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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION
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Engaging with theories of Sinophone studies, national cinema, and transnational cinema, this
dissertation centers on ethnic minorities in China to address the dynamic interactions among
discourses representing the nation-state, the Han, ethnic minorities, and the rest of the world from
1949 to 1999 through the lens of film. Each chapter closely examines one category of discourse in
conversation with others regarding the construction of relationships and the negotiations of
subjectivities in minority film production, circulation, and consumption. Instead of following the
common approach heavily relying on storytelling and narrative studies, I turn to the less-studied
non-narrative strategies to scrutinize the functions of opening sequences, props, and set design. [
argue that socialist minority films made in the seventeen-year period (1949-1966) cinematically
engendered socialist reforms in minority geopolitics, spaces, and bodies; integrated minorities into

the Han-centered nation-state; and spread images and social statuses of ethnic minorities that

ii



aligned with the national discourse. This dissertation also extends into extra-diegesis to spotlight
how ethnic minorities reacted toward their assigned positions, something absent in prior
scholarship. By examining minorities’ roles as authors in scriptwriting and actors in film
performance during the seventeen-year period, I argue that minorities could maintain limited
agency by somewhat negotiating with the national discourse and partly straying from the national
interpellation and the constructed personas and identities. Moreover, while prior scholarship
generally studies minority films within the context of China, I investigate the transnational and
translocal flows of socialist minority films and the adaptations of these films outside the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) in the 1950s and 1960s. In the transnational and translocal consumption
of these films, the socialist discourse embedded within was often deconstructed. In addition,
socialist minority films provided a space for non-PRC moviegoers and filmmakers to discuss local
geopolitical, social, and identity issues. In the early post-socialist era, a broad spectrum of minority
films emerged to challenge the pattern of representation established during the period of high
socialism; this new wave was spearheaded by trends of genre hybridization and commercialization
of the Chinese film industry. I am therefore studying minority films produced in the 1980s and
1990s to build an argument that the Han filmmakers could use the marginal position of minorities

as a weapon to criticize Han-centric notions of national discourse.
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that have been used historically in regard to certain names in some regions. With regard to people
from Hong Kong, Taiwan, and ethnic minorities, efforts are made to include the standard or the

most commonly used romanizations of their names in existing publications.
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Introduction

“The People’s Republic of China is a unified multiethnic state founded by the Chinese
people of all ethnic groups. Socialist ethnic relations of equality, unity, mutual assistance
and harmony are established and will continue to be strengthened. In the struggle to
safeguard ethnic unity, we should oppose major ethnic group chauvinism, which mainly
refers to Han chauvinism, and local ethnic chauvinism. The state makes every effort to
promote the shared prosperity of all the country’s ethnic groups.”

—Constitution of the People’s Republic of China!

How many ethnic groups exist within the People’s Republic of China (PRC)? A popular song that
has been widely circulated in the PRC since early 1990 answers this question well: “Fifty-six stars,
fifty-six flowers, fifty-six brothers and sisters together form one family, fifty-six national
languages together form one sentence: love my China, love my China. Love my China!” “Love
My China” was the theme song created in 1991 for the Fourth Traditional Games of Ethnic
Minorities launched in Guangxi, a Zhuang-dominated Autonomous Region. In response to the
minority theme, a performer who held ethnic status was selected to sing the song: Wei Wei, a
Zhuang singer, won the chance. Later, the baton was passed to Miao singer Song Zuying, who
even went abroad and performed the song in Vienna. The simple, repetitive lyrics convey two
significant pieces of information about ethnicities in the PRC, diversity and unity. Thus, the lyrics

align with the intensely national character of the PRC. As addressed in so many official documents,

' “Constitution =~ of the  People’s  Republic of  China,” accessed May 27, 2020
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/constitution2019/201911/11651461b6104dd3a2793875d19b5b29.shtml.




the PRC is a tongyi de duo minzu guojia 4i— 1% K% E Z (unified multinational country).
Among the fifty-six ethnic groups, the Han Chinese have the largest population, and the remaining
fifty-five groups, due to having lower populations, are called shaoshu minzu /> %0 K% (ethnic
minorities).?

These ethnic minorities are the focal point of this dissertation. Distinct from ethnological
and anthropological approaches, my research concentrates on the cultural world and, through the
lens of film, examines the dynamics of discourses representing major forces (i.e., the nation, the
Han, ethnic minority filmmakers, and the rest of the world) that actively joined the ethnic minority
film field from 1949 to 1999. During the seventeen-year period (1949-1966) in the Mao years,
ethnic minority film production flourished. The national and international ethnic minority film
re/production, consumption, and circulation created a space for the four major forces to negotiate
their relative relationships and subjectivities. In this process, what role did the major forces play?
How did these forces influence the construction, consumption, spread, and reproduction of the
filmic images of ethnic minorities? How did the forces imagine, form, and negotiate their
relationships with each other in film-related activities? Did the discourses representing these forces
match, resonate, or compete with one another? How did the interactions of discourses influence
ethnic minorities? From the late 1970s to the 1990s, the PRC encountered significant changes. Did
this huge shift impact the minority images constructed in the socialist period? If so, then how?

These questions are central to what this dissertation aims to explore.

2 The term “ethnic” has become somewhat problematic in the West due to the ubiquitous biases and discriminations
in various forms. In China, the term is tied to a very different historical and cultural context; I employ the term as a
translation of minzu [X;J%, which points to the ways in which this term has been classified, discussed, and framed
within a Chinese context. In this dissertation, the terms “minority” and “ethnic minority” are used to translate the
Chinese word shaoshu minzu />3 TR.



What Is Minzu?

Before entering the film world, I first take a step back and discuss a crucial question: the definition
of minzu. While this dissertation does not engage in the theoretical debate on the definition of
minzu, a brief overview of how this term developed in China helps provide context for the central
focus. In Chinese documents, minzu is always compatible with several different English concepts
without drawing distinctions. As scholar Thomas S. Mullaney indicates, “the etymological history
of the term minzu, that notoriously contested word that, since its importation to China from Japan
in the late nineteenth century, has been used by widely different communities of practice to
translate no fewer than four politically charged concepts: race, nation, nationality (ratsia), and
ethnic group.” The ambiguous meaning of minzu remains closely tethered to modern Chinese
history.

In the late Qing period, the failure of the Qing government in the constant wars and
competitions with foreign countries triggered the spread of resentment. The Qing ruler’s Manchu
identity, which differed from the majority Han, became the target of examination and attack. In
turmoil, the term race was imported into China and renewed the worldview of Chinese intellectuals,

which was once shaped by a pair of concepts: hua £ (China/Chinese) and yi 3 (barbarian).

Intellectual Yan Fu, deeply influenced by social Darwinism, introduced the four primary races on
earth as defined by the West—the yellow, the white, the brown, and the black races—and continued
the Western racist discourse to explain the hierarchy among the four.* With this new racial

perspective in mind, a group of Chinese intellectuals then tried to fit China—the yellow race—

3 Thomas Shawn Mullaney, Coming to Terms with the Nation: Ethnic Classification in Modern China (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2011), 14.

