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Shanghai Lil and the Making of China on Screen 

A Comparative and Public History Analysis 

1. Introduction 

Cinema has been a long-standing tool by which nations, ideologies and empires enact 

themselves and project their images of the world outside their borders. There is no character who 

better demonstrates this than the recurring female character, “Shanghai Lil,” whose screen 

incarnations span forty years and four distinct political cultures. This paper is a comparative 

criticism of four movies, each of which uses the “Shanghai Lil” character, or her structural 

analogue, as a central theme: the “Shanghai Lil” sequence in Footlight Parade (Lloyd Bacon, 

1933), the Japanese melodrama Shanhai kaeri no Riru (1952), Красный мак/The Red Poppy 

(1955), and Shanghai Lil and the Sun Luck Kid (1973). Despite these films being geographically, 

linguistically and ideologically distant, they share one common structural habit: they use a 

feminized China, represented by the character of the Shanghai woman, to tell a story whose real 

subject is power. In this paper, the image of Shanghai Lil, as a female character, and the image of 

China and Shanghai, as perceived political and cultural spaces, are studied. 

The analysis tool used in this paper is primarily based on Edward Said's theory of 

Orientalism, complemented by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's theory of the silenced subaltern and 

Homi Bhabha's theory of ambivalence among colonizers. These structures enable the films to be 

perceived not only as entertainment or art but as ideological inscriptions, moving histories of the 

people. Through comparative analysis of films made in American capitalism, defeated Japanese 

imperialism, Soviet-aligned socialism, and colonial-commercial cinema in Hong Kong, this 

paper shows that all political systems reduce to a rather similar representational pattern, 

specifically a feminized, exoticized, endangered China, and an active, rational, redemptive 

masculine national or imperial power. 
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By contrasting four films with different national and political backgrounds, this essay 

argues that Shanghai Lil is a shifting yet consistent screen image through which filmmakers 

create China as an exotic, feminized, endangered, and ideologically useful construct, showing 

how the machine of cinema is a comparative and public history. 

2. Film, Critique, Comparative History, and Public History 

Film and history do not have a transparent and innocent relationship. Film is not an 

objective window on the past, but a medium of representation, shaped by selection, 

interpretation, and subject to aesthetic norms, economic pressures, and political constraints. The 

historical movie, as Marcia Landy argues, is not a reflection of the past but an active construction 

of the past, with complex historical events translated into digestible narrative and spectacle.1  

Robert Rosenstone has also suggested that film is a unique way of thinking about history, one 

that works through images, emotion, and performance rather than through the discursive 

processes of written scholarship.2 Robert Rosenstone also holds that film is a unique form of 

historical thinking, one that uses visual form, emotion, and performance rather than the 

discursive strategies of written scholarship. Although cinema may misrepresent the historical 

record, it remains important, as these images of popular culture tend to influence how 

contemporary audiences perceive and remember the past.3 

The implications of this for the practice of public history are significant. When the 

concept of public history is understood as that which is created and viewed by non-expert 

audiences in museums, television documentaries, commemorative events, and popular media, 

then cinema should be seen as one of the most influential and understudied locations. The 

representations of the past in films have significant cultural and political implications because 

 
1 Marcia Landy, The Historical Film: History and Memory in Media (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2001), 
1–2. 
2 Robert A. Rosenstone, Visions of the Past: The Challenge of Film to Our Idea of History (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1995), 45. 
3 Rosenstone, Visions of the Past, 70. For a theoretical elaboration of the relationship between memory and 
collective representation, see Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1989). 
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movies are distributed far more widely than most academic texts. Natalie Zemon Davis has 

emphasized that visual narratives shape public understanding of history in powerful ways,4 

While Hayden White's concept of historiophoty reminds us that images can function as historical 

arguments rather than mere illustrations, film therefore belongs at the centre, not the margins, of 

public historical analysis.5 

The methodological framework of this study is comparison. The comparative approach, 

following Marc Bloch, allows the historian to detect what is structural and recurrent across 

contexts, distinguishing between local contingency and general trends.6 The four films discussed 

in this paper were filmed in highly diverse circumstances: Hollywood, in the depths of the Great 

Depression; postwar Japan, with the military defeat and cultural dislocation; Czechoslovakia, 

which worked within a Soviet-aligned socialist block; and Hong Kong but all four films return to 

the same character, use the same spatial imaginary of Shanghai, and to mobilize the same 

gendered division of looking and being looked at. This convergence is made apparent through 

comparison and requires explanation. 

