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The decisive element in every situation is the permanently
organised and long-prepared force which can be put into the
field when it is judged that a situation is favourable (and it can be
favourable only in so far as such a force exists, and is full of
fighting spirit).
Antonio Gramsci, “The Modern Prince”

This chapter centers on three films by Zhang Yimou~----Red Sorghum
(Hong gaoliang; Xian Film Studio, l988),_]udou (co-directed withYang
Fengliang; Star Entertainment, 1990), and Raise the Red Lamfern (Da
hong denglong gao gao gua; China Film Co~Production Corporation,
1991). I will not, however, offer “close readings” of these films in the
manner of the previous chapters but will instead use Zhang's films as a
way to raise some issues in cross-cultural interpretative politics. This

The thrcc films in question constitute a distinctive type. Their characteristics have become the “trademarks” of Zhang’s style.‘ The “background” in these films is uniform: it is an oppressively feudal China.The
historical details are blurred, even though we know from the original
novcllas from which the films are adapted that the events take place in
the precommunist period.2The oppressiveness of feudal China is usually personified by an unreasonable, domineering older male figure, such
as jiuei-’s leper husband in Red Sorghum; ]udou’s husband,Yang linshan,
the owner of the dye mill; and Chen Zuoqian, the landlord who owns
several wives in Raise the Red Lantern. Because they are powerful within
their class, these old men have the li'cense to be abusive: they purchase
wives, use them for both perverse sexual pleasure and reproduction,

and sometimes murder them when they become disobedient or inconvenient. In terms of representing the maltreatment of women, the blurriness of historical background in Zhang’s films is matched by an obliviousness to class differences. The mental or psychical suffering of
Songlian, the new concubine in Raise the Red Lantern, is as intense as that
of Judou, even though Songlian has attended university and Judou is an
illiterate peasant. For Zhang, woman is very much a typical sexual body
that is bound by social chains and that needs to be liberated.
As I mentioned in part 2, chapter 1, these tales of gothic and often
morbid oppression are marked by their contrast with the sensuous
screen design of the films. Zhang’s film language deploys exquisite colors in the depiction of “backwardness.” The color red in Red Sorghum,
the bright solid colors of the dyed cloths in judou, the striking, symmetrical screen organizations of architectural details, and the refinedlooking furniture, utensils, food, and costumes in Raise the Red Lantern
are all part and parcel of the recognizable cinematographic expertise of
Zhang and his collaborators such as the talented cinematographer Gu

the contrary, my argument is that these specificities can be fully appre-

Changwei.
In many respects, these three films can be described as constituting a

ciated only when We abandon certain modes and assumptions of inter-

new kind of ethnography. The first element of this new ethnography is

does not mean that l will neglect the specificities of Zhang's films. On

pretation.

that it presents the results of its “research” in the form not of books or

museum exhibits but of cinema. Zhang’s films have become a spectacu-

l'lh

SOMQ <0!-\l2rv\POVa\V7 (hints: Films

Tlvz F0}.;W;ll.sur{a<¢¢

Mandarin Ducks and Butterflies, Oedipus,

ties of our enjoyment of precisely those unspeakable, at times pornographic fantasies that are, shall we say, a culture’s “shame.”
Furthermore, whereas in the traditional Butterfly novels, the enjoy-

and the Tactics of Visuality
Zhang astutely places the center of interest on femininity in his construction of this “new aboriginality.” Femininity in his films is the place
where the contradictory nature of culture-writing-~-as a retrospective
capturing of the past’s violence and chaos, and as a progressive, forward-looking investment in the possibilities of rewriting and enlightenmentibecomes clearest.Women are here the prototype of “the primitive” in all the ambiguities of that word——they are the bearers of the
barbaric nature of a patriarchal system that has outlived its time and
place; their abuse is a sign of China's backwardness; through them we
come to understand the fundamental horrors about a culture. At the

k.
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same time, women’s sufferings reveal a larger human nature that has
been unjustly chained and that seeks to be liberated; they are a kind of
wronged, maligned, exploited noble savage whose innocence must be
redeemed.
Insofar as they melodramatize womanly events in what often turn out
to be trivial, hackneyed narratives, Zhang’s films are, in terms of ethnic
lineage, inheritors of the popular Mandarin Duck and Butterfly fictional modes that run throughout Chinese literature and iilm in the twentieth century. I have argued elsewhere that the predominant feature of
Butterfly fiction is that women's problems serve as the hinges of many
narratives. ‘O If we translate the Butterfly novelists’ narrative strategies
into cinematic terms, we may say that it is women who are the objects
of cinematic close-ups and slow motions, and that it is women who provide the suturing points at which the narratives “hang together.” Unlike
Butterfly novelists who had to focus on women with the abstract means
of verbal language, however, Zhang has in the film medium an obvious
means of visual display. Whereas Butterﬂy novelists must devise strange
plots in which women characters’ loved ones mysteriously disappear so
that they are left alone for dramatization, Zhang has at his disposal a
much more palpable means of externalizing and thus reifying w0men’s
oppression. If the subject matter of these films is the kind long decried
by canonically minded critics as feminine and thus insignificant, Zhang
makes us realize anew the fascination of such trivial matter. His lilms do
not change the mundane nature of the stories but enlarge the possibili-

ment of such fantasies still had to be “covered up” by moralistic prefaces
and didactic justifications, in Zhang such a “cover-up” is not necessary
because film, at the same time that it provides him with a palpable
means of expressing womanly contents, also provides him with an alibi:
he is merely showing such (pornographic) contents in order to give a
“realistic” picture of China. The didactic excuse, which the Butterfly
novelists had to insert explicitly into their narratives, is already there, in
the silence and ambiguity of the filmic image.
Indeed, there is every indication that Whatever Zhang does, he does
in order to emphasize not the thematic concerns or even characterization but the filmic or visual nature of his films.This is where the prominence of womanly contentwthat conscious invention of an ethnic primitivism—-must be seen as part and parcel of the cross-cultural signiﬁcance, the emergent ethnographicity, of his practice. This practice is,
above all, a conscious and tactical mobilization of every kind of event

toward visual display, a display that is most effectively achieved through
women. Hence, even though Zhang's interest is not inherently in
women’s problems themselves, he relies for his culture-writing on a
focalization, a “zoom-in” on the women characters.
To this endethat of skillfully displaying women as bearers of his
filmic ethnography---Zhang makes full use of the modernist conceptual method that many have called, after Freud, Oedipalization. Examples:
In Red Sorghum, ]iuer’s husband was mysteriously murdered before “my
grandpa” shows up to claim her. In Raise the Red Lantern, there is the suggestion that the eldest son of Songlian's husband, the young man called
Feipu, might be romantically attracted to her but there would be no
hope for such a romance since his father is alive and well. I I The woman’s
body/ sexuality becomes, in both films, the place where Oedipal rivalries~—rivalries between men-are visually, visibly staged. 12
In judou, Oedipal rivalries literally take the form of incest: ]udou
lives her life between her husband and his nephew Tianqing. Apart from
the background of a dye mill, Zhang introduces a signiﬁcant number of
changes in the judou story in order to enhance the Oedipalist focus on
femininity. First, the title of the story is changed from the name of a
mythic male figure in Liu I-Ieng’s novella—Fuxi is the mythic emperor

