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City of Contradictions: Representation of Shanghai in 
Ang Lee’s Lust, Caution

The first scene of Ang Lee’s 2007 film Lust, Caution opens on Japanese-occupied Shanghai in 1942. Within the residential compound of the Chinese collaborationist government, we are shown a group of wealthy women (including our main character, Wang Chia-chih) playing mahjong. They discuss their lives in light-hearted terms, laughing as they talk about their respective husbands’ promotions and which restaurants they have been to recently. Yet as they talk, references to the turbulent political situation are dropped into conversation, from the fall of Hong Kong to product shortages in Shanghai. Although the scene shown is an intimate, domestic one, taking place within the secluded space of the compound, the spectre of war and Japanese occupation looms over it. This opening scene sets the tone for the rest of the film, in which the influence of Shanghai and its political climate cast a shadow over even the most mundane events. The story of Lust, Caution (both the film and the novella upon which it was based) is ultimately about the significance of life on an individual, micro scale, and how the complexity of human relationships can defy the limits of ideology. Fittingly, Ang Lee’s adaptation of the story extends this acknowledgement of complexity beyond its characters, to the plot’s setting. In spite of its historically fraught representation in Chinese culture, the depiction of Shanghai in Lust, Caution is radically free of judgement.
	The film version of Lust, Caution is based on the novella of the same name by Eileen Chang.  Being relatively short – particularly in comparison to its 167-hour long adaptation – there is little space in the novella to devote to descriptions of its setting. While its historical context is essential to the plot, as it tells the story of a resistance spy in occupied Shanghai during the 1940s, it is also firmly in the background. In contrast, Ang Lee’s adaptation makes the presence of Shanghai far more apparent. Besides the unavoidable attention given to scenery in a visual medium like film, Ang Lee’s attention to detail and accuracy in his depiction of Shanghai is notable. In his review of Lust, Caution, Leo Ou-fan Lee points this out, connecting it with what he sees as the director’s deeper political agenda: 
Any careful viewer would have noticed that Lee spares no effort in re-creating the authentic setting of old Shanghai in all its doomed opulence to the last detail […] Why waste such efforts at achieving historical authenticity if the film is merely a crowd pleaser or, as some have argued, a pale version of the Hollywood film noir?[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Leo Ou-fan Lee, ‘Ang Lee’s “Lust, Caution” and Its Reception’, Boundary 2, 35(3) (2008), 223-238 (p. 229).] 

	The reason why, Lee argues, is because the director is aware that he is depicting a rarely-represented, sensitive period in Chinese history, and he wants to do it justice. In an interview on Lust, Caution, Ang Lee (who is originally from Taiwan) expresses his feeling that the subject of the film would be seen as controversial, as the Japanese occupation is viewed as a ‘disgraceful period of time’ in China and Taiwan.[footnoteRef:2] This is perhaps why many of the most successful films set in occupied Shanghai have either depicted defiant Chinese people rebelling against foreign control (Fists of Fury) or shown occupation from the perspective of Western expatriates (Empire of the Sun). Yet Lee argues that it is because of this lack of representation that depicting this time period, in all the moral complexity that Chang first presented in her original story, is important. Ou-fan Lee points to the film’s multi-faceted depiction of Mr Yee, a member of the collaborationist secret service and Wang Chia-chih’s target, as evidence of Ang Lee’s narrative aims:  [2:  MovieWeb. Lust, Caution - Exclusive: Ang Lee [video]. 2010 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ez0-hbMQs28>] 

In making [Yee] also the chief protagonist, as in the story itself, Lee knows very well that he is dealing with the “wrong side” of Chinese politics—the traitors to the cause of Chinese nationalism and the real losers in the war. Does he indeed sympathize with the “losing side,” or does he want to overcome the nationalist/traitor distinction? Either way, he is treading on dangerous ideological grounds.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  L. Lee, ‘Ang Lee’s “Lust, Caution” and Its Reception’, pp. 229-30.] 