The term film critique, as applied in this essay, does not only pertain to aesthetic 

judgment. It is a mode of ideological, power and representational analysis. This is a significant 

difference, as propaganda and ideology do not mean the same thing. Propaganda is normally 

straightforward and overtly convincing, but ideology is most successful when it seems natural, 

emotional, and politically unstamped. Critical reading of film thus aims to denaturalize the 

apparent, seemingly straightforward entertainment, romance, and spectacle, and to demonstrate 

how these represent the effects of specific historical pressures and investments in ideology. The 

following analyses will treat the four films in this manner, examining how each is involved in the 

production of historical meaning for the public. 

 
4 Natalie Zemon Davis, Slaves on Screen: Film and Historical Vision (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000), 5–
6. 
5 Hayden White, 'Historiography and Historiophoty', American Historical Review 93, no. 5 (1988): 1194. 
6 For the comparative method in cultural history, see Marc Bloch, 'Toward a Comparative History of European 
Societies', in Frederic C. Lane and Jelle C. Riemersma, eds., Enterprise and Secular Change (Homewood: Irwin, 1953), 
494–521. 
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3. Theoretical Framework: Orientalism, Postcolonial Critique, and 
Gender 

The main theoretical framework used in this paper is Edward Said's concept of 

Orientalism, initially developed in his 1978 masterpiece. For Said, Orientalism is not merely a 

body of knowledge about the East, but a discourse - a system of statements, images, practices, in 

which the West produces the Orient as the object of knowledge, fantasies, and control.7 It 

constructs the Orient as a type and subsequently administers it, governs it, and tells its story to 

suit the West's wishes and needs.89 This point of departure is significant since the films analyzed 

in this essay initially create China as a civilizational and political Other and then transform that 

Other into a gendered image. That is, the racialized ‘Third World’ Other is constructed first, and 

a female figure is one of its most concentrated manifestations of the symbolic. 

The model proposed by Said is particularly relevant to such figures as Shanghai Lil. As 

Gina Marchetti has demonstrated in her study of race and romance in Hollywood, this pattern of 

representation of the Asian woman is always organized by means of Orientalist assumptions: the 

Asian woman is simultaneously desirably exotic and threateningly uncontrollable, a subject who 

is desirable to desire specifically because she can be subdued in the end.10 Shanghai, as a real 

city and as a film myth, is a good example of that dynamic. In the first half of the twentieth 

century, it was an imperial crossroads in practice but not officially, and its recreation as a screen 

fantasy enables filmmakers to condense thought about China, Asia, femininity, and Western 

domination into one immediately recognizable image.11 

This framework, however, has to be complemented by a gendered analysis. The 

feminization of colonized spaces is not a by-product of the imperial culture but a part of it, as 

Anne McClintock has argued: colonial spaces are habitually represented as female bodies to be 
 

7 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 3. 
8 Said, Orientalism, 6. 
9 Said, Orientalism, 12. Said's argument builds on Michel Foucault's concept of discourse; see Michel Foucault, The 
Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A. M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Pantheon, 1972). 
10 Gina Marchetti, Romance and the Yellow Peril: Race, Sex, and Discursive Strategies in Hollywood Fiction (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1993), 2. 
11 Robert G. Lee, Orientals: Asian Americans in Popular Culture (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1999), 35–36. 
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penetrated, possessed, and civilized.12 Shanghai Lil is not just a woman in a tale. She is a 

symbolic female body through which ideas about China are applied. Her exoticism represents the 

exoticism of China; her defenselessness, the defenselessness of China; her tamening in the hands 

of the Western male hero heralds the larger task of imperial conquest. 