* See relative information in Yan Fu '*&, Yan Fu shiwen xuan "™ = 3(i% [Elected poems and writings of Yan Fu]
(Beijing: People’s Literature Press, 1959).



into a Western-defined racial structure. Kang Youwei FE4 & was one such intellectual. In his
Datong shu, he prioritized the white and treated the yellow as the second race in the racial hierarchy.

To achieve his ideal world of datong K [7] (Great Harmony), Kang suggested renzhong gailiang
AR (racial reform) through racial intermarriage.’ The racist overtone in Kang’s writings is

clear. In the same essay, Kang also touched upon the non-Han scattered throughout the territory of
Qing China, but he seemingly preferred not to categorize these people into the superior yellow
race, which he considered “large in quantity and wise in intelligence.”® His intention can be seen

in how he referred to the non-Han people: “the sheng Yao “EX% (raw Yao), the sheng Li %2 (raw

Li), and the sheng fan 43 (raw savages) in Taiwan.”” The adjunct word, sheng, which literally
means raw and uncivilized, exposed his discriminatory attitude. Liang Qichao %) further
explained the status of ethnic groups in the racial structure. Despite accepting the Western racial
structure, Liang, as Frank Dikdtter indicates, “rejected the western notion of a ‘Mongolian race’
and excluded China’s minorities from the ‘genuine yellows’...the terms ‘Han race’ and ‘yellow
race’ were synonymous.”® In the discussion of race, a boundary was therefore drawn between the
superior Han and the inferior non-Han.

The view of Han superiority became influential in the thought of the two important

Kuomintang (KMT) leaders, Sun Yat-sen #p A7 111 and his successor Chiang Kai-shek ¥/ f. To

overthrow the Manchu ruling class, Sun organized the Tongmenghui of China with the political

5 Kang Youwei 5 A, Datong shu K[FT5 [One world], ed. Kuang Bolin JAA#K (Liaoning: Liaoning People’s
Publisher, 1994), 142.

6 Ibid., 134.
" 1bid., 140.

8 Frank Dikétter, The Discourse of Race in Modern China (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 53.



principles of guchu dalu, huifu Zhonghua JXBRHEE, K52 H14E (expel the Tartar barbarians, restore

China) in 1905. In Sun’s declaration of the Tongmenghui, dalu referred to the Manchus, and
Zhonghua, literally meaning China, was equal to the Han. The Manchus were accused of having
destroyed China and repressing the Han people. Sun thus encouraged the Han to take the lead in
overturning the Manchu regime and restoring Han China.’ Anti-Manchuism and Han-centrism
were the core ideas in Sun’s declaration. In The Principles of the People, Sun further clarified his
Han-centric position by indicating that “the Chinese race totals four hundred million people; of
mingled races there are only a few million Mongolians, a million or so Manchus, a few million
Tibetans, and over a million Mohammedan Turks. These alien races do not number altogether more
than ten million, so that, for the most part, the Chinese people are of the Han or Chinese race with
common blood, common language, common religion, and common customs, a single, pure race.”!?
In this sense, Sun sided with Liang and treated the Han as being synonymous with the Chinese
race. Frank Dikotter therefore refers to Sun’s ideology as “racial nationalism.”!! But in the
establishing of the Republic of China (ROC), Sun aimed to gain more support from the non-Han
in China and thus temporarily relinquished his Han-centrism and softened his tone with the idea

of wuzu gonghe TLILH (five races under one union). The wuzu indicated the Han, Manchus,

Mongols, Muslims, and Tibetans in China. To some degree, the concept of wuzu was based on

transplanting the Western racial structure to the Chinese context and inherited the residue of Qing’s

? Sun Yat-sen #hH11L1, “Tongmenghui xuanyan”[F] % 2x5 5 [The Declaration of the Tongmenghui of China], in
Zongli zhongyao xuanyan hekan 53 H B H 5 A1 [The collection of the Premier’s important declarations], ed.
Zhongguo guomindang zhongyang zhixing weiyuanhui xuanchuan bu H B o AT S L 22 EAE S [The
Publicity Department of the KMT Central Executive Committee] (The Publicity Department of the KMT Central
Executive Committee print, 1929), 5-6.

10 Sun Yat-sen, San min chu i: The Three Principles of the People, trans. Frank W. Price (Shanghai: China Committee,
Institute of Pacific Relation, 1927), 12.

1 Dikétter, The Discourse of Race, 77.



multiethnic policy. The five-color flag, endowed with new meanings to represent the wuzu,
ultimately became the national flag of the ROC. As the provisional president of the ROC, Sun
publicly announced that “the root of the nation lies with the people. Combining the lands of the
Han, Manchus, Mongols, Muslims, and Tibetans into one country while mingling the Han,
Manchus, Mongols, Muslims, and Tibetan nations into one people—this process is the unification
of the nation.”'? But Sun had not really given up his Han-centrism. As Mullaney indicates, “the
wuzu gonghe conception no longer portrayed Tibetans, Mongolians, and others as essentially and
irrevocably different, but rather emphasized both the possibility of and necessity for assimilating
such groups into the Han majority.”!3

Such Han-ization or Sinicization was inherited by Sun’s successor Chiang Kai-shek, who

made some modifications. A pair of terms shaped Chiang’s ethnic ideology: the traditional concept

of zongzu 5%J% (clan) in Han culture and the concept of Zhonghua minzu F 4% (Chinese

nation). The ethnic groups in Chiang’s ideology were the clans belonging to the Chinese nation.
In China s Destiny, Chiang referenced ethnic groups like the Khitan, Turki, Mongol, and Tibetan
groups that had historically mingled into the Han regimes as examples of how, “according to its
historic development, our Chinese nation was formed by the blending of numerous clans.”'* In
Chiang’s interpretation, all these clans were the offspring of a shared ancestor. Chiang technically
created a new category of the Chinese nation, but his ethnic principle still relied on Han-oriented

assimilation and Sinicization. His Chinese nation was thus just another way to refer to the Han

12 Sun Yat-sen, “Linshi da zongtong xuanyan” s K4t E 5 [Inaugural address of the provisional president], in
Zongli zhongyao xuanyan, 9.

13 Mullaney, Coming to Terms, 25.

14 Chiang Kai-shek, China s Destiny, trans. Philip Jaffe (New York: Roy Publishers, 1947), 30.



nation. Chiang’s ethnic politics exposed the ideas of “singularity and indivisibility.”!®> In other
words, Chiang aimed to construct a homogenous nation-state composed of a sole-minzu—the so-
called Chinese nation.

