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Proposed Research

	Current Proposed Title (20 / 30 words):

	Cultural Identity in Mainland Chinese Commercial National Cinema (2012–2022)： A culturally interpretive and self-reflexive investigation

	 
Background & Context (approx. 500 words)


	In this section you will need to:
· Place the research topic in its historical, cultural and social context.
· Explain why the research is significant and important.
· Place the research in the current academic context.

In contemporary film studies, national cinema is often regarded as an outdated concept, particularly since Anderson’s (1983) theory of “imagined communities” encouraged scholars to question the constructedness of the nation. Lu (1997), taking Chinese cinema as a case, argued for abandoning national cinema in favour of transnational cinema, a paradigm that has since gained broader acceptance (Miyoshi, 1993; Zhang, 2004, 2010). Critics point out that the national cinema model is too narrowly tied to the nation-state, overlooks global cultural flows, and fails to address cinema’s technological and historical transformations.
Nevertheless, national cinema retains explanatory value. Berry (1998, 2001) proposed “cinema and the national,” stressing that the nation is continually performed and reconstructed through film. Similarly, Crofts (1993) and Sorlin (1996) emphasise that national specificities can be observed in both production and reception. These perspectives indicate that national traits cannot simply be dissolved into transnationalism, and that cultural identity remains central to understanding Chinese cinema.
Scholars frequently contend that Chinese cinema is better understood through a transnational framework, given the geopolitical and ethnic complexities across the Mainland, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and the diaspora. Yet if these are set aside, contemporary Mainland commercial cinema can still be effectively studied through the lens of national cinema. The strict regulatory system and vast domestic market have enabled a relatively unified production–distribution cycle, downplaying internal diversity while privileging a single market. High-grossing films such as Wolf Warrior 2 (2017), The Wandering Earth 2 (2023), and Ne Zha 2 (2024) exemplify this inward-looking model: despite overseas screenings or transnational collaborations, they have not resonated globally in the same way as Hollywood blockbusters. Indeed, the very fact that Chinese blockbusters face limited international reception highlights the specificity of their national identity, which may not easily translate across cultural contexts. Since the introduction of new film policies in 2012, Mainland cinema has entered a mode of cultural competition with Hollywood (Chen, 2023), with identity representations shifting markedly from the 2000s. As Berry (2023) notes, the world is increasingly shaped by Sino-American globalisation, rendering the national more significant in Chinese cinema. This period is also distinctive because, more than in earlier decades, commercial blockbusters have become the primary carriers of national identity, making their study particularly timely and significant.
The cultural and national identity expressed in Mainland Chinese cinema has long been a central concern of scholarship. Zhang (2004, 2010), Berry and Farquhar (2006), Chow (1995), and Pickowicz (2012) have all examined identity across different historical periods, demonstrating how cinematic representation has varied by era and region. Classic examples include the anti-feudal identity shaped by the May Fourth spirit, the class identity of socialist cinema, and the reflexive tendencies of the Fifth Generation. The year 2012 marked not only the beginning of a new Five-Year Plan but also a cultural policy shift under Xi Jinping’s government, which promoted the revival of traditional culture and national heritage. Coupled with rapid economic growth, rising global influence, and the proliferation of social media, these conditions produced a marked difference between post-2012 blockbusters and earlier films.
Although there are numerous case studies, systematic comparisons and trend-focused analyses of identity in 2012–2022 Mainland commercial cinema remain scarce. Moreover, much existing work concentrates on film literature or industrial perspectives, rather than examining how cultural identity is constructed through film form and how audiences interpret and recognise these identities. As a result, the role of narrative and audiovisual language, alongside the mechanisms of audience interpretation, has not been fully utilised in the study of Chinese cinema. This project addresses this gap by situating itself within the tradition of Chinese cultural and historical film studies, while foregrounding the distinctiveness of film analysis. It aims to identify the cultural identity traits of Mainland commercial cinema between 2012 and 2022, and to understand how these traits are interpreted and embraced by contemporary audiences.

	
Aims and Objectives (approx.. 250 – 500 words)

	In this section you will need to:
· Explain what you want to achieve through the research. 
· Outline the aims of the research. 

Aim
The overall aim of this study is to investigate the cultural identity traits articulated in Mainland Chinese commercial cinema between 2012 and 2022. It seeks to analyse how filmmakers construct cultural identity through film language—including narrative structures, audiovisual style, and metaphorical devices—and how target audiences interpret and accept these identities, particularly whether they perceive them as reflective of themselves and their community. Importantly, the study acknowledges the researcher’s own cultural standpoint and subjectivity, employing an autoethnographic perspective as part of the interpretive process. By addressing both production and reception, the project aims to reassess the relevance of the national cinema framework in the contemporary Chinese context and to identify the cultural identity traits that are most distinctively expressed in films during this decade.

Objectives
1. To identify and analyse cultural identity traits in Mainland Chinese commercial films (2012–2022), using Bordwell’s four levels of meaning with emphasis on explicit and implicit dimensions.
2. To examine how national audiences interpret and evaluate these cultural identities, including whether they recognise them as reflective of themselves and their community.
3. To compare the cultural identity traits of this period with earlier phases of Chinese cinema in order to trace continuities and transformations.
4. To evaluate the relevance of the national cinema framework in the Chinese context and contribute a film-specific approach to cultural identity research.

	
Proposed plan of work including timetable 

	Proposed plan of work

In this section you will need to complete a proposed plan of your work explaining the timeline for key elements of the thesis. This can be set out as a table like below or as a gantt chart (for example)

This plan should indicate that the research will be completed by the end of the fee paying period (the minimum period of candidature.

