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This book, more than a decade in the making, has gone through several significant revisions, and my desire to continue revising it remains strong even
on the eve of publication. My anxiety over completing the book not only indicates the level of complexity of the project but also, and more importantly, reflects the ceaseless transformations that have occurred in China, in the greater
world, and in feminist, media, and cultural studies since the book’s original
conception. This book records an ongoing dialogue with all these changes as
it reviews socialist feminist history in China from the 1920s to the 1960s; retraces mainstream feminist cultural practice from Mao’s socialist period to
the post-Mao promarket era (1950s–1980s); reengages with Western feminist theories from the 1970s forward along with a set of influential English-
language scholarship on Chinese socialist w
 omen’s liberation produced in the
1980s; and reimagines a transnational feminist future with a mass-oriented
cultural practice. Both the book’s significance and limitations, as a result, lie
in this open-ended and continuing dialogic engagement. I sincerely hope that
this book, despite its unavoidable incompleteness, invites scholars from diverse
generations, disciplines, and geographic regions to reflect continuously and
critically on the geopolitical and socioeconomic underpinnings of current and
emerging research paradigms and to forge new frameworks that promote a
transnational emancipatory vision, endorse political-economically and socioculturally integrated approaches, and revitalize historical materialism in the
studies of feminist movements, mainstream culture, and women’s cinema.
I am indebted to many kinds of support and endorsements received over
the years that have enabled me to complete this book. Fellowships offered
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by Johns Hopkins University, the National Endowment for the Humanities,
and the Pembroke Center for Teaching and Research on W
 omen at Brown
University provided me invaluable time to conduct research in China and to
write the manuscript. I presented many of the book’s ideas at conferences,
symposia, research seminars, and invited talks. Responses from participants
at these academic events, organized particularly by the following universities and programs, helped me adjust my arguments to have both broader
implications and more details: the Hopkins-Nanjing Center, the Gender
Workshop at Harvard University’s Fairbank Center for East Asian Studies,
the Pembroke Center at Brown University, the Institute for Advanced Studies in Social Sciences and the Humanities and the School of Liberal Arts at
Nanjing University, the Heyman Center for the Humanities and the Weatherhead East Asian Institute at Columbia University, the Center for Chinese
Studies at the University of Michigan, the Institute for World Literatures
and Cultures at Tsinghua University, the Center for East Asian Studies at
the University of Chicago, the Shanghai Film Academy and the College of
Liberal Arts at Shanghai University, the Guangqi Center for International
Scholars at Shanghai Normal University, Renmin University, the Humanities Institute at the State University of New York at Stony Brook, Concordia
University in Canada, the Communication and Performing Arts Department at Roma Tre University in Italy, Fudan University, Xiamen University,
Shanxi Normal University, the Center for Language and Culture and the
Department of East Asian Studies at Oberlin College, the Department of
East Asian Studies and the China Institute at the University of Alberta,
and the Jinling Women’s College at Nanjing Normal University. My thanks
to all the event organizers and participants for creating a space in which to
present this work.
Dialogues with feminist, film/media, and Chinese studies scholars over
the course of my work have greatly inspired me, helping me sharpen my
intellectual vision and situate my project closer to the most innovative, critical, and transnational scholarship in these academic areas. I especially value
and treasure my conversations and exchanges of ideas with the following
colleagues and friends: Li Xiaojiang, Jane M. Gains, Patricia White, Veronica Pravadelli, Tina Mai Chen, E. Ann Kaplan, Haiping Yan, Tani Barlow,
Dong Limin, Lynne Joyrich, Mary Ann Doane, Ellen Rooney, Lisa Rofel,
Song Shaopeng, Xueping Zhong, Wang Zheng, Xiaobing Tang, Chengzhou
He, Tze-Lan Debra Sang, Tamara Chin, Yingjin Zhang, Philip Rosen, Ban
Wang, Ellen Widmer, Gail Hershatter, Gao Xiaoxian, Jin Yihong, Christopher Lupke, Paola Iovene, Kathleen Anne McHugh, S. Louisa Wei, Rossana
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Maule, Gina Marchetti, Zhang Zhen, Hsiu-Chuang Deppman, Shuqin Cui,
Zhang Ling, Luo Liang, and Lin Shaoxiong.