However, this single-minzu approach was resisted by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP),
which was the rival of the KMT in the Republican era. The CCP took the Soviet approach of
treating the non-Han in China as nationalities and supporting national self-determination. Unlike
the KMT with its sole-minzu, the CCP attempted to explore alternative ways to organize the non-
Han groups into the Chinese nation-state. This method, according to Mullaney, unfolded “not by
denying the existence of independent Chinese minority nationalities, but by conveying to these
groups that it would be possible for them to exist both as Chinese and as Hui, Mongolian, Tibetan,
and so on.”!'® In other words, the CCP seemed to conceive of constructing a dual-identity system
that could tolerate the simultaneous existence of the Chinese identity and ethnic status. In addition,
the CCP intended to explain the Han and non-Han relationship from the class point of view and
treated the non-Han as the ones repressed by the Han. Regarding ethnic relations in China, scholar
Uradyn Bulag also states that “the CCP introduced a new Han ethnic sensibility that was self-
reflexive and self-critical rather than being simply paternalistic.”!” But most of the CCP’s ethnic
ideas and principles had no chance to be practiced in the Republican period. These ideas were
more like direct reactions to the CCP’s close relationship with the Soviets and its competitive

attitude toward the rival KMT.

15 Mullaney, Coming to Terms, 16.
16 1bid., 30.
17 Uradyn E. Bulag, “Good Han, Bad Han: The Moral Parameters of Ethnopolitics in China,” in Critical Han Studies:

The History, Representation, and Identity of China s Majority, ed. Thomas S. Mullaney, James Leibold, Stéphane Gros,
and Eric Vanden Bussche (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 96.



In 1949, the CCP assumed power from the KMT to establish the PRC in the mainland and
started to deal with the complicated ethnic issues in a unique way. In terms of ethnic principles,
the dual-identity plan was put on the agenda. The CCP retained the term Chinese nation. But unlike
in the KMT, this term was not synonymous with Han nation. Instead, the Chinese nation should,
per the CCP, function as the collection, and all the ethnic groups, including the Han, should join
this collection as subsets.!® In this way, national diversity and unity could be simultaneously
achieved. The CCP could therefore distinguish itself from the KMT’s sole-minzu approach.
Regarding ethnic policies, the CCP promoted minzu equality and autonomy as a remarkable ruling
advantage and included them in the Constitution of the PRC. Meanwhile, an investigation of the
existing minzu groups was launched. In the early stage, the government opened this minzu issue to
the masses and encouraged self-identification. Local people who believed they belonged to a minzu
could submit petitions to the central government. In 1953, more than 400 petitions were received.
Not all these self-identified groups, however, should be identified as the singular minzu, according
to anthropologist Fei Xiaotong, who later became the leader guiding the ethnic classification
project. Many of the groups were from the same group but had different names. Some names were
simply different Mandarin translations of the same group.!® Facing this chaotic phenomenon, the
government intervened to guide the ethnic classification project by organizing a professional

research team.

13 Notably, this situation is considered ideal or the blueprint. In practice, however, this plan is not well-followed and
hard to achieve.

19 See Fei Xiaotong %1, Guanyu woguo de minzu shibie wenti 5& T3 [ ) F i 153 7] 2 [On our nation’s ethnic
classification issues], in Zhongguo de minzu shibie jigi fansi: zhuti shijiao yu kewei pingshu " [E i) B ER 71 K Fo
B FEW A EZALIFIA [Chinese national identification and its reflections: The emic narrative and etic comments],
ed. Qi Jinyu #8i# I (Beijing: Social Sciences Academic Press, 2016), 1.



The criteria for identifying a minzu became the primary concern of this team. Since the
PRC received extensive diplomatic and advisory support from the Soviets at that time, the Soviet
approach became the first choice. The CCP appropriated the Soviet term natsia (nationality) and
relied on Joseph Stalin’s criteria to deal with the minzu issue in the PRC. According to Stalin, a
natsia is “a historically constituted, stable community of people, formed on the basis of a common
language, territory, economic life, and psychological make-up manifested in a common culture.”?°
Stalin’s criteria did not work well in the PRC context; the main problem resulted from Stalin’s
precondition of the capitalist society. As he mentioned, the natsia “is not a racial or tribal”
concept.’! Rather, a natsia should have developed into the capitalist mode. However, in the early
PRC, most non-Han groups remained premodern, even primitive societies. To localize the Soviet
concept and criteria, the PRC accepted Stalin’s “four commons” but replaced his restriction on the
capitalist mode with “ethnic potential,” following the suggestion of the research team leader, Lin
Yaohua.?? Believing the Sinicized Soviet criteria were the only rubric guiding the PRC’s ethnic
classification project would be naive. Using the ethnic classification in Yunnan, for example,
Mullaney points to the invisible influence of the West. He notices that the language-based
categorization employed by Chinese experts in Yunnan was influenced by Henry Davies’ linguistic

mode. In the early 1900s, as Davies studied the ethnic composition in Yunnan, he prioritized

language to be the crucial categorization principle. Davies’ model was rooted in widespread

20 Joseph  Stalin, “Marxism and the National Question,” accessed May 3, 2019,

https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/stalin/works/1913/03a.htm.

! Tbid.

22 Mullaney, Coming to Terms, 11.



Western ethnological philosophy, which heavily relied on the linguist division in ethnotaxonomy.?*
In this sense, the West presented in the PRC’s ethnic classification in an invisible way.

Based on this mixed rubric, from 1950 to 1953, the research team identified thirty-eight
groups from the 400 petitions submitted. In the following decade, the ethnic classification was
ongoing, and about 183 groups submitted petitions to the central government. Experts, after
examining the new submissions, approved fifteen new groups and classified seventy-four into the
identified categories. In 1965, Lhoba, the smallest ethnic group, gained official approval. This
nationwide ethnic classification was then interrupted by the Cultural Revolution (1966—-1976). In
1979, after Jinuo was identified as the fifty-fifth ethnic minority group, the fifty-six-minzu
structure was finally formed in China.?* However, the national classification seemingly does not
help clarify the concept of minzu. In the PRC’s minzu list, some identified groups still have a murky
relationship with other concepts, such as “race” and “indigeneity.” For instance, the Russian
nationality refers to the offspring of Russian immigrants who moved to China during wartime and
decided to reside there. Among these Russians, ethnic differentiations exist. In other words, they
do not really belong to the same ethnic group, but in the context of the PRC, those differences are
erased, at least in official discourse. They are viewed as a homogenous minzu of the Chinese nation.
The indigenous people in Taiwan are also categorized into the fifty-six-minzu blueprint. Because
Taiwan was under the KMT’s control in the socialist period, the CCP could not access the island

to investigate the tribal components. Therefore, the various indigenous people belonging to

23 Ibid., 44-56. See more detailed explanations in Mullaney’s Coming to Terms, chap. 3.

24 See the relative information in Huang Guangxue 6%, “Zhongguo de minzu shibie”H [ [ )% 1R 51 [Ethnic
classification in China], in Zhongguo de minzu shibie, 52-58.