Spivak's explanation of the subaltern adds further to this analysis. Through the discursive 

power of colonial representation, Spivak argues in her influential essay, "Can the Subaltern 

Speak?" the subaltern, the gendered and racialized Other, is systematically disempowered, 

deprived of the ability to speak herself, to narrate her own discourse and to receive meaning.13 

This silencing of the structure is evident in the four films discussed herein, in which the female 

protagonist is always depicted as an object of the male gaze and male narration rather than as a 

self-determining subject. The specific visual process of this silencing is found in Laura Mulvey's 

psychoanalytic explanation of the male gaze as a structuring principle of classic Hollywood 

cinema.14 

Bhabha's theory of colonial ambivalence productively complicates this image. To 

Bhabha, colonial discourse is divided and torn, between fascination and anxiety, desire and fear, 

mimicry and mockery.15 The colonized Other is both idealized and denigrated, desired and 

repudiated. This ambivalence suggests that colonial texts are not easily read into single, stable 

meanings; instead, they create contradictions, excesses, and slippages that record the unstable 

colonial power and the masculine authority put at stake.1617 

Lastly, there is a need to recognize the shortcomings of postcolonial theory as an 

analytical tool. Critics like Aijaz Ahmad have observed that postcolonial theory has an 
 

12 Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (New York: Routledge, 
1995), 24. 
13 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 'Can the Subaltern Speak?', in Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg, eds., Marxism 
and the Interpretation of Culture (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988), 287. 
14 Laura Mulvey, 'Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema', Screen 16, no. 3 (1975): 11. Mulvey's argument about the 
male gaze structures the analysis of spectatorship throughout this paper 
15 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), 66. 
16 Bhabha, Location of Culture, 85–92. Bhabha's concept of ambivalence is particularly useful for reading colonial 
texts that oscillate between desire and anxiety. 
17 Bhabha, Location of Culture, 70. 
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intellectual lineage, is tied to certain Western academic institutions, and is not sufficiently 

mindful of the material aspects of colonial exploitation.18 The above theoretical frameworks are 

thus used in this paper as a lens to examine specific aspects of the films, alongside a focus on the 

historical contexts in which each was made. 

Any critique of representation must also account for production context and historical 

agency. These films did not emerge solely from abstract ideology; they were made by directors, 

writers, producers, and studios situated within particular political, commercial, and cultural 

systems. The question then arises as to why they were created in the forms they were, what 

institutional pressures were exerted on them, and what sorts of audiences they were aimed at. A 

1933 Hollywood musical, a 1952 Japanese melodrama, a Soviet-aligned adaptation of The Red 

Poppy, and a 1973 Hong Kong martial-arts comedy were all produced under vastly different 

patronage, censorship, market, and political pressure models. It would be dangerous to study 

them solely in terms of text, thereby appearing to have an automatic, impersonal ideology. A 

more comprehensive historical analysis should also take into account agency: how filmmakers 

negotiated the parameters of their time, how the pressures of politics were transfigured into 

narrative by studios, and how representation itself became a point of convergence of commerce, 

state power, memory, and fantasy. 

4. Footlight Parade and the Hollywood Making of "Shanghai Lil" 

The "Shanghai Lil" figure in the title of Footlight Parade (1933) presents the most 

powerful and definite early definition of the Shanghai Lil image in mass culture. Created in the 

middle of the Great Depression, at a time when the Hollywood musical provided viewers with 

fantasy, richness, rhythm, and national reassurance, the sequence transforms Shanghai into a 

fantastical theatrical stage upon which American desire and American power can be enacted 

simultaneously.19 It both turns China into an eroticized and unstable zone of pleasure and 

 
18 Aijaz Ahmad, In Theory: Classes, Nations, Literatures (London: Verso, 1994), 1–9. 
19 Richard Dyer, “Entertainment and Utopia,” Movie 24 (2002): 2–13; Thomas Doherty, Pre-Code Hollywood: Sex, 
Immorality, and Insurrection in American Cinema, 1930–1934 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 3–10. 
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prepares that zone to be conquered, reordered, and ultimately consumed into an American 

nationalist finality. In this sense, Shanghai Lil becomes a figure of double subordination: she is 

constructed both as the racialized Oriental other and as the feminized object through which 

imperial and national power can be imagined and stabilized. 

From its opening movement, the sequence makes clear that “Shanghai” is less a real city 

than an imagined site of danger and permission. The bar setting, introduced through sailors, 

crowded interiors, and choreographed disorder, presents the space as a lawless threshold world 

rather than a historically grounded Chinese urban environment.20 Around 02:55/11:32, the 

number frames this environment through masculine confrontation and performance; by 

03:41/11:32, the female body is already being staged as part of the bar’s consumable atmosphere 

rather than as an autonomous presence.21 As Gina Marchetti argues, Hollywood’s Shanghai is 

frequently imagined as a zone of vice, fantasy, and racialized temptation, a place where Western 

desire can be projected outward and safely managed.22 That logic structures the entire number. 