H4.
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lar and accessible form of imaginative writing about a “China” that is
supposedly past but whose ideological power still lingers. While many
of the ethnic customs and practices in Zhang’s films are invented,3 the
import of such details lies not in their authenticity but in their mode of
signification.“ Such import makes up the second major element of the
newness of Zhang’s etlmography: the use of things, characters, and narratives not for themselves but for their collective, hallucinatory signification of “ethnicity.”
Roland Barthes theorized this type of signification in terms of what

and here we come to the third major element of the newness of Zhang’s
ethnography~because the ethnographer here is himself a “native” of

he called “mythologies” in the 1950s. With his characteristic good
humor, Barthes gives a comically precise example to explain what he
means by mythical speech:

the culture he is transcribing, the difference made conscious by the second order articulation becomes in effect a culture’s belated fascination
with its own datedness, its own alterity. Although Zhang may think that
he is making films about China, what he is doing is representing a time-

I am a pupil in the second form in a French lycée. I open my Latin
grammar, and I read a sentence, borrowed from Aesop or Phae-

less China of the past, which is given to us in an imagined because retrospective mode.This “China,” which is signified mythically, is the China
constructed by modernity—-the modernity of anthropology, ethnography, and feminism. It is also a “China” exaggerated and caricatured, in

drus: quia ego nominor Ieo. I stop and think. There is something
ambiguous about this statement: on the one hand, the words in it

'03

the type of signifying activity we find in Zhang’s films. Like Barthes's
loquacious lion, the ethnic details in these films are not there simply to
“mean” themselves; rather, they are there for a second order articulation. They are there to signify “I am an ethnic detail; I am feudal China.”
The difference between the ethnic detail as such and its self-conscious articulation is not the kind of difference that separates the time
of the ethnographer’s “fieldwork” and the time of her writing. Rather-

which the past is melodramatized in the form of excessive and absurd rit-

do have a simple meaning: because my name is lion. And on the other
hand, the sentence is evidently there in order to signify something
else to me. Inasmuch as it is addressed to me, a pupil in the second form, it tells me clearly: I am a grammatical example meant
to illustrate the rule about the agreement of the predicate. I am

uals and customs.7

even forced to realize that the sentence in no way signifies its

order.“ In this way Zhang’s films enact cinema’s capacity, described by

meaning to me, that it tries very little to tell me something about
the lion and what sort of name he has; its true and fundamental
signification is to impose itself on me as the presence of a certain
agreement of the predicate.5
».

Paul Virilio, for gratifying the wish of those away from home for a
dreamy “homeland” at the same time that it turns everyone who watches into a kind of migrant:

The “imposition” of this other significance-other to the obvious meaning the sentence seems to denote—-is, for Barthes, the activity of myth:
“In myth there are two semiological systems, one of which is staggered
in relation to the other: a linguistic system, the language . . . which I
shall call the language-object, because it is the language which myth gets
hold of in order to build its own system; and myth itself, which . . . is a
second language, in which one speaks about the first.”“
I will return to the full implications of Barthes’s analysis of myth
later. For now, his example of the lion suffices in providing a parallel to

In his mythical construct, what Zhang accomplishes is not the reflection of a China “that was really like that” but rather a new kind of organization that is typical of modernist collecting. The chaotic, overabundant elements of the past are now (re)arranged in a special kind of

The cinema gratified the wish of migrant workers for a lasting
and even eternal homeland. . . .The cinema auditorium would
not be a new city agora for the living where immigrants from the
whole world might gather and communicate with one another; it
was much more of a cenotaph, and the essential capacity of cinema in its huge temples was to shape society by putting order into
visual chaos. This made cinema the black mass necessary for the
country to achieve a new aboriginality in the midst of demographic anarchy.”

M8
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who invented the bagua (octogram) and the weaving of nets----to that of
a poor and insignificant woman, a female subaltern, in modern times.

der is changed to a small house locked up on one side ofthe roof. Unlike
the well in SuTong’s novella, this house, in which concubines who commit adultery are hanged, is much more prominently visible on the
screen.
Iixamples like these indicate that what Zhang performs here is not
really a liberation of sexuality~-~neither a vibrant male sexuality nor a
repressed female sexuality;in the narrow sense but, first and foremost, a production of filmic signs.To return to Barthes, Zhang is building one semiotic system on another, in such a manner as always to
bracket the denotative meaning of the “raw” first level of signification.

Second, Zhang rewrites Liu I-Ieng’s plot in such a way as to connect the
dramatization of femininity with patricide. Whereas in Liu Heng’s
novella, the old manYang jinshan dies a quiet natural death with a smile
on his face and Tianqing, Judou's lover, commits suicide in a vat, in
Zhang’s film these two men, both of whom are fathers to the youngster
Tianbai, are killed by him (accidentally in ]inshan’s case and deliberately inTianqing’s).Third, instead of living to a great old age as she does in
the novella, Judou burns down her house in what seems to be a revolutionary but suicidal ending. The implications of Oedipalization are the
twin deaths of the father and the mother. If fathers are often murdered,
mothers, if not murdered, commit suicide or go mad.

G

The Art of Seduction

Together, the repeated associations of patricide typical of Oedipalization—the physical impotence, symbolic castration, and ultimate
death of fathers——constitute a reading of China's modernity and “ethnicity” that is a self-subalternizationz we are made to feel that, being
fatherless, China is deprived of power; China is a subaltern in the world
of modern nations. At the same time, this self-subalternization is unmistakably accompanied by the fetishization of women»—a fetishization that
can, I think, be more accurately described as a self-exoticization through
the tactics of visuality.

Borrowing from the etymology of the word seduction, which refers to
the act of leading astray or leading away, Baudrillard defines seduction
as the turning of a sign away from meaning, from its own truth. 16 Following Baudrillard, we may say that what we see in Zhang’s films is a

Such tactics of visuality are apparent once we examine other alterations Zhang made in the literature he borrowed. 13 In my brief discussion ofjudou in part 2, chapter 1, I already mentioned, for instance, that
the background of a dye mill in judou was not present in the original
story by Liu Heng but added in the film so that the audience can see the
drama on the screen as primarily a drama of colors. In Raise the Red

“transubstantiation of sex into signs that is the secret of all seduction.”l7
What is displayed is not so much woman or even feudal China per se as
the act of displaying, of making visible. What Zhang “fetishizes” is primarily cinematography itself. If we speak of a narcissism here, it is a
repeated playing with “the self ” that is the visuality intrinsic to film. This
play is the sexuality of Zhang’s works. is

While Barthes uses the word myth to describe the bracketing of this first
level, ]ean Baudrillard, in a more dramatic manner, calls it death, a death
he associates with seduction: “To seduce,” writes Baudrillard, is “to die
as reality and reconstitute oneself as illusion.”1S

Lantern, the eye-catching family ritual of lighting lanterns in the court-

Barthes writes that “myth is not defined by the object of its message,

yard of the favored concubine is not present in SuTong’s novella “Qi qie
cheng qun” [Wives and concubines], from which the film was adapted.
Moreover, in Su Tong’s story there is a well in which concubines were

but by the way in which it utters this message.”19 Baudrillard Writes that
“seduction . . . never belongs to the order of nature, but that of artifice—

thrown previous to Songlian’s arrival. The well, located in a neglected
part of the garden, is a symbol both of femininity and of the inevitable
death that awaits Women in the Chen family. 14 In Zhang’s film, the well
disappears. Instead we find an architecturally spectacular rooftop where
various members of the household make their presence and where stylized singing, conversations, and conflicts take place. The space of mur-

never to the order of energy, but that of signs and rituals.”20 Accordingly, the seduction of Zl1ang’s films——the appeal of his visual ethnography~»is that they keep crossing boundaries and shifting into new spheres
of circulation.The wish to “liberate” Chinese women, which seems to be
the “content,” shifts into the liberation of “China,” which shifts into the
liberation of the “image” of China on film, which shifts into the liberation
of“China” on film in the international culture market, and so on.
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With the shifting of attention from “message” or “nature” to the form
of utterance and to artifice, meaning-—that culturally loaded thing---~»is

cludes that the film is a “robust crowd-pleaser from mainland China” and

displaced onto the level of surface exchange. Such a displacement has

tion, a small price to pay for sweep and novelty and unimpeachable politics.”22 H. C. Li writes that Red Sorghum is “a film intended to please the

the effect of emptying “meaning” from its conventional space----~the
core, the depth, or the inside waiting to be seen and articulated-»»and
reconstructing it in a new locus~the locus of the surface, which not
only shines but glosses; which looks, stares, and speaks.
In the light of this seductive locus of the surface, which constitutes
the space of a new culture-writing, Zhang’s modesty about his own
work becomes very interestingzl Speaking in regard to Red Sorgh um, for
instance, Zhang has said that he has not really thought too clearly about
how to shoot the film (or films in general) and that he likes discussing
with friends in “theory circles” because they can help him figure out
many problems. Speaking guilelessly thus, Zhang is like the seducer
described by Baudrillard—the seducer who does not consciously know
that he is seducing even though he is fully engaged in the game of seduction. Zhang’s films, it follows, are the seducer’s snares»-the enigmatic