10



different tribes in Taiwan were simply mingled into a category—Gaoshan /&1l (high mountain

people)—following the old term that the KMT used in the Republican era.

Rather than clarifying the specific definition of minzu, the PRC’s classification movement
confirmed the complexity of the term. Minzu became a category overlapping with the
classifications of race, nationality, nation, indigeneity, and ethnicity. Not a single English word can
directly match the term minzu. Scholar Thomas Herbert also realizes the rich and blurred
connotations of minzu. For the category of shaoshu minzu, Herbert indicates that “there is no exact
Chinese definition of the term ‘national minority,” from the Chinese perspective it would imply an
ethnic group that is relatively small numerically compared with the largest nationality, and that is
distinguished from society at large and from the Han by certain specifically national
characteristics.”?® Regarding the phenomenon of the conceptual hybridity in minzu, Mullaney does
not insist on identifying a clear definition of minzu but rather stresses the need to “consider the
ambiguity . . . to be a fundamental part of the history of the social sciences, the modern state, and
the ongoing collaboration there-between.”?

Film scholar Chris Berry also responds to the conceptual hybridity of minzu, but he claims
to use the English term race to directly replace minzu. According to Berry, “*‘Minzu’ means ‘race’
in the sense of a combination of shared genetic and cultural characteristics that binds a group of
people for all time . . . race is the closest we can get to minzu and is certainly more appropriate

than ‘nation’ or ‘China,” which are too specific and so draw a veil over the full transhistorical

idealism of the term ‘race.””?’” However, Berry’s interpretation is questioned by Yingjin Zhang. In

25 Thomas Herbert, China and Its National Minorities: Autonomy or Assimilation (New York: Routledge, 1989), 12.
26 Mullaney, Coming to Terms, 15.

27 Chris Berry, “‘Race’ (X Ji&): Chinese Film and the Politics of Nationalism,” Cinema Journal 31, no. 2 (1992), 48.
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Zhang’s understanding, the hybridity of minzu suggests that it difficult to collapse or simplify the
concept of race. He further indicates the issues in replacing minzu by race:

[Berry’s] indiscriminate use of “race” obscures the difference between ‘“race” and

“ethnicity” on the one hand and, on the other, conflates the “state discourse” (which

legitimates the Han Chinese cultural hegemony over ethnic minorities) and the politics of

nationalism in Chinese films (which has strategically drawn on minority cultures in the

formation of the “Chinese characteristics” [minzu tedian]). Consequently, Berry locates in

recent Chinese films a fundamental challenge to the discourse of race and “race-ization,”

yet altogether neglects the possibility that some of these films might have unknowingly

reinforced the Han cultural hegemony in their effort to challenge the state discourse.?®
After examining the theories of race, ethnicity, and nationality, Zhang then proposes that using
ethnicity is “less problematic”? than using race when referring to ethnic-related issues in Chinese
studies. My dissertation sides with Zhang in terms of terminology, but I also want to address the
importance of engaging with the complicated, fluid, and often blurry connotations associated with
use of the Chinese term minzu.

This overview makes it clear that, from the late Qing to the PRC, discourse, discussions,
and debates centering on minzu were always closely tied to politics. From anti-Manchus to anti-
KMT, the political function of minzu had already become an important feature, which determined
that discussing ethnic-related issues in China meant that the role of politics should not be ignored.

It is also important to notice the power dynamics in the historical discussions centering on minzu

28 Yingjin Zhang, Screening China: Critical Interventions, Cinematic Reconfigurations, and the Transnational
Imaginary in Contemporary Chinese Cinema, (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Ann Arbor): 152-53.

2 Ibid., 156.
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in modern China. In general, it was the Han, as represented by political figures like Sun Yat-sen
and Chiang Kai-shek, as well as other Han anthropologists and experts, who seized the opportunity
to play the role of the authority of power and knowledge to define the meaning of minzu. Minorities
then were always treated as objects under observation, examination, and categorization. Even
though they could express their dissent in some cases, they often had to wait for the approval of

the Han and the Han-centered regime.

Ethnic Minority Film Production in China: From the 1930s to the 1990s
As the fifty-six-minzu model was forming, the CCP’s new ethnic policies about producing films

about ethnic minorities—shaoshu minzu dianying /v % [ & ¥ 5% [minority films]—started

resonating with PRC filmmakers. However, the CCP was not the first to bring minorities to the
screen. Some Chinese filmmakers had paid attention to this subject matter prior to 1949. In 1933,

Yang Xiaozhong #%/Mif shot the film Romance in Yao Mountains (PE111# 52). This film, fitting

in the clichéd romance pattern, depicts a triangle love story between two Yao girls and a Han male
protagonist named Huang Yunhuan, who goes to the Yao Mountains to educate the Yao people
living there. As the national crisis became more severe during the second Sino-Japanese war, more
Chinese people, even the KMT government, realized the urgent need to call for national unity to
fight against Japan and defend the nation in the late 1930s and 1940s. Culture, like films, was
expected to contribute to national mobilization. In this context, ethnic minorities, who were the
indispensable components of the Chinese nation, attracted filmmakers’ attention. In 1943, director

Zheng Junli #87 B completed his first documentary titled Long Live the Nation (IR Ti %),

which recorded the lives and cultures of ethnic minorities in the northwest and southwest. The

central theme and purpose of this documentary, as Zheng himself claimed, was to call for national
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unity to fight against Japan.’® The film was the first documentary made in China to choose the
various ethnic minorities as its subject matter. Among these pre-1949 ethnic minority-related films,
one that greatly influenced the PRC’s minority film pattern confirmed in the seventeen-year era

was the leftist film Storm on the Border (38 )Xz dir. Ying Yunwei .z 12, 1940). Chinese

filmmakers went to Japan-occupied Inner Mongolia to shoot the exterior scenes in the film.
Supporting the theme of national fraternity, this film narrates how the Han protagonist Ding
Shixiong persuades Mongols to put aside their ethnic conflict with the Han and join them to fight
against Japanese enemies to defend the nation. The important plots in this film— such as the
conflict between minorities and the Han, the sabotage plotted by spies and traitors, the national
fraternity relying on the self-sacrifice and leadership of the Han, and the romantic love—Ilater in
the Maoist period became the routines that repetitively appear in minority feature films. After the

Sino-Japanese war, Taiwan director He Feiguang ff[4EJ¥% went to shoot the indigenous people in
Taiwan. His film Hualian Port (4% 3% 5, 1948) focuses on the conflicts between the Han,
indigenous people, and Japanese colonizers.