The song itself helps produce that movement. It begins in a register of romantic longing, as 

Sailor Bill's search for Shanghai Lil appears to frame the number as a personal and emotional 

quest. However, that intimacy is quickly absorbed into a larger visual machinery, so that private 

desire becomes the entry point for collective spectacle and, ultimately, for national ideology. 

Musically, this transition is equally important: the number begins in a more intimate and 

nostalgic register but gradually expands in rhythm, scale, and orchestration until it merges with 

the logic of patriotic march and mass performance. 

The visual design reinforces this fantasy through an Orientalist hodgepodge. Costumes, 

décor, gesture, and choreography blend Chinese, Japanese, and Southeast Asian signs into a 

single legible but fabricated "East." The aim is not cultural specificity but quick visual 

recognition. At approximately 04:46/11:32 and 05:51/11:32, the choreography presents women 
 

20 Footlight Parade, dir. Lloyd Bacon (Warner Bros., 1933), “Shanghai Lil” number, course version running 11:32, 
around 02:55/11:32. 
21 Footlight Parade, “Shanghai Lil,” around 03:41/11:32. 
22 Gina Marchetti, Romance and the “Yellow Peril”: Race, Sex, and Discursive Strategies in Hollywood Fiction 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 10–12. 
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as decorative components within a stylized Oriental environment; by 06:11/11:32, the sequence 

intensifies this effect by arranging them into increasingly controlled, display-oriented 

formations.23 The East here is not represented as a lived culture but assembled as spectacle. The 

number’s pleasure depends precisely on this flattening process: difference is compressed into 

ornament, and ornament is offered to the viewer as entertainment. 

Gender is central to that process. The sequence does not simply exoticize Shanghai; it 

feminizes it. The gaze structures the female performers, and Shanghai Lil becomes both a 

woman in the diegesis and a symbolic body onto which ideas about China are projected. Laura 

Mulvey's account of classical cinema remains useful here: the female figure is organized as 

spectacle for visual consumption, while narrative and control remain elsewhere. 24  In the 

“Shanghai Lil” number, the camera repeatedly moves through the bar in ways that invite looking 

without reciprocity. At 06:28/11:32 and 06:32/11:32, the choreography and framing continue to 

privilege display over subjectivity, denying the female figure any equivalent power to return the 

gaze.25 Shanghai Lil is looked at, circulated, and reorganized, but not granted interpretive 

authority over the scene. By contrast, the male body is coded as active, mobile, and authoritative. 

Whereas the Oriental female body is fragmented and aestheticized, the American male body 

remains individualized and agentive, associated with action, command, and eventual national 

leadership. 

The ideological culmination arrives in the patriotic finale. What begins as an Oriental 

nightclub fantasy is transformed into an emphatically American spectacle of order, discipline, 

and national confidence. By 07:25/11:32, the sequence begins shifting away from the enclosed 

erotic bar space and toward military-patriotic choreography; at 08:16/11:32 and especially 

09:48/11:32, massed bodies, flag imagery, and Roosevelt iconography reorganize the earlier 

sensual spectacle into national allegory.26 The formation of Roosevelt’s image, the American 
 

23 Footlight Parade, “Shanghai Lil,” around 04:46/11:32, 05:51/11:32, and 06:11/11:32; see also Peter X. Feng, 
Screening Asian Americans (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2002), 4–5. 
24 Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Screen 16, no. 3 (1975): 11. 
25 Footlight Parade, “Shanghai Lil,” around 06:28/11:32 and 06:32/11:32. 
26 Footlight Parade, “Shanghai Lil,” around 07:25/11:32, 08:16/11:32, and 09:48/11:32. 
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eagle, and the Blue Eagle of the National Recovery Administration ties the sequence directly to 

New Deal political symbolism. In this sense, the sequence reflects Warner Bros.’ broader liberal, 

pro-Roosevelt political orientation, turning entertainment into an unusually overt form of 

cinematic political reassurance. 

As Slavoj Žižek suggests, ideology often works by attaching desire to a “sublime object.” 