—T=

traps he sets up in order to engage his viewers in an infinite play and displacement of meanings and surfaces—and, most important, to catch
these viewers in their longings and desires, making them reveal passions
they nonetheless do not fully understand.

The Search for Concreteness

Oppressive feudal practices, ethnic details, myth making, magnificent
cinematography, female sexualityéthesle elements I have summarized
as the recognizable trademarks of Zhang’s films are also those that have
most interested his critics, whether or not they are sympathetic with his

that “the depth of its dumbness must have been a secondary considera-

eye and excite the senses, and a film endowed with superficial brilliance
but not deep content.”23 Wu Ruozeng says that one should not talk
about Red Sorghum in terms of “profundities” (shenlee) but should simply
understand the strong feeling (ganjue) it puts forth for a return to
human nature.“
Second, Zhang’s “lack of depth” is inserted in what become debates
about the politics of cross-cultural representations. The beauty of
Zhang’s films is, for some critics, a sign of Zhang’s attempt to pander to
the tastes of foreigners.Yang Zhao, for instance, writes that the visual
design ofjudou is specially made to cater to those who are familiar with
the established rules ofAmerican film culture, which is characterized by
a kind of “tourist's psychology” (guanguang xintai).25 Dai Qing, who

charges the crew of Raise the Red Lantern for taking “outrageous liberty
with such details as decor, dialogue, and diction,” writes that “this kind
of film is really shot for the casual pleasures of foreigners.”26 For Paul
Clark, who is speaking about 1980s mainland Chinese films in general,
the international awards won by films such as Zhang’s suggest that “the
strong visual qualities of these films could reach across borders,” even
though “for the comparatively tiny Chinese audience who followed
these films . . . the new movies were distinctively Cl1inese.”27There is in
these remarks a feeling that the use of appealing visual qualities exoticizes China and that it is such exoticization, rather than the genuine
complexities of Chinese society, that accounts for the success of such
films in the West.28 Even though Zhang and his contemporaries are “orientals,” then, they are explicitly or implicitly regarded as producing a

projects. What I find most revealing about readings of Zhang's films is

kind of orientalism.29
Third, this lack of depth, this Orientalism, is linked to yet another

that regardless of their evaluation, they all tend to revolve around
assumptions about depths and surfaces. I will begin with the readings

CI‘IIT1C~~»1;l1ﬁt of exploiting women. Zhang’s films are unmistakably filled
with sexually violent elements, such as the kidnapping of jiuer by “my

that are critical of his works, readings that fall into three main types.
First, we hear that Zhang’s films lack depth, a lack that critics often

Grandpa” in Red Sorghum, ]iuer’s eventual submission to him, the
voyeuristic treatment of judou, and the commodification of women in

consider as the reason why his films are beautiful. For instance, in a short

Raise the Red Lantern, in which wives and concubines are portrayed as

review of Red Sorghum, David Edelstein writes that “Zhangls superb eye

jealous enemies preying upon one another in order to win the favor of

masks his lack of interest in his subjects’ psychology.” Edelstein con-

the despotic husband who dominates them all. It is said that by fetishiz-
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ing the female subaltern, or the female-as-subaltern, Zhang is simply
reinforcing the patriarchal interests for which women are merely sex
objects. Hence feminist critics such as EstherYau and Peter Hitchcock
write of Zhang’s films: women such as ]iuer are “being engaged in
excessive sexist exchanges motivated by male desire”;3O Zhang and
Chen Kaige “remain remarkably mute about how reactionary technologies of gender may inform their own discourse”; Zhang’s “close-ups of
[]iuer’s] face and soft focus are entirely traditional in their aesthetic
effects”;31 and so forth.
I would like to clarify at this point that I am fully in agreement with
the feminist intent of critics such as Yau and Hitchcock. Insofar as he
adopts a traditional, mainstream understanding of male-female relations, it is clear that Zhang’s films do not depart at all from the politics
of the polarization of male gaze versus female body that was problematized by Laura Mulvey’s influential essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema.”32 On the contrary, Zhang’s films provide a demonstration,
from the perspective of a non-Western culture, of Mulvey’s incisive

observation of what in many ways is still the predominant heterosexual

G

problematic. It seems to me, however, that rather than simply reinscribing Zhang within this problematic (and condemning him for it), we
need to go further and ask what We would be disabling and prohibiting
from surfacing once we adopt, as we must from time to time, the moral
overtones of this admittedly justified feminist position.The reason why
we need to go further is that, in criticizing Zhang’s “traditional” or
“patriarchal” treatment of women, feminist criticism may unwittingly
put itself at the service of a kind of conservatism that values depths over

jiu chou bu he war‘)/un,q.33 The English equivalent to this Chinese expression would be something like cl Don I t air your dirty laundry in public. 97
But the Chinese phrase is much more precise in that it points to the
exact area that is being tabooed-~not the “dirty laundry” itself but Wai
yang, the act of showing, brandishing, exhibiting (to the outside). The
point, in other words, is not that there should not be such dirty laundry a1"ound-----zlmt is taken for granted, as a matter of course about jiu,
the family. The point is rather that such shame and dirt should not be
llaunted.
In the language of visuality, what the Chinese authorities’ disapproval
signals is a disciplinary surveillance from above, but it is not exactly a
surveillance over the “content” of backwardness in Zhang’s films as is
often assumed (many mainland films of the past few decades also use
such content to point their morals).34 Rather, the surveillance is over
the act of exhibiting and displaying. The reactionary response of the Chinese authorities in fact contains much more intelligence than most of
their critics are willing to grant them, for in their disapproval lies the
correct intuition that Zhang’s films are not simply about backwardness

but about a different kind of signiﬁcation. Hence even though all the settings of Zhang’s three films date back to the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940sthe period before the People’s Republic of China was established—the
authorities remained firm for a long time in their prohibitive resolve.
Zhang’s casual remarks about his filmmaking are revealing in this
regard, for they point precisely to this deliberate flaunting, this defiant
display of difference that disturbs the authorities:

surfaces, and nativism over universalism,‘ in a manner that is, ultimate-

In Red Sorghum I did not deliberately try to combat or contradict

ly, antifeminist. How so?

the traditional way of making film. . . . [However] that was indeed
the purpose when we made One and Eight
gs he ba ge] and Yellow
Earth, and especially when we made One and Eight. At that time I
was filled with anger whenever I set up the camera. All of us were

