Italics in the original. 
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The postmodern self has become a sign of itself, a double dramaturgical reflection 

anchored in media representations on the one side, and everyday life on the other.12 

 

This becomes clear in the films analyzed, as Jia Hongsheng acts his own life 

in Quitting, or as YoYo’s crazy plan to make a comedy funeral becomes the topic of 

Tyler’s film in Big Shot’s Funeral, or even as the videographer portrays his own 

failed loved story trough Mardar’s love story in Suzhou River. In all of them, media 

and everyday life mingle in the same dramaturgical representation to convey the 

idea that life can no longer be disassociated from its mediated other. And in the 

end, it is no longer a matter of representation, as it is of reflection. 

Politics here is of crucial importance, since it expresses itself through the 

practical and theoretical legacy of the culture of the masses, articulated in the 

realm of popular culture. As Liu Kang noted: 

 

Qunzhong wenyi [the culture of the masses], a legacy of the revolutionary past and an 

essential component of the revolutionary hegemony, cannot be dismissed as merely 

residual and irrelevant today. Its aesthetic forms and structures are deeply ingrained in the 

Chinese cultural imaginary, constituting a significant dimension in the contradiction-ridden 

cultural arena. To understand this vibrant legacy in China today, one may view it against a 

complex set of historical practices and conceptual codes that addresses issues of both 

revolution and culture.13 

 

It must not be forgotten that the socialist ideology valorizes the collective as 

opposed to the individual. Therefore, the widespread emergence of a postmodern 

self, as opposed to a nationalistic identity, would pose a serious threat to the 

already unstable legitimacy of a national concept of Chineseness. In this regard, 

Sun Lung-Kee forecasts the following possibilities:  

 

                                                 
12 Norman K. Denzin, Images of Postmodern Society, p.viii. 
13 Liu Kang, “Popular Culture and the Culture of the Masses in Contemporary China”, in Postmodernism & 
China, p.126. 
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Concerning self-fashioned identities, two rival scenarios can be projected for the twenty-

first century. One is a nativist revival bearing a nationalistic or religious stamp to arrest the 

further disintegration of community (…). A collective identity is a powerful weapon of the 

underprivileged to agitate for more power and representation, but can also serve those who 

wish to stabilize those structures that shape the individual in terms of nation, history, 

culture, family, and other time-honored restraints. The opposing scenario sees in the highly 

individualized and privileged “American way of life” a foretaste of an advanced stage of 

world society in which the individual is free from the tyranny of “nation”, and free to 

pursue one’s lifestyle by picking up dismembered fragments from any social and cultural 

matrix.14 

 

The process of liberalization and opening up has been instituted by the CCP 

to allow for the much-wanted economical development and catching up with the 

West. However, globalization brings with it not only new economic possibilities, 

but also an inevitable change of mentality that may prove to be a threat to the 

Party’s hegemony. Postmodernism then may well be the ground where more 

radical and interesting changes can develop in the convoluted present history of 

China. 

 

 

 

                                                 
14 Sun Lung-Kee, The Chinese National Character, p.243/244. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

 

In the beginning of the 21st century, China is a country characterized by 

internal crises and contradictions that have persisted for over 20 years, where a 

communist government has been trying to cope with the capitalist economic forces 

that it allowed to exist. This has turned out to be a fertile ground for the 

emergence of postmodern trends, to some extent particular to the Chinese 

situation, in which case we can talk of a characteristic Chinese postmodernism. 

With the economic push given by Deng Xiaoping in 1992, China experienced 

a radical economic transformation, which, by allowing the forces from the 

capitalist West, has generated a profound change in the social and cultural arenas, 

a change that has a fundamental impact in the form that Chinese people conceive 

the West, their nation, and themselves as individuals. 

 Ever since Fredric Jameson’s theorization, postmodernism became linked 

with consumer society, or as he put it, postmodernism is “the cultural logic of late 

capitalism”. Even though China is far from being a capitalist society, to conceive a 
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Chinese postmodernism is necessarily and primarily to understand it as a 

sociohistorical change articulated by a rapid economic growth and an intensifying 

globalization. 

Therefore, postmodernism in China must not be seen merely as a 

construction of artists that try to imitate foreign trends, but as a social interwoven 

text that results from historical turns and ideological shocks. The conflicting 

relation between a relatively liberal cultural production and the revolutionary 

discourse has produced a social fabric and cultural vision that can be considered, 

to some extent, more postmodern than any western counterpart can. 

Under this light it becomes obvious that while thinking of a Chinese 

postmodernism one must consider it not only as the result from an implemented 

market economy and its resultant commodity or consumer society, but must be 

regarded as a cultural and political event, made possible by those socioeconomic 

changes and the ideological imperatives of a postsocialist country. 

Placed in a privileged position, the media proves to be of fundamental 

importance in this debate. As a site where the official ideology and the capitalist 

trends converge and collide, the media represents the conundrum of a lived 

Chinese postmodernism. 

Therefore, in order for us to make sense of Chinese postmodernism we must 

go beyond theoretical discussions on how China receives postmodernism and, 

instead, one must show how China produces it. Those postmodern Chinese 

images, or Chinese simulacra, must be placed against its historical background as 

something produced by a changing environment, and something that in turn 

offers a depiction, an account, an explanation, a justification, or an ideological 

proof of those sociohistorical movements. 