Here, that transfer is clearly visible: the sequence begins by inviting investment in the eroticized 

figure of Shanghai Lil, but gradually redirects that affective energy toward the nation itself. What 

first appears as private desire is sublimated into patriotic identification, so that America, rather 

than Shanghai Lil, becomes the final object of emotional attachment.27 The finale, therefore, 

does more than celebrate the nation in general terms: it aligns spectacle with New Deal visual 

culture, turning pleasure, synchronized movement, and patriotic symbolism into a cinematic 

affirmation of American collectivity and political reassurance. This comparison is particularly 

relevant here: not because Footlight Parade is “the same as Nazism,” but because the sequence 

can be read alongside the broader interwar aestheticization of politics, in which ideology is 

converted into emotionally powerful mass imagery. In that limited sense, the finale recalls the 

visual logic later associated with Riefenstahl and Nazi pageantry, where political feeling is 

produced through scale, rhythm, repetition, and collective visual submission.28 Berkeley’s 

overhead patterns and disciplined human formations give the sequence its extraordinary visual 

power, but they also reveal how easily the mass body can be aestheticized as obedience, 

coordination, and emotional surrender. What makes the sequence especially striking is that it 

repurposes this mass-spectacle language within an American context, demonstrating 

Hollywood’s ability to adapt techniques of collective political affect for domestic national 

mobilization. At the same time, the sequence undeniably possesses real aesthetic force. Its 

choreography, camera movement, and visual coordination are formally impressive, and that 

formal brilliance is precisely what makes its ideological work so effective. 
 

27 Slavoj Žižek, The Sublime Object of Ideology (London: Verso, 1989), 87. 
28 On the aestheticization of politics in the interwar period, see Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction,” in Illuminations, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken, 1968), 241–42; Susan Sontag, 
“Fascinating Fascism,” in Under the Sign of Saturn (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1980), 73–105. 
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The final movement completes the assimilation of Shanghai Lil into American national 

mythology. In the closing transformation, around 10:50/11:32, the Chinese-coded female figure 

is effectively stripped of alterity and brought into an American military and romantic order.29  

The symbolic force of this moment lies in the shedding of her Oriental costume and her 

incorporation into American uniformed identity, as if her value can be realized only through 

absorption into U.S. national form. China, first shown as a brothel-bar-opium-den fantasy, 

becomes the platform on which American masculinity proves itself. The active, disciplined, 

patriotic male subject is opposed to the passive, exoticized, and absorbable female Other. In this 

sense, Footlight Parade establishes the core representational structure that the later films inherit, 

revise, or mourn: Shanghai Lil as a feminized screen image through which a national culture 

imagines China and, through that act of imagination, defines itself. 

5. Shanghai kaeri no Riru and Postwar Japanese Longing 

Japanese film Shanghai kaeri no Riru (Riru Who Returned to Shanghai), 1952, borrows 

the Hollywood image as its direct point of departure, stealing the title, lyrics, and a partial 

melody from the 1933 American film, but radically reinvests it in the context of Japanese 

postwar trauma.30 The very process of borrowing is also of historical interest: it not only places 

the Japanese film within a transnational chain of representation, recognizing the circulation of 

the Shanghai Lil image around the world, but also reinstigates it, using it for a different 

ideological end.31 Where the 1933 American movie looks forward to national validation and 

imperial conquest, the Japanese movie looks back to a world that has been lost but can be 

reclaimed only in the grieving and remembrance. 

The historical background story of the film is the Japanese experience of imperial 

expansion, defeat in war and repatriation. In the 1930s and early 1940s, the Japanese population 

 
29 Footlight Parade, “Shanghai Lil,” around 10:50/11:32. 
30 Mitsuhiro Yoshimoto, Kurosawa: Film Studies and Japanese Cinema (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000), 17–
20. 
31 For a discussion of transnational film borrowing and cultural translation, see Isolde Standish, A New History of 
Japanese Cinema: A Century of Narrative Film (New York: Continuum, 2005), 170–175. 
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of hundreds of thousands of Chinese civilians and soldiers resided in Shanghai and other cities of 

China, forming a colonial settler population, a relationship that was both intimate and deeply 

subjective.32 The Japanese surrender in 1945 and the ensuing repatriation of these settlers left a 

certain historical psychology: a generation that had lost China, had been driven out of a place 

that they had now come to call their own, and had learned to take this loss as a wound in the 

national psyche.33 This psychology is coded in the movie itself: the narrative of how war-torn 

Shanghai is swept away by bombardment, and the ensuing black-market Tokyo follow this path 

of imperial decline and the consequent scramble to survive in a devastated motherland. 