]ia chou bu ke Wai yang

basically fed up with the unchanging, inflexible way of Chinese
To explain what I think is the central problem here---the universal
prejudice against exhibitionism and self-displayjlet me return to one
of the most reactionary responses to Zhang, such as that coming from
the mainland Chinese authorities. Apart from the explicit sexual contents of Zhang’s films, it is believed that the Chinese authorities are
displeased by Zhang because his films transgress the “Chinese” taboo,

filmmaking, so we were ready to fight it at all costs in our first
film. I would set down the camera and take a look, and [say to
myself,] Oh, god, the composition is still the same as the old stuffl
No! Turn the lens around~just turn it around, raise it, just for the
sake of raising it. Actually if)/ou ask me whether there was any concept
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in this kind gfincomplete composition, the answer is no; but the point was

described with metaphors such as shendu (depth) and neihan (inner

simply and deliberately to be diﬂl2rent.35

mcaning).36 On the other hand, with the exception of philosophical discussions (typically, of Daoism) in which xu is attributed with the significance of the nonsaid, and with the exception of moralist advice of mod-

What the Chinese authorities sense is perhaps exactly this kind of gestural force that, according to Zhang, has nothing “beneath” it. In its
“emptiness,” Zhang's filmmaking challenges the deep-rooted attitude of
approval, ingrained in the understanding of representation across cultures, toward depth, profundity, and interiority. This attitude, which
associates depth, profundity, and interiority with “virtue,” is also the
preference for a somethingness in representation.

Shi versus xu: The Ethnic Paradigms of Evaluation
It is well known to the practitioners and scholars of Chinese literature
and culture that this attitude toward deep meanings is part of a pervasive bifurcated moralism of shi (fullness or concreteness) versus xu

(emptiness), which are often used as criteria for judging virtues of aesthetic representation. Ultimately, such criteria must also be seen as
l

F

esty and open-mindedness,37 the notion of xu is almost always invoked
pejoratively in the language of cultural evaluation, as a way to express
contempt for the kinds of associations listed in the right-hand column of
our table. We think of expressions such as xuruo (weak, debilitated),
xuwei (pretentious), Xlifu (superficial, slick), xurong (vanity), xuhuan
(illusory), xuwang (fabricated), xujia (fake, artificial), xu you qi biao
(superficial; literally, “possessed only with the surface”), xuqing jiayi
(hypocritical display of affection), and xu zhang sheng shi (much ado
about nothing; literally, “making empty noises and gestures”).
When Zhang's critics criticize him for a lack of depth and an empty
display, they are hence simply reinvoking the criteria of the reactionary
xu/shi structure. As we will see in the following, precisely because this
structure has to do not only with evaluation but with the production of

value itself, it becomes even more crisis-laden once it is confronted with
the politics of cross-cultural interpretation.

major ways of producing value in a culture. For the purposes of our discussion, a table schematically contrasting the associations commonly
attached to shi and xu may be drawn up as follows:

S HI

XU

The Eyes of the Foreign Devil
In postcoloniality, this traditional or ethnic polarization of the criteria
for aesthetic merit is complicated by the presence of that entity called
theﬁreign devil. What may be added to our table now are “China” and

full

empty

concrete

abstract

“native” in the left-hand column and “the West” and “foreigner” in the
right.

deep

shallow

Among the Chinese, as among many non-Western peoples, there is

earnest

superficial

authentic

fake

real worth

cosmetics

content

form

history

fiction

male

female

a postcolanial way qf expressing contempt jbr oneisfellaw “natives”: zuo gei

waiguoren lean-‘such-and-such is done “for the eyes of the foreigner,”
with “foreigner” usually meaning those from the advanced industrial
West. (See remarks from critics such as Dai Qing, cited earlier.) One
thinks of expressions of contempt such as chongyang (worshiping the
foreign) and meiwai (fawning on the foreign), which allude to the obse-

quious ways in which “natives” identify with the foreign devil rather than
The notion of shi is linked to an approved concreteness of content in any

with their own culture and countrymen. These expressions, however,

representation, a concreteness that by extension would also be

also reveal a highly ambivalent attitude toward the foreign, for the con-

I56

157

Some Contemporary (Lines: Films

The Force of Surfaces

tempt they proclaim is, in fact, not possible without a keen observation
or imagination of the foreigner’s gaze and what may be done to attract

evaluate an artist like Zhang the inscriptions of the dilemmas of cross-

or please that gaze. In other words, these expressions of contempt
already contain in themselves the acts of looking at foreigners— ofnatives
looking at or imagining the foreigner looking, of natives looking at or
imagining fellow natives being looked at by foreigners, and so forth.
And yet, while clearly recognizing in the foreigner a power to authenticate and endow value themselves, those who harbor such contempt are
frequently quick to repudiate such acts of looking in others. Their contempt for fellow natives’ looking is thus, we may say, ultimately an

1

+7-\

cultural interpretative politics. If the more reserved of these evaluations
tend to focus on the “superficial” quality of Zhang's films, the laudatory
evaluations, too, are symptomatic of the bifurcated structure of moralaesthetic criteria.These laudatory evaluations, which come by and large
from male critics, would show how meaningful Zhang’s films are.
For instance, H. C. Li writes that Red Sorghum is “a Dionysian ode to
life . . . a tribute to the heroic spirit of the Chinese people.”39Yan Xianglin praises Red Sorghum for its portrayal of a nonidealized humanity,
which “returns aesthetic truth to values of simplicity and authenticity”

attempt to censor or prohibit this exchange between native and for—
eigner, even though, in their very mode of proclamation, they have
already attested to the inevitability of this exchange.
Very often, and I think this is the case with the reception to Zhang’s
filmmaking, the expression of contempt is really the expression of an
envy or jealousy at the success enjoyed by those who have captured the
gaze of the foreigner. These ambivalent sentiments, which are laden
with the injustices of history and politics, and which are transindividual,

[duiyishu zhendi defanpuguizhen];“O while Wu Ruozeng, who rules out
using “profundities” as a criterion for Red Sorghum, praises the film for
returning us to the forces of human nature.“ Qthers draw on authors
such as Bakhtin and Racine to compare the carnivalesque atmosphere

nonetheless manifest themselves prominently in the behavior of many

he describes as “autonomous ecstasy,” Wang upholds the film as con-

individual “natives,” in academia as much as in other circles, who look
upon their fellow “natives” with suspicion, belittlement, and scorn, even
while the same people who accuse others of pandering to the foreign
devil remain themselves subserviently respectful to the foreign. When-

taining a theory about a strong femininity as well as a marginalized but
transgressive masculinity.“ These critics’ interpretations are close to

ever the phrase zuo gei waiguoren lean (or its equivalent) is invoked, tl1erefore, it is always the symptom of a self-contradictory sentiment, the
meaning of which is “They have made it! They are actually being seen by
the foreign devill”—followed by a moralistic type of dismissal and selfassurance: “But of course they did it only by improper, shallow means.”
The fantasy that lies at the heart of such contempt is that we must prove
“from within” that we are worthy of that foreign gaze and that if we do
it properly, the foreign devil will look closely and deeply “inside” us for
our authentic value.“

Zhang,Too, Is Concrete, Not Empty

and intensity of Zhang's films.“ Perhaps the most articulate of this type
of reading isYuejin Wang’s, who sees Red Sorghum as a return of the collective repressed and an evocation of the cultural unconscious. Basing
his interpretation of feminine sexuality entirely on ]iuer's looks, which

