The China Quarterly (2024), 1-2 SOAS
doi:10.1017/S0305741024000687

University of London

BOOK REVIEW

Working the System: Motion Picture, Filmmakers, and
Subjectivities in Mao-Era China, 1949-1966

Qiliang He. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2023. 180 pp.
HK$650.00 (hbk). ISBN 9789888805600

Jing Jing Chang

Wilfrid Laurier University, Waterloo, ON, Canada
Email: jchang@wlu.ca

In Working the System: Motion Picture, Filmmakers, and Subjectivities in Mao-Era China,
1949-1966, Qiliang He presents an alternative paradigm to shed light on the lived experiences
and careers of the following five post-1949 Shanghai-based filmmakers: Zheng Junli, Zhao Dan,
Sun Yu, Wu Yonggang and Xie Jin. He finds that presenting the experiences of these filmmakers
and their relationships with the Chinese Communist Party as bifurcated narratives of resistance
or accommodation has inevitably “pitted “the ‘good’ and ‘innocent’ people against ‘bad’ socialism”
(p. 7). Instead, He argues that the filmmakers during Mao-era China were “ordinary citizens” (p. 9),
who had universal needs and desires just like everyone else. Through their filmmaking careers as
“subjectivity practices” and working the new political and cultural system during Mao-era China,
they sought financial gains, political status, job security, their artistic reputation and legacy.

In chapter one, He explores how Zheng Junli’s historical and biographical films in the 1950s
became a “site of knowledge production,” and Zheng in turn became “a significant contributor
to reconceptualizing and restructuring historiography in Mao-era China” (p. 18). He argues that
during the 1950s and 1960s, Chinese historiography underwent a “disciplinization” process whereby
China’s past was told and represented by CCP historians as a classed revolutionary narrative that
bolstered the contributions of labourers and peasants to the development of the founding of the
CCP (p. 19). Amid the debacle of the campaign against the film The Life of Wu Xun (dir. Sun
Yu) in May 1951, Zheng Junli found himself caught in the “entanglement” (p. 20) between
Marxist historians and filmmakers when he made the biographical films about “patriotic figures”
(p. 35) Song Jingshi and Lin Zexu during the late 1950s and early 1960s. Zheng Junli’s balancing
act to present both historicist and revolutionary aesthetics in his films might have raised his repu-
tation as an artist, but at the same time, he was entangled in the “web of communication” (p. 42)
between historicists and dogmatists during the 1960s when he had to denounce himself in public
self-criticisms.

Chapter two focuses on the career of Zhao Dan, the star in The Life of Wu Xun, from the 1950s
to the 1970s and his stardom and subjectivity. According to He, Zhao Dan was not simply a mar-
tyred victim nor a star in the Communist regime. He argues that the “star system” in Mao-era China
allowed Zhao Dan to not only thrive in his career, but also survive later on. While Zheng Junli suf-
fered during the campaign against The Life of Wu Xun, Zhao Dan was left unscathed. In fact, he
rose in the ranks in the Maoist artistic hierarchy. Zhao was not only a Party member, but he was
a film star, who gained “political capital” and financial gains (p. 51). As such, Zhao’s stardom
was a “product of the politico-cultural conditions in post-1949 China” (p. 65). His stardom during
the 1950s, however, did not protect him during the Cultural Revolution when he was forced to
renounce his past actions. Ironically, Zhao’s confessions became “a survival tactic” as well a “sub-
jectivizing practice” that consolidated “Zhao’s subjectivity of martyrdom qua stardom” (p. 46).
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Chapter three examines the career of Sun Yu, one of China’s second-generation directors.
Although one of the elite film talents during the golden era of Shanghai cinema, like many from
his generation, he would find himself marginalized. He analyses Sun Yu’s 1957 film Brave the
Wind and Waves, a “Iyrical comedy” that allowed Sun Yu to process only not his own trauma dur-
ing the campaign against The Life of Wu Xun, but also the daily lived experiences of those in Mao’s
China. While the film was met with “scathing criticism” (p. 87) for being “vulgar” (p. 89),
He argues that Brave the Wind and Waves conformed to “CCP-endorsed norms of womanhood
and love” (p. 87). Nonetheless, Sun Yu failed to regain the critically acclaimed career he had enjoyed
during the 1930s; although he had both financial security and political capital, he was denied the
opportunities to make revolutionary-themed films. Instead, he and other veteran directors were
relegated to making “politically safe ... opera films” (p. 89).

Chapter four discusses how second-generation director Wu Yonggang was able to regain his
artistic autonomy through his opera film, The Jade Hairpin (1963), an adaptation of a Yue
opera. While other older filmmakers found it hard to regain their reputation, Wu Yonggang, though
he had been labelled a Rightist in 1956 and 1957, enjoyed some degree of “professional autonomy”
(p. 110) while making this film. Like many opera films in the early 1960s, The Jade Hairpin was a
co-production between China and Hong Kong (p. 100) and enjoyed huge success among audiences
in Hong Kong and Southeast Asia (p. 106). Ironically, opera films made by marginalized second-
generation directors became weaponized by the PRC state during the cinematic Cold War.
Ideologically, The Jade Hairpin played an important role during this period in shaping the hearts
and minds of the diasporic Chinese communities outside of China. Economically, such films reaped
large profits in the overseas markets for the communist Chinese state. Wu Yonggang might have
been segregated from the huge domestic audience, but he was afforded the freedom and autonomy
to deviate from the strict Party line in The Jade Hairpin since it was screened exclusively outside
China, and he was able to “give vent to a sense of grievance and express his desire for the party’s
understanding” through his cinematic humanism (p. 110).

The final chapter examines the successful career of Xie Jin. By focusing on three of his most
renowned and popular films, Woman Basketball Player No. 5, The Red Detachment of Women
and Stage Sisters, He argues that Xie Jin’s success could not be attributed to his artistic talent
alone, but rather it was very much a product of the “sociocultural conditions in the first 17 years
of the PRC, including the policy of building a national film market” and most importantly the
state’s agenda to prioritize the careers of younger filmmakers during the first half of the 1950s at
the expense of older-generation directors (p. 116). For instance, in 1954, although Xie Jin was
never among the People’s Liberation Army cadres, he was promoted to the rank of assistant director
(p. 117). And while many of his mentors and friends became victims during the Anti-Rightist
Movement, Xie Jin was never charged (p. 118). Despite Xie Jin’s rise in the ranks as director, his
artistic vision was not always realized. He introduced the concept of “multiple authorship,” espe-
cially when it applied to The Red Detachment of Women. The protagonists Qionghua and
Changqing’s love story was deleted by the Party authorities against Xie Jin’s will and Xie became
“a reluctant recipient” rather than a “collaborator” (p. 126). The “tug of war between Xie Jin and
the CCP cadres” in Shanghai and Beijing could be observed as well in the making of Stage
Sisters (p. 126). In fact, as He argues, the three films examined in this chapter, are all “co-authored
works” (p. 134) and his distinct melodramatic mode of filmic style was a product of the “tug of war”
between the different authors (p. 136).

This is a well-researched study of five Shanghai-based filmmakers during Mao’s China. It will be
of interest to scholars and students of Chinese film history, modern Chinese history and the Cold
War.
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