In 1950, the first PRC-made minority feature film, The Springtime in Inner Mongolia (N
546, dir. Gan Xuewei T-%1%), was released. Screenwriter Wang Zhenzhi 52 2 went to Inner

Mongolia to interview Mongols, ranging from the lower-class masses to the upper-class princes
and high officials, regarding their memories of the establishment of the autonomous region
government in Inner Mongolia before 1949. Based on this oral history, Wang finished his film

script, which underscores the heroic behavior of Mongols in class struggles. After the premiere,

30 More information about this documentary and its production can be seen in Zheng Junli #87 B, Zheng Junli quanji
B BL4=4E [Collected works of Zheng Junli], ed. Li Zhen Z=## (Shanghai: Shanghai Cultural Publishing House,
2016), 1-50.
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this film received a warm welcome from film experts, ordinary audiences, and government
officials. The film was even praised as “the first film to correctly depict ethnic minorities.”*! This
situation quickly changed after some reviewers highlighted the film’s conflict with the CCP’s
ethnic policies. In the early 1950s, the CCP’s policies in minority regions were under the principle

of wen kuan chang %2 5i1¥ (prudent, tolerant, and long), which means the government would

prudently promote reforms in minority communities, treat the exploited upper classes in minorities
with tolerance, and acknowledge the longer time to complete socialist reforms.3? This principle
revealed that the CCP in this period prioritized national fraternity over class struggle in ethnic-
relevant issues. For the upper classes in minorities, persuading them to support the CCP was the
core strategy. In this film, however, the absolute negative portrayals of the Mongolian prince and
the religious reincarnated lama cast the minority ruling classes as the antithesis of the people and
the CCP, which, of course, conflicted with the Party’s ethnic line. The film was thus pulled from
theaters. Wang Zhenzhi published an essay to criticize his political mistakes. According to Wang,
“this film inaccurately depicted the ethnic policies of the Party and the government . . . the script
centering on the anti-feudalist struggle among Mongolian people disregards the crime of the
KMT’s Han-chauvinism . . . [and] ignores the significance of the national fraternity that the Party
addressed.”*? Premier Zhou Enlai then ordered a group of film experts, intellectuals, and officials

to re-edit the film together. After a significant number of plot modifications, the film was renamed

31 “Neimeng chunguang zaijing shiying” P 5¢ & J 7E 5{ iAWt [The springtime in Inner Mongolia was shown in
Beijing], People’s Daily, April 28, 1950. Also see Buhe #fi##, “Yige mengguren kan yibu menggu pian—Neimeng
chunguang,”—MHEE ANE—#FHAh—— (WZFEHEH) [A Mongol watched a Mongolian film: The Springtime
in Inner Mongolia], People’s Daily, April 30, 1950.

32 Li Ziyuan ZE 55, Zhongguo gongchandang minzu gongzuo shi % [E 3 7= 5 [ T.4F 52 [The history of the CCP’s
ethnic policies] (Nanning: Guangxi People’s Press, 2000), 265.

33 Wang Zhenzhi T-7E 2., “Neimeng chunguang de ziwo jiantao” (WNZEHN) 1 H KT [Self-criticism of The
Spring of Inner Mongolia], Peoples Daily, May 28, 1950.
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Victory of Inner Mongolia People (N5 N I EF]) by Chairman Mao Zedong and returned to

theaters nationwide in 1951.34

The censorship of the first socialist minority film undoubtedly gave a lesson to the
filmmakers who might work on this topic. Minority films, rather than being a safe field, were
extremely politically sensitive. In the following years, PRC filmmakers restricted how deeply their
films touched on ethnic policies to avoid political risk. In this context, the theme of love became a
safe zone in minority cinema, even though romance was not encouraged in other types of films.
This situation lasted until the late 1950s, when the government switched its principle regarding
ethnic minority issues. In the new phase that followed, the tolerant attitude toward the upper classes
in minorities was replaced by class struggle. In 1958, the central government announced that
“regarding the work in ethnic minority regions, [cadres] should consider the local conditions and
insist on the class line.”* Later, “the essence of ethnic issues is class conflict” was promoted to
become the dominant ethnic principle and spread nationwide.*® Class struggle—a general topic in
socialist films—finally came to be applied to minority films. Minority film production also
blossomed during this period. From 1957 onward, approximately five to eight minority films were
produced yearly. In the 1960s, when the political atmosphere in the PRC turned harsher, minority
film production declined, but two to three new titles were still made each year. This series of

socialist minority films broadly depicted ethnic minorities, including Mongol, Tibetan, Miao, Hani,

34 More details about the editing process of this film can be seen in Gan Xuewei T-%fF, “Cong yibu yingpian de
fusheng shuoqi” A\ —#F 5 A 112 24 62 [On the rebirth of a film], in Zhou Enlai yu dianying J& B K 5 H 5 [Zhou
Enlai and cinema], eds. Chen Huangmei Bf3i#E and Chen Bo ff#% (Beijing: Central Literature Publishing House,
1995), 273-82. Rao Shuguang Mg et al., ed., Zhongguo shaoshu minzu dianyingshi 7 & /b % [ H 52
[Chinese ethnic minority film history] (Beijing: China Film Press, 2011), 23-35.

35 Ziyuan, minzu gongzuo shi, 336.

3¢ Ibid., 336-37.
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Kazakhs, Uyghur, Lahu, Korean, Dai, Bai, Yi, Zhuang, Qiang, Jingpo, Li, and Hui. From the bigger
groups to minor ethnicities and from the south to the north, socialist audiences got a filmic tour of
ethnic minorities in China.

In this period, four big state-owned film studios—the Chuangchun Film Studio K7 52
#il /1] (Changying), the Shanghai Film Studio &L /7) (Shangying),”’ the Beijing Film
Studio Jb I HLEH A) (Beiying), and the August First Film Studio /\—H 54| H ) (Bayi)—

took the major responsibility for regular minority film production. Meanwhile, the government
also sponsored the development of film studios in ethnic autonomous regions. For instance, in

1958, the Inner Mongolian Film Studio N Z¢ 7t L2 /] and the Xinjiang Film Studio #75& i
sl Fr ) were founded. In the 1950s and 1960s, the main job of the two studios was to produce

dubbed films, newsreels, and documentaries. With the support of these large studios, they also
produced a few feature films about minorities living in Inner Mongolia and Xinjiang. Changying

helped the Inner Mongolia Film Studio to produce Morning Song Over the Prairie (%7 /= il dir.
Zhu Wenshun &3 and Zhulanqgigike & = B, 1959), and Beiying guided the Xinjiang
Film Studio to finish Ahnaerhan (FI4/K %, dir. Li Enjie, 1962).