Zhangls own. Among Zhang's favorite descriptions of Red Sorghum are
reqiug (passion) and huoli (energy). When speaking about Mo Yan’s Red
Sorghum Family, on which his film was based, Zhang repeatedly refers to
the “sensuous motion of life,” the “enthusiastic human pursuit of life,”
and the “eulogy of life” signified by the narrative.
v
In their laudatory mode, the masculinist reviewers disprove the more
negative conclusions of Zhang’s critics but not their premise, which they
in fact share. This is the premise that the value of a work of art consists
in the concreteness, the “somethingness,” of its content. What these
enthusiastic reviewers uphold here is the “somethingness” of what we
might call primitivism. In a way that reminds one of the eulogies of
“nature,” “life,” and “sexuality” that characterize male modernist writers
such as D. H. Lawrence and Henry Miller, we find in the positive readings of Zhang an overwhelming consensus about “energy” and “human
nature” in spite of the apparent superficiality of his ﬁlms. Instead of

Although no books are written on how these postcolonial sentiments

accusing Zhang of a lack of depth in the mode of being xu, then, these

translate into aesthetic criteria, it is possible to see in the attempts to

reviewers affirm, by their identification of the “energy” in Zhang, that
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his films are sh1'—that is, sanguine, earthy, instinctual, close to the peo-

Does it not partake of the injunction by which discourse is provoked? Is it not with the aim of inciting people to speak of sex that
it is made to mirror, at the outer limit of every actual discourse,

ple. Together they produce a reading based on male homosocial bonding, a reading that says, Zhang, too, is concrete, not empty.
Feminist criticism, when confronted with the basic masculinism of
this kind of “pro-life" clamor, has little choice other than pointing out
the untenability of Zhang’s “energy.” Once it does this, however, it is
putting itself at the service of the xu/shi interpretative machinery.

Against the kinds ofshi qualities affirmed by male critics, feminists must
charge that Zhang’s films are false representations of women's sexuality, that they fictionalize Women’s sufferings, and so on. In other words,
feminists must demystyjz Zhang’s films by saying that they are inauthentic representations of women. In the words of Yau, for instance, Red
Sorghum is an example of China’s “filmic fantasies” whose “defenses” are
to be undone by “history.”“4 Another way of putting this would be to say
that Zhang has left out the truth (shi) that is female subjectivity in favor
of the lie (xu) that is the (fetishized) female image. In a manner perhaps
unintended by most feminist critics, this type of feminist criticism
would then, by implication, be helping to consolidate the kind of coni
AD

0°.

servatism that would distrust all filmic representation on account of its
superficiality, or that would repudiate all Westernized ethnic representation on account of its eagerness to cater to “foreign” consumption.“
Whether positive or negative, therefore, evaluations of Zhang's films

something akin to a secret whose discovery is imperative, a thing
abusively reduced to silence, and at the same time difficult and
necessary, dangerous and precious to divulge? . . . What is peculiar to modern societies, in fact, is not that they consigned sex to
a shadow existence, but that they dedicated themselves to speaking of it ad irjinitum, while exploiting it as the secret.“

The “repressive hypothesis,” in other words, does not so much affirm
the truth of sexuality or its need for emancipation as it testifies to the
complex institutional networking of power through “discourse.”
Whether in terms of a modernist reading of China as an impotent old
man chaining his descendants to his rigid ways, or a Marxist-masculinist reading of vibrance and energy, or a feminist reading of the still-unar-

ticulated truths of female sexuality and subjectivity, the tropes of prohibition, repression, and liberation that run consistently throughout readings of Zhang’s films in effect load them with power—the power of
interpretative ideology, of discursive meaningful-ness.
My primary objection to these interpretations is not that they do not
tell the truth about Zhang’s films——they do, and with great sensitivity

tend to leave the central problem of the moral-aesthetic polarization of
shi and xu intact, allowing the values espoused therein to return under
multiple guises. Despite their otherwise different or opposed politics,
these readings have one thing in comm0n—the assumption that there is
a hidden truth, a core of meaning that islother than or interior to what

concrete meanings, they seem to miss the predominant fact that filmic
images operate as images, as surfaces whose significance lies in their
manner of undoing depth itself. In order to deal with the problem of
reading that Zhang's films cause, it is hence not enough simply to pro-

we see on the glossy surfaces of Zhang’s films. In Michel Foucault’s
terms, all these interpretations, regardless of their race, class, or gender

vide alternative analyses and hermeneutical exegeses of the “deep meanings” of the films.

perspectives, share the symptom of the “repressive hypothesis”----the
hypothesis that some fundamental secret or nature has been “repressed,”

imated by the “repressive hypothesis” must intervene and where a ref-

that human beings are awaiting emancipation, and that the representa-

erence to someone such as Baudrillard is necessary. As is characteristic

tion of sexuality equals the revelation of truth:

This oft-stated theme, that sex is outside of discourse and that
only the removing of an obstacle, the breaking of a secret, can
clear the way leading to it, is precisely what needs to be examined.

and sophistication-—-but rather that, in concentrating on the search for

This is the place where a kind of reading different from those legit-

of all of his writings, Baudrillard’s target in his book Seduction is Western culture’s ingrained beliefs in production, depth, and the metaphysics of interiority. He argues that even ground-breaking, subversive
modern theories such as Marxism, psychoanalysis, and feminism are
complicitous with such beliefs when they systematically avoid seduc-
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tion in favor of interpretation.“7While I do not find Baudrillard’s delib-

only follow screen time.You canlt let people pass without having

erately scandalous rhetoric unproblematicwthis rhetoric is itself an

understood what is going on.49

example of seduction, aimed at turning the reader away from even the
most intimately held “truths”—I think that in a context in which the
“deep” and “concrete” tendencies of interpretation are adamant, such as
the present one, Baudrillard’s theoretical excessiveness can be useful.
Baudrillard’s mistake lies in his assumption that “deep” interpretative
tendencies are diseases of“the West” only. His orientalist romanticism
about non-Western peoples“ blinds him to the fact that what he is criticizing is also a firmly cultivated legacy of the non-West, in this case
China.

Approaches to Illusion: Zhang and Chen Kaige

In other words, the irreversible time (or speed) of watching imposes
itself on the filmmaker as a strict discipline. For Zhang, filmmaking is
about learning and submitting to the dominance of this “one-time deal.”50
Zhang’s pragmatic and disciplined (pragmatism-cum-discipline)
approach is one of the major differences between him and his contemporary Chen Kaige. Whereas Zhang makes maximal use of the limited
but predominant mode of time on the screen to construct the kinds of
images that would be accessible to a large number of people, in Chen’s
films there is, as my foregoing discussions indicate, a fundamental distrust of the positivity of screen images. Hence the images in Chen’s
films are much less accessible and much more “allegorical” in the sense
of not saying everything.“ This approach to the image is part of Chenls

Inherent in Zhang's tactics of visuality is an astute, almost militaristic
understanding of the way time works in cinema and, even more so, in

mass culture. In order to be successful, film must communicate as if it
is automatic and unmediated, in such a way as to make people feel that

G

they can follow without having to make an effort. In their crudity and
simplicity, Zhang's films contain this shrewd grasp of the essential illusion of transparency that film audiences are after. The following lucid
remarks reveal his mastery of what makes film not only a formally specific medium but also a mass event:
,.