The condensed leader of this historical experience is Riru herself - glamorous, of mixed 

parentage, emotionally central. The language of the vanishing is the main issue of the modern 

Japanese cultural production, as Marilyn Ivy has argued in her analysis of Japanese cultural 

memory: the past is not just the period of history and its existence, but a world that is lost and 

whose decline is the loss of a kind of psychic amputation.34 Riru, in turn, is linked throughout to 

old Shanghai, with its warmth, pleasure, and sense of belonging, and to the fact that she serves as 

a grieving object. In this character, the male protagonist of the film, and by extension the 

audience, can rehearse and even contain to some extent the loss of empire.35 

Although the film is more emotionally complex and melancholic, Shanghai kaeri no Riru 

does not avoid the Orientalist framework. Riru is, at all times in the film, a mediated figure 

whose subject and object are male desire and male discourse. Her subjectivity, her own 

experience of wartime Shanghai, the Japanese occupation, displacement, and survival, is never 

represented on its own account but always through the emotional needs of the male protagonist's 

story.36 China remains feminized, remains created as a space of desire and loss rather than a 

 
32 On the cultural memory of Japanese colonial presence in China, see Joshua Fogel, ed. The Nanjing Massacre in 
History and Historiography (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 10. 
33 Marilyn Ivy, Discourses of the Vanishing: Modernity, Phantasm, Japan (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1995), 19. 
34 Ivy, Discourses of the Vanishing, 21. 
35 Bhabha, Location of Culture, 49–50. The concept of melancholia as a postcolonial condition is further developed 
in Anne Cheng, The Melancholy of Race (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). 
36 Spivak, 'Can the Subaltern Speak?', 296–297. 
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political entity in its own right. The Japanese film replaces melancholia with triumphalism, 

though the structure of China as a feminized object of male longing persists. This replacement 

indicates the elasticity of the Orientalist paradigm: it can adapt to defeat just as much as to 

victory, to loss just as much as to possession. 

6. The Red Poppy and Revolutionary Re-signification 

The Red Poppy, first staged by the Soviet Union in 1927 and heavily revised in the 

1950s, offers another national adaptation of the Shanghai Lil structure, this time within the 

ideological language of socialist internationalism.37 The work's production history itself is 

evidence of political instrumentalization. The original 1927 version centered on a cross-racial 

story involving the Chinese dancer Tao Hua and a Soviet ship captain, while also staging British 

imperial domination in the Chinese port through the character of Hipps. In the revised 1955 

version, however, the political target shifted from Britain to the United States, and several 

characters were reworked accordingly. This change is historically significant because it shows 

how the ballet was reshaped to match the geopolitical priorities of the early Cold War and the 

new Sino-Soviet alliance.38 

The 1927 version was produced at a moment when Soviet foreign policy was deeply 

invested in the Chinese revolutionary movement and when cultural production was expected to 

serve international proletarian solidarity.39 Its Shanghai setting—coolies, opium, compradors, 

colonial traders—translates China into a Marxist image of a semi-colonial society exploited by 

foreign capital and local collaborators. The Soviet captain, who befriends Tao Hua, does not 

simply function as a romantic lead; he embodies socialist virtue and revolutionary possibility in 

human form. In this respect, the parallels with Footlight Parade are striking. Both works present 

China as endangered and feminized, and both introduce an external male figure who gives 
 

37 Anthony Shay, Choreographic Politics: State Folk Dance Companies, Representation and Power (Middletown: 
Wesleyan University Press, 2002), 44. 
38 On the 1927 version’s British imperial framing and the later shift toward an American target, see 1927 (Красный 
Мак) The Red Poppy and the class reference materials on the 1955 revision.  
39 Elizabeth Souritz, Soviet Choreographers in the 1920s, trans. Lynn Visson (Durham: Duke University Press, 1990), 
200–210. 
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political meaning to that crisis. The ideological content differs sharply, but the representational 

structure remains comparable. 