Turning to the Cultural Revolution, minorities’ ethnic consciousness and identities were
always criticized as petty ethnic chauvinism. Minority film production was accordingly stopped.
Many minority films made in the 1950s to the 1960s—Iargely because of their love narratives,

minority themes, and relevant reasons—were criticized as ducao & . (poisonous weeds) films,

even though they were once highly praised. For instance, Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, guided the

cultural field during the Cultural Revolution but blamed several minority films in a meeting about

37 In 1957, the Shanghai Film Studio was reorganized into three studios: Haiyan, Tianma, and Jiangnan.
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the PRC’s film production issues. In her understanding, the minority film Two Patrolmen (#1~ 1%
¥ It dir. Fang Huang /718, 1958) “uglifies the border soldiers. Neither of the two soldiers can

capture any enemies. Ethnic minorities fall madly in love, eating, and drinking. They are also
uglified.”® Five Golden Flowers (F.2=4: 4t dir. Wang Jiayi T 58 Zi, 1959) fell into a similar trap

in Jiang’s review: “The depiction of ethnic minorities does not focus on their progressiveness . . .
but underscores love stories, eating, and drinking. The love songs in this film are highly

questionable.” Visitor on Ice Mountain (VK11 L[FJ5R%% dir. Zhao Xinshui #X (27K, 1963) and
Serfs (AR WL dir. Li Jun Z21&, 1963) also could not escape a similar fate. In fact, during the whole

socialist period, the majority of minority film productions occurred during the first seventeen years
of the PRC from 1949 to 1966. The Cultural Revolution was a dry period for this film genre. In
this sense, minority feature films made in Maoist China only cover those made during the
seventeen-year period. Due to this historical fact, my dissertation uses the term socialist minority
films to refer to feature films made in the seventeen-year period from 1949 to 1966.

After the end of the Cultural Revolution, these banned socialist minority films were
allowed to return to theaters. Meanwhile, the political climate changed again; in the post-Mao era,
especially from the 1980s to the 1990s, ethnic minority cinema production resumed and soon
reached its second golden age. According to scholar Hu Puzhong, from 1977 to 1999, about 183

minority films covering thirty-three ethnic groups were completed.** In the Maoist years, many

38 John Sisyphus ed., Mao Zedong de gishou: Jiang Qing yu wenge BFARRIIET: {LH 5 XH [Mao Zedong’s
standard bearer: Chiang Ching and Cultural Revolution] (Xixi fusi chubanshe, 2015), 78-79.

3% Ibid., 80.

40 Hu Puzhong #1158, “Xin Zhongguo minzu ticai dianying qishi zai” 3 [El [ M L5212k [The seventy
years of the minority-themed films in new China], Film Art, no. 5 (2019): 38.
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minority films were made by Han filmmakers or by Han-dominated film crews. But in the 1980s
and 1990s, besides the Han, increasingly more minority filmmakers joined the film field and
contributed to the production of minority films. The collective fever for minority films gradually

declined in the PRC during this second golden age.

Research on Ethnic Minority Films

A large body of scholarship focuses on Chinese ethnic minority films. From the historical
perspective, several manuscripts contribute to outlining the development of minority film
production in China from the Republican period to the present. Some of these works focus on
regional studies to discuss films about ethnic minorities living in a specific place. Among these
works, Yunnan, the multiethnic region that has become very famous nationally and globally due
to its flourishing ethnic tourism, is a favorite topic.*! Several books also investigate the general
history of minority films in China. Most of these studies fit a similar pattern. For instance, The
History of Chinese Ethnic Minority Film, following the chronological order, comprehensively
outlines the development of minority film productions in China, connects minority films with
influential political events, and provides basic content information about the typical minority films
produced in different historical phases.*? Regarding the socialist period, this book offers a more
detailed periodization based on the influential cultural events and changed ethnic policies, which

help show how filmmaking resonated with politics.

41 For instance, Zhang Tingting 5KIZ1%, Yunnan shaoshu minzu dianying xushi biangian yu chuanbo yanjiu ¥4 /0 31
B L2 A AR T 5 & HE 7T [On the changing narratives and spread of Yunnan ethnic minority films] (Kunming:
Yunnan Fine Arts Publishing House, 2017).

42 See Rao Shuguang IEY et al., ed., Zhongguo shaoshu minzu dianyingshi (Beijing: China Film Press, 2011).
Many studies fit in a similar pattern. For example, Hu Puzhong #1188, Zhongguo shaoshu minzu ticai dianyingyanjiu
H ]/ B R UM FEL B2 5T [Studies on Chinese ethnic minority-themed films] (Beijing: China International Radio
Press, 2013).
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Wuershan’s examination of the history of ethnic minority films also follows a similar
approach, but he enlarges the scope of minority films. According to Wuershan, there are four types
of ethnic-themed films: “Han-made minority films, minority films made by directors from the
same ethnicity, minority films made by non-Han directors from another ethnicity, and the national
and overseas films about the Qing court.”*’ Based on Wuershan’s categorization, the socialist
minority film list remains almost the same as those of other scholars. In the reform era after 1976,
more differences appear. For instance, Wuershan identifies The Last Empress (R 2 J5 dir. Chen
Jialin [RZX#K and Sun Qingguo ¥ [E, 1987), Burning of the Imperial Palace (K2R A [ dir.
Li Han-hsiang ZX§5#, 1983), and Border Town (313 dir. Ling Zifeng ¥ - JX, 1984) as minority
films. This categorization is uncommon. In fact, in the PRC, films about Manchu rulers are often
classified as historical costume drama instead of minority films. Thus, despite officially gaining
ethnic status in the PRC, the Manchu’s position in the film field remains awkward. Films about
Manchu royal families, for example, are often excluded from the minority film category. The film

Border Town is adapted from a short story written by a canonized writer named Shen Congwen 7t
MIZ, who obsessively focused on his multiethnic hometown, Xiangxi. Interestingly, Shen once

claimed to be Han in the Republican era but converted to Miao in the PRC. Shen’s case is a typical
example of how ethnic classification regroups people’s ethnic identity. Some Chinese scholars
suggest that Shen’s writings should not be discussed as minority work since such an approach will

result in overinterpretation. The Manchu writer Lao She %+ gets similar treatment in Chinese

academia, even though his ethnic identity remains unchanged.** Whether the abovementioned

* Wuershan % /K 3%, Shaoshu minzu dianying wenhua />R LR 0L [Ethnic minority film culture] (Beijing:
Social Science Academic Press, 2015), 30-31.