[In film adaptation] even very good literature . . . has to become

way of bringing a traditional Daoist understanding of (visual) presence——as only the partial truth if not altogether a distraction—to bear
upon his use of a medium that, ironically, is predominantly defined by
visuality. juxtaposed with Zhang, Chen can be described to have put
into play the philosophical meaning of xu, as a steady emptying of presence. In Chen's films, blanks signify and silences speak: this is why they
invite interpretation. Moreover, interpretation must supplement the predominant imagistic and narrative presences in the films with nonimagistic and nonnarrative significations such as (as I demonstrated in the
previous two chapters) music and nature.
As a result, however, Chen’s films demand from their audiences a
kind of attentiveness that automatically excludes a large number of peo-

“one-time deal .”The form of its watching is compulsory: there is

ple. juxtaposed with Zhang’s, Chen’s approach presents itself as a more
traditional scholarly belief in truth as that which is inward and invisible,52 and which can be apprehended but not positivistically seen.

no time for turning back, and there is no time for thinking; you

Zhang, by contrast, does not rely on the audiences’ philosophical per-

must follow the screen. When it is a matter of concise, charming
words, you can keep reflecting; even when you have arrived at the

ceptiveness, patience, or fondness for contemplation to get his films

filmlike.The first thing I can do is to reduce the complexity of the
events, and make the story simple and popular [tongsu]. Film is a

last chapter [of a book] you can turn back to the front. Film [however] is a one-time deal, and very few ordinary people watch the

across; instead he operates at an obvious and crude level that guarantees
him an audience. Instead of an idealist and idealistic notion of truth as
that which resides inside his own mind, inside the nuances of his films,

same film two or three times. Everywhere else in the cinema it is

or inside his characters’ or the audiencels subjectivities, Zhang, like

dark and silent; only the screen has light and sound. Watching can

popular novelists and mass culture-producers, relies on attention-seiz-
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ing strategies that seduce audiences away from whoever they happen to
be and whatever they happen to be doing. If “plot” has become weak in
both Chen and Zhang, it is for entirely different reasons. In Chen the
weakening of the plot has to do with the distrust of storytelling as a
means of arriving at the truth; it is the distrust of a convention because
it is too conventional, because it has already been used by too many people and has thus become uninteresting.“ In Zhang the weakening of the
plot is really a heightening of effects. Zhang’s ﬁlms do rely on storytelling, but it is storytelling purged of its more cumbersome complexities.The story is now used for the most direct purpose of generating and
sustaining interest. If storytelling is mobilized in the most conventional
way, it is simply because convention is where the crowds are.“
If Chen’s way of critiquing culture is deconstructionist, in the sense
of a careful, meditative, vigilant disassembling of culture ’s components
from within its structures, Zhang’s critique comes from a more popularized Marxist and Maoist idealism, in the sense of a belief in the force of
the masses and in the changeability and adaptability of cultural production.“ Zhang, who bought his first camera by selling his own blood,56

ible or hardly material place women occupy in Chen's works is the
symptom of an idealism that regards truth as that which is hidden,
which is other than the here and now. Chen’s critique of traditional Chinese culture stems from a belief in the invisible inward depths that have
been veiled and distorted by culture's untrustworthy surfaces. Zhang’s
critique stems, instead, from the material force of such surfaceswfrom
their vulgar womanly focus, their seductive accessibility, their irreversible time, their illusion of transparency.

The Deep Habits of Ideology-Criticism

ular with China’s peasants,” and of art as a liberation from oppression.58 In other words, Zhang’s social critique follows Chinese commu-

What Zhang’s films force and dare us to do, ultimately, is to see ideology in terms other than those of a moralistically denounced “illusion”———
what Barthes calls mythical speech. As my brief overview of Zhang’s
evaluators shows, we can be so caught up in our habits of thinking by
way of depth that we would read even those discourses that are meant

nism’s way of discrediting traditionfrom below rather than from within

to be critical of depth in a deep way. When the truth is thought to be

culture’s core of coherence. If Chen has inherited the traditional Chi-

animalistic truth about human culture). For Zhang, piss is, as it is in Red

something lying behind, beneath, below, and beyond ideology, ideology
becomes simply a mask and a veil to be indignantly stripped away. But
ideology is seldom, ifever, that.
We can now return to the implications of Barthes's M)/thologies. In
retrospect, we realize that ideology-as-mask constitutes What is the
“content” part of Barthes’s inquiry. For Barthes, the mass culture phenomena of France in the 1950s—from detergent advertisements to

Sorghum, what unexpectedly makes wine taste better, what enhances the
quality of a collective form of production.

plastic to the cover pictures of popular magazines—were a kind of
mythologized language, a second order signification that was saturated

These differences also mark their respective treatments of women.

with the ideology of the bourgeoisie. This mythologized language

While Zhang uses women for the obvious, conventional, pornographic
purposes of representation—-as fetishized body parts” complete with
the melodrama of mental sufferingiin Chen women occupy a much

entices the masses with wishes for those things that, precisely because
of the hierarchical class structure of bourgeois society, they will never

often speaks of a close identification not only with China but in partic-

I»
o

about by feverish daydreams; Laidi in King Qfthe Children appears in the
role of a coarse, fat sister and mother; the women in Liﬂa on a String are
either mysteriously motherly or frustrated and suicidal. The hardly vis-

nese literatils way of doing “culture” through philosophy and poetry,
Zhang’s lineage is that of the popular dramatist, novelist, and street performer whose modes of enunciation are inseparable from the masses.
For Chen, even a simple act like that of pissing becomes, as I indicated
in the previous chapter, an occasion for philosophical reflection (on the

be able to possess. Barthes’s chief reference here is Marx’s and Engels’s

less clear-cut, because much more idealized, space. Cuiqiao's brave deter-

German Ideology, in which ideology is defined as an upside-down version

mination to change her life leads her to her death in Yellow Earth; women

of reality, a camera obscura.60 Accordingly, myth for Barthes is a kind of

rln not annear in The Rm Pnrnrle except in idvllic scenes that are brought

veil that nat1irali7r~.< that hirles the real <nr‘iQl(‘nr\(li1’inn< nfthpirmalzinn
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Even though Barthes was writing about French society in the 1950s,
the problems crystallized by his remarkable little book remain germane

itself that is intrinsic to myth; accordingly, semiotics, when used radi-

to this day. Central to these problems is the age-old tendency, among

standing of ideology as upside-down reality, as distortion, as deception)

intellectuals in particular, to distrust surface phenomena. As a result,
whatever is glossy, beautiful, or glamorous always takes on the status of
the suspect. Depending on the type of criticism being mobilized, myth
or ideology is alternately mapped onto “the culture industry” (Theodor
Adorno and Max Horkheimer), masculinist “visual pleasure” (Laura

problematic. The “tool” that Barthes is using hence becomes no longer
merely a tool but a fundamental challenge to his thesis about ideology:
this tool shows that not only is signification ideology but ideology, too,
is signification. And as signification, ideology also is constructed from a
shifting relationship between signifier and signiﬁed, and thus subject to

Mulvey), or orientalism (Edward Said), but the rhetorical move remains

change.

the same: what is ideological remains the illusion that prevents us from

Eventually, Barthes would realize the untenability of his position in

seeing or knowing the truth; and criticism’s task, it is believed, lies in
unveiling that illusion. We see how this is the case in some of the interpretations of Zhang's films: all the talk about his lack of depth and his
pandering to the tastes ofWesterners is part and parcel of this universal
distrust of surface phenomena, phenomena that tend to be treated as
myth, error, and deception. To put it in the terms of our ethnic para-

M)/thologies and fundamentally revise his thesis. As he writes in the

digm, such attitudes amount to a continual repudiation of the associa-

tions of xu.