Chinese film in particular, has traveled a long way through the convoluted 

historical changes that have been leading China into the new millennium. It has 

proved to be a privileged vehicle in the reflection of these same changes, not only 

due to its intrinsic relation with society and culture, but also because it is a place 

for ideological struggles. In addition, more than being just a reflection of society, 
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film (along with the other medias) has actively participated in the construction of 

new social patterns of reality. 

In this sense, Suzhou River, Quitting, and Big Shot’s Funeral are only three 

examples in the vast cinematic production of the post-New Era. They are not only 

postmodern cultural products in their own right, but more importantly, they 

critically address the present mediated reality of China. 

We have seen that by drawing attention to themselves, these films recognize 

their status as media products, and lead the viewer to acknowledge the 

importance of the media in Chinese society, as the mediated image gains a new 

status, one where propaganda and entertainment coexist without apparent 

contradiction. 

It is through the media that the new moment in China is characterized, not 

by the sole predominance of politics, or for that matter neither by a spurt of pure 

capitalism, but for an entwined mix of the two. This is however, an unstable 

combination, which postmodernism both promotes and undermines, by 

discrediting the value system of the socialist state while legitimizing it at the same 

time, by promoting and celebrating the commercialized everyday culture under 

the state’s ideological control. 

Chinese postmodernism has thus found expression in the fringes created by 

a disbelief in both socialism and capitalism. It is in this sense an emerging vision of 

a form of life that corresponds and brings cultural affirmation to such reality. 

 

[T]he “post” in Chinese postmodernism refers not so much to a sense that something is 

over but that something is finally ready to begin, along with the concomitant breakup of all 

kinds of rigid epistemological paradigms, aesthetic canons, historical periodizations, 

geographical hierarchies, and institutional reifications.1 

 

Even though it is still early to consider China a fully postmodern society, a 

Chinese postmodernism managed to sprout in the contradictions of the historical 
                                                 
1 Zhang Xudong, “Epilogue: Postmodernism and Postsocialist Society – Historicizing the Present”, in 
Postmodernism & China, p.400. 
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process that has been leading China into the age of globalization. Therefore, 

Chinese postmodernism can be seen as the cultural expression of a particular 

moment in Chinese history, the so-called “third road” traveled by the country, a 

road that is neither purely capitalist nor socialist, but a particular blend of the two. 

Whether this road will lead to the much-craved socialist goal, or to a 

democratization of the country, remains still locked in the future. What is certain 

is that postmodernism with Chinese characteristics encompasses all the changes 

that have recently happened and will still happen in China, and that might lead, 

with time and if able to thrive, to a different rearrangement, both in its social fabric 

and in its political structure.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Filmography 
 

 

• Primary sources 

 

Big Shot’s Funeral (Da wan), dir. Feng Xiaogang, (China, 2001) 

Quitting (Zuotian), dir. Zhang Yang, (China, 2001) 

Suzhou River (Suzhou he), dir. Lou Ye, (China/Germany, 1999) 

 

• Secondary sources 

 

A Time to Remember (Hongse nianren), dir. Ye Daying, (China, 1998) 

Beijing Bicycle (Shiqisui de danche), dir. Wang Xiaoshuai, (China, 2000) 

Beijing Rocks! (Beijing yueyulu), dir. Mabel Cheung, (Hong Kong, 2001) 

Breaking the Silence (Piaoliang mama), dir. Sun Zhou, (China, 1999) 

Carrying My Dad to School on My Back (Beiqi baba shangxue), dir. Chen Guoxing, 

(China, 1997) 
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Chungking Express (Chongqing senlin), dir. Wong Kar-wai, (Hong Kong, 1994) 

Farewell my Concubine (Bawang bieji), dir. Chen Kaige, (China/Hong Kong, 1993) 

Happy Times (Xingfu shiguang), dir. Zhang Yimou, (China, 2000) 

Hero (Yingxiong), dir. Zhang Yimou, (China, 2002) 

Ju Dou, dir. Zhang Yimou, (China, 1990) 

Love in the Internet Age (Wangluo shidai de aiqing), dir. Jin Chen, (China, 1998) 

Not One Less (Yige dou buneng shao), dir. Zhang Yimou, (China, 1998) 

Postmen in the Mountains (Nashan naren nagou), dir. Huo Jianqi, (China, 1998) 

Raise the Red Lantern (Da hong denglong gaogao gua), dir. Zhang Yimou, (China, 

1991) 

Red Cherry (Hong yingtao), dir. Ye Daying, (China, 1995) 

Red Firecracker, Green Firecracker (Paoda shuangdeng), dir. He Ping, (China, 1993) 

Shadow Magic (Xiyangjing), dir. Ann Hu, (China, 1999) 

Shanghai Triad (Yao a yao, yaodao waipoqiao), dir. Zhang Yimou, (China, 1995) 

Shower (Xizao), dir. Zhang Yang, (China, 1999) 

Temptress Moon (Fengyue), dir. Chen Kaige, (China, 1996) 

The Road Home (Wode fuqin muqin), dir. Zhang Yimou, (China, 1999) 

The Story of Qiu Ju (), dir. Zhang Yimou, (China, 1992) 

The Wooden Man’s Bride (Wukui), dir. Huang Jianxin, (China, 1993) 

Where Have All the Flowers Gone (Na shi hua kai), dir. Gao Xiaosong, (China, 2002) 
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