Additionally, I want to thank several academic editors. Elizabeth Weed
and Ellen Rooney supported projects of the Nanjing-Brown Joint Program in
Gender Studies and the Humanities by publishing a special issue titled “Other
Genders, Other Sexualities: Chinese Differences” (summer 2013) in differences:
A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies, where my research on 1980s post-Mao
Chinese feminism and Li Xiaojiang appeared. Then, the editors of a special
 omen in Culture and Society, “Feminist Sinologies:
issue of Signs: Journal of W
A Thematic Cluster” (spring 2015), Nan Z. Da and Wang Zheng, invited me
to publish an article on mainland China’s first female director, Wang Ping,
and her film practice in the socialist era. John Belton and Jennifer Crewe at
Columbia University Press included my edited volume, Chinese Women’s Cinema: Transnational Contexts (2011), which contained my initial discussion of
the socialist female director Dong Kena, in their Film and Culture series.
Finally, thanks to the Camera Obscura editorial collective for their enthusiasm
in publishing my writing on Zhang Nuanxin, a pioneer of post-Mao film
theory and experimental cinema, in Camera Obscura: Feminism, Culture
and Media Studies (34, no. 2 [2019]).
Special appreciation goes to Patricia White, editor of Camera Obscura:
Feminism, Culture and Media Studies, who invited me to submit my book
manuscript to their Camera Obscura series for review, and the acquisitions
editor Elizabeth Ault at Duke University Press. Their transnational feminist
vision and professional dedication most significantly moved me to complete
the project. In addition, two anonymous readers at Duke University Press
offered insightful comments, great support, and constructive suggestions.
I send gratitude also to Min Ruixin, a conscientious and dedicated editor working for the most influential feminist and gender studies journal
 omen’s Studies, for her abundant enthuin China, the Journal of Chinese W
siasm and energy, which have made the publication of my articles in the
Chinese context especially meaningful. Wang Qinwei at Shanghai Sanlian
Press greatly supported the publication of Chinese Sex/Gender: Historical
Differences (2016), a critical Chinese anthology I edited, which is based on
the special issue of differences, “Other Genders, Other Sexualities: Chinese
Differences.” Song Zhao (daughter of Wang Ping), Meng Hui (daughter of
Zhang Nuanxin), and Zheng Dasheng (son of Huang Shuqin) have provided
me with invaluable historical photographs of their mothers working on vari
ous film projects. Thanks to Rosemary Peters-Hill for her valuable editing and
important dialogues; Xiao Hua for his tireless effort to translate my articles
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into Chinese; Kate Chouta for her meticulous editing; Laura Magee for her
gifted and beautiful design of the book cover; and Kate Herman at Duke
University Press for her wonderful assistance in the final stage of my manuscript preparation.
My most heartfelt gratitude goes to the four Chinese female directors I
have studied in this book—Wang Ping, Dong Kena, Zhang Nuanxin, and
Huang Shuqin—whose life experiences and cinematic practices in socialist
and postsocialist China leave us inexhaustible resources to explore the intertwining relationship between “big picture” phenomena like socioeconomic
institutions, geopolitics, feminism, and mainstream culture and the subjective matter of individual creativity. Both their unprecedented achievements
and their historical limitations compel us to rethink feminism and women’s
cinema in the context of the modern world, thus contributing to the formation of a different understanding of gender and history and an alternative
imagination for future feminist sociocultural practices.
This book is dedicated to my parents, Wang Yaobing and Fang Ya, who—
having devoted their youth to socialist revolution and socialist construction, suffered during the Cultural Revolution, and experienced rapid market
transformation in contemporary China—remain hopeful and committed to
social justice and equality, better lives for all, and peace in the world.