E’

cally, would render the “content” part of Barthesls analysis (the under-

Toward the end of Mythologies, Barthes realizes that the demythifying
activity he has been pursuing places him in an impossible situation: he
would either have to maintain a critical stance and forsake all the pleasures of mass culture or, if he decides he would have a good time after all,
he must allow himself to fall prey to ideology. Writing at a time when

I97Qs:

I believe . . . that even if the new semiology . . . has not applied
itself further to the myths of our time since the last of the texts in
/l’I)/thologies where I sketched out an initial semiotic approach to
social language, it is at least conscious of its task: no longer simply
to upend (or right) the mythical message, to stand it back on its
feet, with denotation at the bottom and connotation at the top,
nature on the surface and class interest deep down, but rather to
change the object itself, to produce a new object, point of departure for a new science.62

French intellectual life was inseparable from existentialism, he calls this
“alienation”: “The fact that we cannot manage to achieve more than an
unstable grasp of reality doubtless gives the measure of our present alienation: we constantly drift between the object and its demystilication,
powerless to render its wholeness. For if we penetrate the object, we lib-

My point in recapitulating the problems epitomized by Barthes's
book---problems that are no doubt already familiar to many readerst
is to underscore how persistent the habit of thinking about ideology as
illusion remains. This is particularly so in academic circles, because the
scholarly way of thinking specializes in analysis and penetration, and,

erate it but we destroy it; and if we acknowledge its full weight, we
respect it, but we restore it to a state which is still mystiiied.”6l

therefore, in showing that things are not what they seem. As scholars,

At the same time, however, the “tool” that Barthes uses to deal with

we tend to distrust what appears and to believe in what does not appear.

this ancient problem of mythethe tool of semiotics—does not allow

We are, in other words, much closer to Chen Kaige than to Zhang
Yimou in our ways of approaching the world. Consequently, when dealing with someone like Zhang, scholarly investigations continue to be
mired in their own deep habits and to move farther and farther away

him to stop simply at the moralistic stance of “turning ideology on its
head” that he took from Marx and Engels. Once it is understood that the
sign is constituted in a shiﬂing relationship between signifier and signified, the halting of signifiers at specific signifieds that leads to the formation of ideology is, far from being permanent, itself subject to fur-

from the obvious intervention~from the intervention that takes the

ther shifting. In other words, there is nothing in the makeup of the sign

tigations is that the prejudices already built into ethnic paradigms of

form of the obvious»-introduced by Zhang.63 The result of such inves-
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evaluation such as xu and shi are now reinforced transculturally by the
equally strong anti-illusion compulsions that characterr/.e many cri-

sents a decisive move against the gerontocratic and patriarchal

tiques of cross-cultural representation, and vice versa.
If, on the other hand, we give up our deep habits (positive or nega-

rule that operates against her. And I propose that it is her implicit
attack on this rule that has aroused the Chinese authorities’ antagonism and the Chinese audience’s unease.“

tive), We will see that the challenge offered by Zhang’s films is so basic
that it undermines the ways of seeing—to use ]ohn Berger’s famous
title——that are cherished in both Western and non-Western cultures. In
the remainder of this chapter I will attempt to specify what this challenge is.

The Oriental’s Orientalism; or,
Exhibitionism Between Cultures

Surfaces are not simply another type of “production.”The superliciality
of Zhang's ﬁlms does not arise simply from the fact that they constitute
a spectacle of oppression and dehumanization in feudal China. Equally
important is that such a spectacle seems familiar, conventional, at times

N
N

even banal. In other words, if a certain force emanates from surfaces, it
is not only because surfaces are glossy but also because they are hackneyed and clichéd.To explain this, I will take a key series of scenes from
judou.
Near the beginning of the film, Tianqing secretly watches his aunt
wash herself every morning through a hole in the wall. As Judou discovers this to her shame, she first tries to cover up the hole but then
changes her mind. One morning, after making certain that Tianqing is
watching as usual, she slowly turns around and, while sobbing, uncovers her naked upper body. ]enny Kwok Wah Lau observes perceptively
in regard to this scene:

Lau's comments point succinctly to the basic defiant mood of all three of
Zhang's films. Similarly, writing about ]udou,VV. A. Callahan points out
that “ju Dou makes a political decision when she decides to letTianqing

peek at her through a hole in the wall as she bathes.”65 As Judou turns
around, what begins as an episode of voyeuristic eroticism takes on
entirely different implications. As she confrontsTianqing with her naked
body, Judou is, we may say, taking into her own hands the “to-belooked-at---ness” that conventionally constitutes femininity. If the female
body in its “to-be-looked-at—ness” is a cultural cliche, ]udou's move is
that of quoting the cliche’: she exhibits her female body for the male gaze
literally, in the manner that one cites a well-used platitude. The effect of

this gesture——-of quoting the most-quoted, of displaying the most
fetishized—-—is no longer simply voyeuristic pleasure but a heightened
self-consciousness.
But even though this level of self-display-as-citation marks Zhang’s
film with a postmodernist sense of irony, the mood of defiance does not
stop at the formalism of irony only. With her naked front in full view to
Tianqing, what Judou exposes is not the beauty of her body but the way
it has been abused. What is on display, what is being cited, is not simply
the cliché of the female body but, crucially, the signs of violence it
bears.“ Judou's “turn” thus amounts to an exposition of what we might
call the brutality tjlthe cliché and the brutality aflconvention (brutality in the

sense of both cruelty and bruteness/rawness): she turns the eroticism
of the spectacle into a deliberate demonstration of and against the patriarchal order that crushes her. Her female body-—that crude, banal surface that patriarchy raids and idealizes at wilI—becomes in this scene a
literal means of confrontation.

One finds that the explicit erotic content of the lilm-~--beginning
when judou deliberately turns around to expose her naked body
to the peepingTianqing—is not derived from a simple act of nar-

At the same time, this brave self-display alsO changes the relationship
between voyeur and fetishized woman. The erotic interest that initiates
Tianqing's and ]udou’s exchange now takes on the additional signifi-

cissism. Indeed, her tired, dirty, and bruised body, together with

cance of a sympathy and empathy between them asfellow victims of the

the melancholy accompanying music, offers no “visual pleasure”

same feudal order, in which those who are dependent on the master for

for Tianqing or the film audience. ]udou’s turning around repre-
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their survivalebe they a man or a Woman, a horse or a pig»---are fed,
used, and exploited uniformly. If ]udou’s self-display gratifies Tianqing's

especially for those spectators whose identities are sutured with the cul-

fantasies, it also turns the classic masculinist greediness of those fantasies into an identification between them, an identification that would
continue in the form of their lifelong alliance against the patriarchal
order that sacrifices women and powerless men alike.“
Other examples from Zhang's films also indicate the force of defiance that he associates with surfaces and surface behavior. If such deliance is a sign of resistance against power, this resistance is consistently
being externalized. We think of ]iuer’s unfeminine gesture of assuming
her dead husband’s wine-making business and turning it from private
proprietorship into a communally owned production, and her
“unchaste” gesture of openly letting another man into her widowed life.
We think of Songlian's deliberately uncooperative behavior and her blatant lie about being pregnant as well as of her spiteful way of picking
fights with her rivals in the Chen household. Most of all, we think of the

young maidservantYaner’s death in Raise the Red Lantern. On discovering thatYaner helped expose her fake pregnancy, thus robbing her of her
esteemed status in the house, Songlian takes revenge onYaner in a cruel
way: she shows everyoneYaner’s most treasured secret—~a collection of
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ture-specific images on the screen‘-who think of themselves as “Chinese,” in other words—--the force of surfaces jolts them into a particular
kind of self-consciousness, a consciousness of their “ethnicity” in nonetoo-flattering terms.
At this point, I would like to borrow from Thomas Elsaesser’s study
of RainerWerner Fassbinder in order to contend that, like Fassbinder’s,
Zhang’s cinema is about the affect of exhibitionism rather than (as is
often assumed) that of voyeurism.“ In his analysis, Elsaesser associates
the exhibitionism in Fassbinder’s films with specific historical happenings, such as the German security state during and after, the Second
World War. Elsaesser suggests, for instance, that the pleasure of fascism
for the average German is perhaps “less the sadism and brutality of SS
officers than the pleasure of being seen, of placing oneself in view of the
all-seeing eye of the State .”69 Fassbinder’s films, accordingly, capture the
structure of identification that is inscribed in the fascistic specularization of public and private life and that may be sloganized as “to be is to
be perceived.”/0