What was different in the 1950s, however, was not the plot's surface aspect but the 

political distribution of agency. In the original libretto, Hippes, the English port chief, was a 

symbol of foreign domination; Li Shan-fu, a comprador whose reputation was tied to corruption; 

and the Soviet captain was the main character in the moral and political salvation. In the updated 

version, this structure was redesigned to reveal the more revolutionary agency of the Chinese. 

Ma Li-cheng was reinforced, the revolutionary struggle was accorded greater dramatic freight, 

and the death of Tao Hua was redirected toward the defense of a Chinese revolutionary rather 

than mere legitimation of Soviet power. These revisions did not eliminate paternalism, but they 

recalibrated paternalism. China was no longer to be presented as an object of passive salvation, 

but it had to be manifested, at least in part, as a revolutionary subject.40 

These changes should also be read in light of the official Chinese Communist Party's 

objections to the earlier version of the work. According to the reference materials and class 

guidance, the version first shown to senior PRC officials was judged highly offensive, especially 

because the symbol of the "red poppy" carried strong associations with opium, national 

humiliation, and foreign violation rather than revolutionary liberation. The issue, then, was not 

simply popular misunderstanding but elite political disapproval at a moment when Sino-Soviet 

cultural relations were especially sensitive. Under these new political conditions, the Soviet side 

revised the ballet by reducing its romantic emphasis, modifying key character roles, and 

weakening its earlier symbolic structure.41 Even if the evidence is presented cautiously, it is 

appropriate to note that these substantial revisions were closely tied to diplomatic pressure and to 

the need to make the work ideologically acceptable within the PRC–Soviet alliance. 

 
40 Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making of Our Times (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 66. See also the class materials on the strengthened role of Ma Li-cheng and the 
revised ending in the 1955 version. 
41 Edward Tyerman, Internationalist Aesthetics: China and Early Soviet Culture (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2022), 85. 
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The symbolism of the poppy remains central to the ballet's political work. The poppy is 

first associated with the colonial economy of opium and the degradation of Chinese bodies under 

foreign exploitation.42 To transform that symbol into one of sacrifice and rebirth is therefore a 

powerful political act: it attempts to reclaim an image of humiliation and convert it into 

revolutionary redemption. Tao Hua’s death turns the suffering Chinese woman into a martyr of 

collective liberation. In this sense, the ballet performs a recognizable operation of public history. 

It turns individual suffering into collective memory and gives that memory usable political 

meaning in the present.43 

However, The Red Poppy is also marked by a deep irony. In its effort to oppose capitalist 

imperialism and produce a socialist counter-image, it reproduces many of the same 

representational habits found in the films it appears to resist. China still appears through a cluster 

of spectacular signs, dance, poverty, vice, suffering, and feminine sacrifice, arranged for external 

consumption.44 Once again, political change is enacted via the female body. Tao Hua is 

revolutionary in meaning, yet she is not entirely free of symbolic objectification. Competing 

ideologies such as American liberal capitalism, Soviet socialist internationalism, and even other 

national cinemas might differ in ideology, but can still draw on the visual and narrative 

infrastructure. This is what makes The Red Poppy so significant to a comparative critique of 

Shanghai Lil: it demonstrates that the opposition to ideology does not always lead to 

representational difference. 

7. Shanghai Lil and the Sun Luck Kid and the 1973 Hong Kong Screen 

By 1973, when the Hong Kong movies Shanghai Lil and the Sun Luck Kid were 

released, the image of Shanghai Lil had been commercially circulating for over 40 years. The 

Hong Kong film is not interested in this history in any self-conscious manner; rather, it takes 

 
42 Said, Orientalism, 206. 
43 McClintock, Imperial Leather, 354–355. See also Marcia Landy, The Historical Film: History and Memory in Media 
(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2001), 10. 
44 Robert Stam and Louise Spence, “Colonialism, Racism and Representation: An Introduction,” Screen 24, no. 2 
(1983): 5; Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” 287. 
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advantage of the image's residual business power towards a particular export-oriented end. As 

Poshek Fu has noted in his work on Hong Kong cinema, a dual orientation towards Chinese and 