4 See Liu Daxian XI| K46, Xiandai Zhongguo yu shaoshu minzu wenxue BUACH [E 5 /0% (% 3 2% [Modern China
and minority literature] (Beijing: China Social Sciences Press, 2013), 125. Liu’s interpretation is unclear here. He
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films belong to the ethnic minority genre is controversial in Chinese academia. Nevertheless,
Wauershan’s categorization reveals the ambiguous tendency regarding the scope of minority films
in the reform era. In the new period, filmmakers were no longer satisfied with simply copying the
old film paradigm confirmed in Maoist China. Relying on hybridization and experiments, more
new attempts to break the restriction of the socialist pattern emerged. Accordingly, the generic
boundary in this process loosened. In the 1990s, responding to the blurred generic boundary,
several scholars proposed redefining the term minority films.*

At this point, I must digress to clarify the minority films that will be discussed in this
dissertation. My research mainly focuses on the seventeen-year period and feature films. The
boundary of minority feature films in this period is relatively clear and uncontroversial. The
socialist minority films under examination in this dissertation are those achieving consensus
among film experts, audiences, and the government. To discuss the afterlife of socialist minority
films, this dissertation extends into the early post-Mao era, especially the 1980s and 1990s. The
discussion remains tied to socialist minority films, however. I aim to explore how these films
impacted and were impacted in the post-Mao context to comprehensively render the organic

development of this genre from its origins to its blossoming age and to its decline. Based on this

argues that treating Shen’s and Lao She’s works as minority writings will result in overinterpretation. But this argument
is not well-supported by in-depth explanations. Liu’s study somewhat represents the general attitude of Chinese
scholars toward writers like Shen Congwen and Lao She. As these writers are canonized, their ethnic identities are
always disregarded, but the exclusion always lacks persuasive explanations in Chinese academia. In the West, Carles
Prado-Fonts has conducted an interesting study on Lao She, which highlights the influence of Lao She’s Manchu
identity in his writings. See “Beneath Two Red Banners: Lao She as a Manchu Writer in Modern China,” in Sinophone
Studies: A Critical Reader, ed. Shu-Mei Shih, Chien-Hsin Tasi, and Brian Bernard (New York: Colombia University
Press, 2013), 353-63.

4 See Wang Zhimin £ E 8, “Shaoshu minzu dianying de gainian jieding wenti” />R FL 52 AR & 5 7€ i)
[The issue of the definition of ethnic minority film], in Lun Zhongguo shaoshu minzu dianying [On Chinese ethnic
minority film], ed. Chinese Filmmakers Association (Chinese Film Press, 1997), 161-72. He Ming {i#, “Shixi
shaoshu minzu ticai dianying de wentihua goucheng yaosu” 5T /> % [ @ A4 B 52 1) SCAL MY BCEE 22 [On the
cultural components of minority-themed films], in Lun shaoshu minzu dianying, 266—72. In Chapter 4, I have a
detailed interpretation of the academic discussion regarding ethnic minority films in the 1990s.
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purpose, for the minority films made in the 1980s and 1990s, I consider keeping the ambiguous
filmic category. I further argue that this ambiguity not only stems from how filmmakers react to
the socialist minority film pattern but also reflects the 1980s’ and 1990s’ cultural, social, and
political contexts. Thus, instead of engaging with the debate about the definition and rubric of
minority films, I treat this ambiguity as the focal point of my research to study the motivation,
influence, and underlying meaning behind the blurred generic boundary of minority films in the
1980s and 1990s.

Returning to the research about the history of Chinese minority films, scholars in the West
also do relevant studies. Paul Clark’s research on this topic focuses on filmic exoticism. He
indicates that the flourishing and decline of minority films in different historical phases depend on
whether the films could provide the expected exoticism to Chinese audiences.*® Regarding the
fever for minority films in Maoist China, he states the following: “After 1949, with fewer, mostly
Soviet, foreign films on Chinese screens, the search for the exotic led Chinese filmmakers and
filmgoers to the most non-Chinese parts and peoples of China, her minority ties in the northwest
and southeast.”” Clark’s argument is built on two assumptions: first, the core function of minority
films in the PRC for filmmakers and audiences should be exoticism. Second, minority films could
be the substitute for foreign films. These assumptions are not well-explained in Clark’s article,
however. The main issues relate to how Chinese filmmakers and moviegoers understand the
function of minority films and whether the foreign exotics really could be replaced by minority
films. After all, foreign films were not so rare, even in the Mao years when the PRC strictly guarded

Western culture. The government selected some Western and Japanese films that aligned with the

46 Paul Clark, “Ethnic Minorities in Chinese Films: Cinema and the Exotic,” East-West Film Journal, June 1987: 16.

47 Ibid., 15-16.
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PRC’s standard of progressive films, dubbed them into Mandarin, and released them to the masses.
Foreign film weeks were launched often as well. Chinese audiences could also consume Western
exotics from the selected Hong Kong leftist films, which always represented Western lifestyles.
Moreover, a group of Western films was still allowed to circulate in the PRC in the name of
criticizing the Western spiritual pollution. The PRC filmmakers and audiences thus had the choice
to access foreign exotics. In this context, then, the way in which these Chinese filmmakers and
audiences understand minority films should be reexamined.

Besides history, scrutinizing the Han and non-Han relationship in the PRC through the lens
of minority films is a general research angle. Scholars decipher how Han-centrism is embedded in
minority films based on textual studies. The abovementioned film scholars Yingjin Zhang and
Chris Berry have conducted inspiring research on this aspect. According to these scholars, Chinese
minority films intentionally or unintentionally objectify minorities to cater to Han-centrism and
national propaganda. As Zhang indicates, “the outcome of locating a national style in ethnic
cultural practices was never a restoration of minority cultures to a majority status, but always a
legitimation of minority peoples as part of the solidarity of the Chinese nation.”*® He further uses
Five Golden Flowers as an example to prove that how ethnic harmony is portrayed in minority
films confirms “both the necessity and legitimacy of the state discourse in maintaining Han cultural
hegemony.”* For Zhang, this Han-centric tendency does not change in the post-Mao era.’® But
not all scholars agree. Chris Berry proposes that, in the reform era, Chinese filmmakers “use the

ambiguity of art and motivated signs to undercut the fundamental assumption of a coherent,

48 Zhang, Screening China, 163.
4 Ibid., 165.

50 See similar argument in Kwai-Cheung Lo, “Two Moments of Ethnic Representation in Tian Zhuangzhuang’s
Minority Films,” Journal of Chinese Cinemas 3, no. 3 (2009): 231-47.
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positive ‘race’ unity and to question many of the cinematic traditions that grew up around that

assumption.””! He uses Sacrificed Youth (555245 dir. Zhang Nuanxin 5KFZ /T, 1985) as an example

to show that “this film does not accept that all aspects of Han culture are necessarily superior to
Dai culture.”? Nevertheless, Han-centrism is a core concern in Chinese minority film studies.

Yet not all scholars stick to the topic of Han-centrism. For instance, Ling Zhang researched
the socialist minority film Five Golden Flowers. Instead of obsessing over the mechanism of Han-
centrism, she focuses on the aspect of the genre, locates this socialist film in the framework of
world road movies, and points to the potential of this film to renew the understating of the road
movie genre defined by the West. According to Zhang, Five Golden Flowers “challenges the
thematic and stylistic definitions and complexities attributed to the ‘road movie.””> Unlike the
Western road movies highlighting uprooting and deviation, socialist road movies display “a future-
oriented socialist utopia” by emphasizing ethnic inclusivity, agricultural collectivity, and
community consolidation.>* Zhang’s study somewhat jumps outside the general appro ach, which
fixes minority films in the context of Chinese cinema, and explores the connection between the
PRC-made films and world cinema.