For Elsaesser, Fassbincler’s films are interesting not simply because he

old red lanterns that Yaner secretly lights in her servant’s quarters in
imitation of the family ritual so cherished by the ladies of the house. But
it is not enough to putYaner to shame in public: as her lanterns are set

represents this structure of “being seen” but also because Fassbinder
takes the all-pervasive surveillance of a state machinery and its coercive
formation of subjectivity as his starting point, and produces, in parody,
a kind of self-estranged exhibitionism in his characters: “In the face of a

on fire in the courtyard, the first wife of the house also orders that

bureaucratic surveillance system ever more ubiquitous, Fassbinder toys

Yaner be punished by kneeling in the cold until she apologizes. Yaner

an order whose victims, such as Songlian and the other wives, can just
as easily turn into victimizers.

with . . . an act of terrorist exhibitionism which turns the machinery of
surveillance~—including the camera-into an occasion for self-display.”7l By arguing that exhibitionism is actually a way of problematizing the state’s all-pervasive gaze, Elsaesser thus shows that exhibitionism does not have to be the frivolous gesture it is taken to be by moralistic critics but instead can be seen as a subversive way of engaging with
political authoritarianism.

In Zhang’s films, all such behavior of defiance signifies a challenge in

Even though the film contents of Fassbinder and Zhang are worlds

the literal sense of a fronting, facing, and daring of convention with the

apart, what they share is, I think, this understanding of exhibitionism.
This understanding is part of a determination to respond to political

refuses to apologize and, in a debilitated state, dies. By demonstrating
with her own Iife,Yaner's is the ultimate gesture of deﬁance. She does
not harbor her resistance inside her; instead she uses her female body-~that pathetic, insignificant piece of banality--~toface the monstrosity of

self-assurance of desperation.The power of surfaces is thus the power of
confrontation, which ultimately makes us, the spectators, aware of the
sensation of being stared at. Against the screen of vivid colors and

authoritarianism aesthetically through popular rather than elitist (philosophical) means. These means include banal and at times sentimental

images, we suddenly find ourselves the objects of the gaze emanating

cinematic elements that recur in both Fassbinder's and Zhang’s films,

from the images on the screen. This gaze is intense and discomforting:

such as melodrama,72 prettv women. stereotvned Characters illicit qpv
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petty gossipy neighbors, collective memories of the oppressivcness of

convenient labels of otherness such as “China,” “India,” “Africa,” and so

fascism, playacting, intense colors and color contrasts, and melodious

forth can be affixed.

music. But What makes a comparison between the German and Chinese
ﬁlmmakers especially revealing is their mutual sensitivity to the immobility of conventional social boundaries, to the pernicious vigilance and

It would hence be imprecise, though not erroneous, to say that
directors such as Zhang are producing a new kind of orientalism. For if
orientalism, understood in the sense Said uses it, is in part a form of
voyeuristic aggression, then what Zhang is producing is rather an exhibitionist self-display that contains, in its very excessive modes, a critique of the voyeurism of orientalism itself. (Mis)construed by many as
mere self-display (in the spirit of airing one’s dirty laundry in public),
this exhibitionismewhat we may call the Oriental's orientalism%

hypocrisy engendered by such boundaries, and to the severe ostracization awaiting transgressors.This sensitivity leads, in different but equally remarkable ways, to Fassbinder’s and Zhang's tactical deployments of
stylized gestures of self-display in constructing the chief interests of
their cinemas.
In Zhang, the machine of surveillance is not the German security
state before or after the Second World War but the double gaze qfthe Chinese security state73 and the World's, especially the West's, 0rientalism.The exhi-

bitionism of his films hence moves beyond the male masochists that typically embody Fassbinder's use of exhibitionism to include the “primitives” that are women and the ethnographic details that signify “China .”
In other words, for Zhang, the problem of a predominantly visual cul-
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does not make its critique moralistically or resentfully. Instead, it turns
the remnants of orientalism into elements of a new ethnography. Like
a Judou turning around, citing herself as fetishized woman and displaying to her voyeur the scars and wounds she bears, this ethnography
accepts the historical fact of orientalism and performs a critique (i.e. ,
evaluation) ofit by staging and parodying orientalism’s politics of visuality. In its self-subalternizing, self-exoticizing visual gestures, the Oriental's orientalism is first and foremost a demonstration-—the display

ture-writing is how to look at this double gaze of the Chinese state and
the West in such a way as to return to it the very cruelty that emanates

of a tactic.

from it. How, his films ask, do we make images so as to “render unto
Caesar the things which are Caesar's”?
What Zhang’s films display are therefore also double. We see, on the

The result of all this, paradoxically, is that Zhang has won high international acclaim for all his films, including those for which he served as
cinematographer and actor, such as Yellow Earth and Old Well. Perhaps in

one hand, the sadness of powerless lives under Chinese rule. In lilms like

response to the no longer negligible worldwide renown that Zhang is

judou and Raise the Red Lantern, the melodramatic staging of ethnic practicesqsuch as the naming ceremony for a newborn son, the ritual of lan
lu dang yuan (“blocking the road and coffin”) required of survivors to
show filial piety to the dead, the absurd family customs of raising red
lanterns, giving massages to favored concubines, requiring wives and
concubines to share meals, and so forth-~-amounts to an exhibitionism
that returns the gaze that is the Chinese family and state’s inhuman surveillance. On the other hand, as I already argued in part 2, chapter I,
the “ethnicity”—~“Chineseness”——of Zhangls ﬁlms is also the sign of a

enjoying, the Chinese government first banned judou and Raise the Red
Lantern and then, for reasons that are equally incomprehensible, lifted
the ban in 1992. The Chinese Xinhua News Agency even applauded
Zhang’s more recent The Story of Qiuju (1992), claiming that it Was,
“after all, the work of a first-rate director.”74
Elsaesser writes in regard to the West German Cinema:

cross-cultural commodity fetishism, a production of value between cultures. Precisely because ethnic practices are theatricalized as arcane and
archaic, Zhang is showing a “China” that is at once subalternized and
exoticized by the West. The “ethnicity” of his films amounts to an exhibitionism that returns the gaze of orientalist surveillance, a gaze that
demands of non-Western peoples mythical pictures and stories to which

Ihe strategy of treating artefacts and cultural objects as com—
modities, in order to make them enter into but also create a market, is much clearer with the New German Cinema than in other
cases. . . . It was a cinema created around the very contradictions
of culture and commodity, of (self-)expression value and (self-)
exhibition value, in a modern capitalist economy that depends on
export to sustain internal growth . . .75
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The Germans are beginning to love their own cinema because

it has been endorsed, confirmed, and benevolently looked at by
someone else: for the German cinema to exist, it first had to be
seen by non-Germans. It enacts, as a national cinema, now in
explicitly economic and cultural terms, yet another form of self1‘.\ll'.\li_i')('(l i~xiiibilionism.7(‘

If we substitute the Word Chinese for the word German, these passages

could become precise descriptions of the fates of Zhang's films in mainland China as well. lf their glossy surfaces are the “myths” that com—
modify and betray China, Zhang’s films nonetheless achieve for modern
Chinese culture the attention and status that many sophisticated others
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fail to bring. Most important, they do this with a force of defiance that
challenges us to abandon our most deeply cultivated
cherished-~ -intellectual habits.

and most deeply

Fil m as Ethiiograpliy,' or, lranslation between Cultures in
the Postcolonial World
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