	Planned Development (e.g. submission of form, completion of chapter, submission of thesis)
	Target Date

	Literature Review for National Cinema Research
	12/2025

	Literature Review for Mainland Chinese Cinema Research
	01/2026

	Literature Review for Identity Research on Cinema
	02/2026

	Justification of Film Sampling Criteria and Sample Selection
	03/2026

	Film Sample Analysis and Interpretation
	07/2026

	Focus Group Research with Target Audiences
	09/2026

	Comparative Analysis of Research Findings
	10/2026

	Dissertation Writing
	03/2027





	Proposed methodology (approx. 500 words):

	In this section you will need to explain how you will achieve your aims and objectives:

· Explain your disciplinary orientation/ approach
· Describe the methods you will use to carry out your research: (eg library-based research, on-line research, fieldwork (interviews/ participant-observation), analysis of visual data, combinations of these)

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive framework grounded in three core methodologies: hermeneutics, narrative inquiry, and autoethnography. These approaches are selected to bridge the gap between textual analysis and audience interpretation in the study of cultural identity within Mainland Chinese commercial cinema (2012–2022).

Hermeneutics is employed to interpret layered meanings within film texts. Drawing on Bordwell’s (1989) classification of referential, explicit, implicit, and repressed meanings, this approach enables close analysis of both what is directly communicated and what is culturally inferred. This multi-level interpretive model supports the decoding of symbolic and ideological dimensions embedded in film narratives and audiovisual elements.
Narrative inquiry allows for the investigation of story structure, character motivation, genre expectations, and ethical conflict. As noted by Clandinin and Connelly (2000), narrative forms not only structure films but also serve as cultural vehicles that encode and reproduce identity through familiar patterns.
Autoethnography is used to foreground the researcher’s positionality as a culturally embedded viewer. Inspired by Ellis and Bochner (2000), this method enables reflexive decoding from within one’s own cultural identity. By documenting emotional responses and interpretive processes in a reflective journal, the researcher can trace how meaning is “completed” by culturally informed audiences (Ruan, 2023).

The research unfolds in three stages: sampling, interpretation, and synthesis.
In the sampling phase, approximately ten representative films are selected based on genre, box office success, audience ratings, and cultural relevance. These include high-grossing blockbusters (e.g. Wolf Warrior 2) and culturally significant works that address themes such as nationalism, historical trauma, youth memory, and everyday ethics. Additional films may be used for comparative purposes.

The interpretation phase involves:
1. Close textual and audiovisual analysis (e.g. narrative structure, character arcs, mise-en-scène, colour, sound design);
2. Autoethnographic reflection, where the researcher maintains a reflective diary documenting subjective decoding processes and emotional responses;
3. Non-participant observation of audience responses on platforms such as Douban and Bilibili;
4. Focus group interviews were conducted to target viewers from different backgrounds and explore how cultural identity is collectively interpreted.

Where necessary, director interviews and academic sources are consulted to triangulate interpretations and reduce subjectivity (Zhang, 2010; Berry, 2023).

In the final synthesis stage, the data are analysed to identify recurring cultural identity traits. These traits are categorised into two groups:
(1) traits constructed linearly and explicitly through narrative and visuals; and 
(2) traits inferred implicitly by audiences through cultural knowledge, resembling Gestalt principles of “completion” (Bordwell, 1989; Ruan, 2023). 

Finally, the study compares how these traits have evolved over the decade, revealing shifting trends in identity expression and reception.

In sum, this methodological framework enables a holistic understanding of how cultural identity is encoded, interpreted, and emotionally experienced—both in film texts and across national audiences.
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	In this section you should list a minimum of 30 titles that are relevant to your research. 
You should include all works cited in this form. 
The list should be alphabetical using the referencing system appropriate to your discipline.
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	Facilities and resources available for the investigation: please indicate if you expect to need any special resources

	In this section you should indicate:

· What facilities you will need access to including libraries, archives, institutions, specialist IT facilities
· Whether you have permission to access the facilities and resources
· Whether you need to travel to access the facilities and resources – where do you need to go, for how long, and how will this be financed
· Whether you will be carrying out fieldwork or interviews and whether you have followed the correct protocols, secured permission and ethical clearance.

This research project requires access to a variety of resources, including academic libraries, digital archives, video platforms, and social media databases. I will utilise the UWTSD institutional library and online academic databases such as CNKI, JSTOR, and Scopus for scholarly materials. For primary data, I will rely on Chinese public platforms including Douban, Bilibili, Tencent Video, and Weibo, where audience reviews and bullet comments offer insight into audience interpretations. I already have full access to these platforms through institutional login, VPN services, and personal accounts, and no travel is currently required to obtain these materials.
However, in the second stage of the research—audience reception analysis—I will conduct a series of focus group interviews and observations with Chinese viewers in China. This will require approximately two months of fieldwork in Mainland China, during which I will organise and record in-person focus group discussions. The travel and associated costs will be self-funded.
Regarding ethical compliance, the study involves non-participant observation of publicly available online comments and human-subject research through focus groups. I will submit the PG2 Ethics Application Form prior to commencing any fieldwork, following the University’s ethics protocol. All participants will be provided with an information sheet and consent form in advance. Their anonymity and voluntary participation will be fully ensured. All data collected will be handled in accordance with GDPR regulations and the ethical standards outlined by UWTSD.





Intellectual Property IP
It is anticipated that Intellectual Property (IP) will be produced as a result of this research.
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