The previous scholarship significantly contributes to Chinese minority film studies,
especially the films produced before 2000. Notably, however, most scholarship centers on the

narrative and diegesis and overwhelmingly relies on filmic texts per se to study the film

5! Berry, “Race,” 51.

32 Ibid., 52.

53 Ling Zhang, “Navigating Gender, Ethnicity, and Space: Five Golden Flowers as a Socialist Road Movie,” in The
Global Road Movie: Alternative Journeys around the World, ed. Jose Duarte and Timothy Corrigan, (IL: The
University of Chicago Press, 2018), 151.

3 Ibid., 151-52.
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representation of ethnic minorities in plots. While I acknowledge the significance of texts, I also
argue that this approach leaves the function and influence of extra-diegesis and non-narrative
strategies in films unattended. Besides the plot, non-narrative strategies, such as props and sets,
also can help convey information to spectators. In addition, Xiaoning Lu indicates that the previous
research aligning with the filmic representation of minorities “run[s] the risk of asserting ethnicity
as a product of textual effect and undermining the CCP’s political endeavor to construct
ethnicity.”> She instead turns her focus to performance and spectatorship. Lu examines how the
extra-diegetic information about cross-ethnic performance engages with the images shown in
diegesis in Maoist China. She states, “The discrepancies inherent in film narratives together with
widely circulated extra-cinematic discourse of ethnicity help elicit, not identification, but
recognition across the ethnic boundary in historically situated audiences.”® Lu’s approach extends
the research focus to examine how the extra-diegesis influences moviegoing and film reception.
As her study shows, the extra-diegesis can be an alternative perspective from which to scrutinize
minority films. Nevertheless, her research still emphasizes the performance of the Han actors,
which leads to another shared issue of the prior scholarship: the approach centering on the Han
and Han discourses.

As mentioned, many scholars aim to decipher the mechanism of Han-centrism and the
corresponding cultural assimilation. It is necessary to admit the significant contribution of this
approach to criticizing Han-centrism. But I also argue that the approach tends to simplify the

complicated discourses appearing in minority film production, consumption, and circulation.

55 Xiaoning Lu, “The Politics of Recognition and Constructing Socialist Subjectivity: Reexamining the National
Minority Film (1949-1966),” Journal of Contemporary China, no. 86 (2014): 374.

3¢ Ibid.
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These studies overwhelmingly obsess over finding clues of the ubiquitous Han-centrism, which
somewhat forms the impression that only one voice—the Han-centered national discourse—exists
in minority films. Is this tendency a kind of Han-centrism-oriented point of view (POV) in research?
Further, these studies fall into a type of one-way analysis, which just repeats how the national
discourse articulates its order and interpellation to the masses through films. However, can other
voices, such as minority or Han filmmakers’ opinions, exist and speak in the different phases of
minority film production, circulation, and consumption? What are the reactions of ethnic
minorities to the national discourse? Do they remain suspicious, do they actively accept these
narratives without hesitation, or are they forced to accept these national rules and orders? Even if
they accept the national discourse without hesitation, how does this acceptance actually play out?
Is the national discourse so beyond reproach that it completely mutes other voices? These questions
cannot be sufficiently answered by the previous research. I do not imply that the approach that
emphasizes criticizing Han-centrism is wrong, nor do I reject the work of Han-centrism in minority
films. But I argue that, in deciphering the mechanism of Han-centrism, one also needs to hear
voices representing other forces besides the nation-state. Finding a new approach to expand the
discussion to cover the various voices and unfold the organic dynamics among these discourses
once intervening in minority film production and consumption is valuable.

The one-direction study approach also projects its shadow in fixing minority film studies
in the context of the PRC. Most of the previous studies about minority films made from the 1950s
to the 1990s stick to the PRC in discussing the national flow of minority films and their influence
on PRC audiences. However, these minority films were spread outside the national boundary and
consumed transnationally and translocally. Some minority films, even from the preparation stage,

had maintained plans to access international audiences. For instance, before the film Five Golden
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Flowers was shot, the government had decided the film would be released abroad. Adjustments,

accordingly, were made to achieve this goal. Xia Yan ¥ fi7, the film veteran and political leader

guiding the PRC film production in the Maoist period, ordered that the film should neither appear
to be a political slogan nor mention the Communist Party, Chairman Mao, or the People’s
Commune.’’ By softening the political and ideological dimensions of the film, Xia Yan hoped that
Five Golden Flowers could successfully connect with the international film market. This case
explicitly reveals the existence and articulation of various forces in minority film production and

exposes how the national discourse might yield to other voices. The film Ashima (B[ 13 dir. Liu
Qiong XI| B, 1964) is another example. Before the film crew was confirmed, as the cameraman Xu

Qi recalled, this film’s destiny of “going abroad” had been determined.>® These cases emphasize
the significance of the overseas market. The current studies have not included the overseas market,
its reactions, or its influence in the discussion of socialist minority films. Nevertheless, although
the field of Chinese minority film studies has gained many significant achievements, many topics
still need in-depth examination.

My dissertation aims to fill the abovementioned blank spots to provide a more
comprehensive scrutinization of minority film production, circulation, and consumption nationally,
transnationally, and translocally, with an emphasis on the socialist period and an overview of the
early post-Mao era in the 1980s and 1990s. I argue that ethnic minority films—including filmic
texts, productions, consumptions, and circulations—function as the site in which the nation-state,

the Han, ethnic minorities, and the rest of the world interact to negotiate their relative relationships

7 Yang Kewei # 7 ff and Jin Yue 41, Yongyuan de Ashima—Yang Likun 73z PR R —— N3 [Forever
Ashima—Yang Likun] (Kunming: Yunnan People’s Publishing House, 2015), 36.

38 Xu Qi Y1 ¥ and Tian Yi Ki&, “Ashima shiyingtan” (FREHS) $EEZ1% [On the photography of Ashima), Film Art,
no. 1 (2000): 87.
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and subjectivities. This dissertation intends to explore the subtle and complicated dynamics among
the voices respectively representing the four forces. In communications and negotiations, these
voices may come to terms with each other and thus become more homogenous in some cases. At
the same time, the voices can compete and divide to be more heterogeneous. Collaboration,
compromise, competition, and confrontment are shown in producing, consuming, circulating, and
discussing socialist minority films. The dynamic process of how each voice impacts and reacts to
the impact of others is the core focus of my dissertation.

The previous studies on Chinese minority films often fit the theoretical framework of the
national cinema to discuss how films contribute to the construction of a Han-centered coherent
nation-state. In cinema studies, the history of research into the “taken-for-granted” area of national
cinema, as scholars Mette Hjort and Scott Mackenzie summarize, traces back to the 1960s,
accompanying the development of theories on nation and nationhood.>® The research topics of
national cinema range from cinematic archaeology of the origin of the nation to the discussion on
how cinema contributes to the emergence and maintenance of nationalism. Relying on the
theoretical approach of national cinema to discuss how national consciousness is produced and
maintained in filmic representation is easy.