	Considering that Ang Lee is approaching the film’s subject matter with such a clear ideological stance in mind, his depiction of Shanghai initially seems surprisingly balanced. Shanghai has long been a controversial subject in Chinese media, partially owing to its history of foreign interaction – first with being an international trading port dubbed ‘Paris of the East’, then later with its occupation by Japan during the Second Sino-Japanese war. Depending on the viewpoint of the author and their political stance, Shanghai has been variously depicted as either a place of ‘glamour and mystery’ or, conversely, of ‘wanton debauchery and rampant imperialism’.[footnoteRef:4] Less common is a portrayal of Shanghai which shows both the luxury and the oppression of its history; yet this is what Ang Lee provides. [4:  Leo Ou-fan Lee, ‘Shanghai Modern: Reflections on Urban Culture in China in the 1930s,’ Public Culture: Bulletin of the Project for Transnational Cultural Studies, 11(1) 1999, 76–107 (p. 75).] 

	Through the character of Wang Chia-chih, Lee presents the audience with two views of Shanghai: the poorer area of the city, where people step around dead bodies as they queue for food rations; and the wealthier, private world of the collaborationist government, where mahjong games take place safely inside compounds and finding a good tailor is the most urgent concern. The latter of these two spheres is given the most attention in the film, as it is in this world that the main action of the story takes place. This side of Shanghai lines up closely with the image of ‘Shanghai modern’ that Leo Ou-fan Lee presents in his essay of the same name. It is a world of luxury, conspicuous consumption, and Western influence. Yet it is also a world out of reach to most of Shanghai’s Chinese residents. The places which Wang Chia-chih frequents (using her fake identity as merchant’s wife Mak Tai Tai), from the New Kiessling Café to the jewellery shop where the story’s climax takes place, would not be accessible to all Chinese residents in Shanghai.  However, it is significant that they are accessible to certain Chinese people, even if said people are of a higher social status. Shanghai’s modernity might be restricted according to class, but it is nevertheless significant that it has become freer of racial restrictions since the earlier days of the foreign settlements. As Rana Mitter put it: 
‘In general, the Chinese who lived the most “modern” lives were an elite. […] But even for those who did not share the life of the educated May Fourth generation, the modernity and internationalism of Shanghai was there’.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Rana Mitter, ‘A Tale Of Two Cities: Beijing, Shanghai and the May Fourth Generation’, in A Bitter Revolution : China’s Struggle with the Modern World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 41-68, (p. 53).] 

	In a sense, this modernity which the upper classes of Shanghai have access to provides them with a barrier against the horrors of Japanese occupation. When Wang Chia-chih is within the privileged world of the collaborationist government, she is not exposed to the violence and poverty which she experienced in the poorer area she lived in before. However, even collaborators like Yee cannot escape the psychological impact of Japanese oppression, as illustrated in a scene when Wang Chia-chih performs a Chinese song for Yee when they visit a Japanese restaurant. According to Leo Ou-fan Lee, the impact this has on Yee (who is visibly affected emotionally by the song) reveals his hidden sense of shame at his situation: 
This private performance serves to bring out his repressed pain as a puppet figure controlled by his Japanese overlords. […] That Lee would invest such a scene with a sentimental pathos can be considered […] an indirect way of articulating the sense of repression.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  L. Lee, ‘Ang Lee’s “Lust, Caution” and Its Reception’, p. 233.] 

	According to Haiyan Lee, one of Eileen Chang’s primary concerns as a writer was ‘the meaning of the everyday’, and the question, ‘Can or should individual purposes be defined against collective purposes and at what cost?’[footnoteRef:7] Ang Lee stays true to this preoccupation with everyday, individual lives over broader, collective ideals in his adaptation of Lust, Caution, and this commitment is reflected in his representation of Shanghai. Rather than provide explicit commentary on the state of Shanghai under Japanese occupation, Lee simply provides the imagery (seemingly as accurately as he could) and leaves viewers to draw their own conclusions. In this sense, the film’s depiction of the city mirrors that of its characters. [7:  Haiyan Lee, ‘Enemy under My Skin: Eileen Chang's Lust, Caution and the Politics of Transcendence’, PMLA: Publications of the Modern Language Association of America, 125(3) 2010, 640-657 (p. 641).] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]	Like the original novella upon which it was based, Ang Lee’s adaptation of Lust, Caution resists being pinned down to one single message. Similarly, its representation of Shanghai is not straightforward. While Lee does not shy away from showing the darker sides of Japanese occupation, he also does not focus on condemning them outright. Lust, Caution represents occupied Shanghai in all its flawed, modern glory, but it does not judge it. Yet it is this very lack of judgement that makes Lust, Caution a radical depiction of Shanghai. Just as the characters in the film are neither fully condemned nor condoned for their actions and the complicated motivations behind them, Shanghai is allowed its own complexity.
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