Western viewers during this period was keenly felt by Hong Kong producers, who often tailored 

their products to satisfy foreign distributors and viewers.45 

The movie's storyline, which revolved around anti-Japanese struggle, martial-arts heroics, 

and a coal-mine battle, is based on the tropes of the Chinese kung-fu action film genre, which 

peaked in the commercial market in the early 1970s.46 The scene is in war-torn China, and the 

foe is Imperial Japan and not the colonial West. This is a big shift: the film's political energy is 

turned against Japanese imperialism, bypassing the ideological stumbling blocks that would have 

emerged if it had dealt directly with the Anglo-American powers that dominated Hong Kong's 

colonial government.47 

The most telling factor, as far as this comparative study is concerned, is the choice to use 

the title "Shanghai Lil." There is no apparent relationship between the film's story and the 1933 

Hollywood number and its later variations. The title itself is rather a marketing tool: a brand that 

triggers a series of associations in the minds of Western distributors and viewers: China, 

exoticism, female allure, urban menace.48 By 1973, however, the brand Shanghai Lil was more 

of a brand than a character - a floating mark that could be stuck on heterogeneous products to 

make them legible in the marketplace of Orientalism. Its load of meaning is transferred onto the 

film's female protagonist without her necessarily performing its specific narrative content.49 

8. Comparative Discussion: What Changes and What Stays the Same 

A comparative analysis of the four movies indicates a trend of extraordinary perseverance 

behind the scenes despite ideological diversity. Some of the representation structures are 

 
45 Poshek Fu, Between Shanghai and Hong Kong: The Politics of Chinese Cinemas (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2003), 5. 
46 Stephen Teo, Hong Kong Cinema: The Extra Dimensions (London: British Film Institute, 1997), 98–105. 
47 Fu, Between Shanghai and Hong Kong, 11. 
48 Marchetti, Romance and the Yellow Peril, 196–197. 
49 Said, Orientalism, 325. 
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constant across the four texts. China is always feminized: the space of Shanghai and its 

representative woman is not an independent subject but an object of male desire, projection and 

narration. The female heroine, be she Hollywood Lil, Japanese Riru, or the Soviet ballet dancer, 

Tao Hua, is always turned into a spectacle to an assumed male view, her inner world and 

political agency subjugated to the demands of the male-dominated narrative.50 

The thing that varies across all four films is, first of all, who the masculine agent of 

redemption is, and the ideological content of the national story under construction. Footlight 

Parade presents the American male as the rescuer, and its storyline serves as a self-affirmation 

of American nationality. The masculine agent in Shanhai kaeri no Riru is also Japanese; 

however, his strength has been shattered by defeat, and the story is an act of cultural grieving and 

remembering. The redeemer in The Red Poppy is initially a Soviet and later a Chinese 

revolutionary, and the story serves as a vehicle for socialist internationalism. The masculine hero 

in the 1973 Hong Kong film is a Chinese martial-arts character, and the story serves as a 

commercial rationale for the export market. 

Such a trend as incessant feminization of China, fluctuating masculinity, shows the logic 

of the image of Shanghai Lil. The Shanghai woman is a floating signifier; this is possible 

because she can express the needs of various political and cultural systems with exact precision, 

since her role is not to represent China as it is, but rather to represent China as a space upon 

which power can be projected. The Orientalist order, of which Said spoke, is not so much a 

creation of knowledge of the Orient as a creation of the West (or, in the Japanese and Soviet 

instances, the nation or ideology) as something active, knowing, and dominant.51 In this way, 

Shanghai Lil is a reflection: societies reflect themselves in her image. 

 
50 Stam and Spence, 'Colonialism, Racism and Representation', 5. 
51 Said, Orientalism, 12. 
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9. Conclusion 

The four films discussed in this essay, taken together, show that cinema is not simply a 

reordering but also a generator of historical imagination. In Hollywood-made films, in postwar 

Japan, in Soviet-oriented socialist culture, in Hong Kong commercial film between 1933 and 

1973, the figure of Shanghai Lil, or a close equivalent of the female counterpart, serves as a 

pliable yet dependable representational means by which China is exoticized, feminized, 

threatened, and ideologically deployed. In both instances, the image of China is strategically 

positioned to fulfill another political and cultural agenda: the American nationalist spectacle, the 

Japanese post-imperial desire, the Soviet revolutionary myth-making, or the commercial 

transnational entertainment. It is the purpose of the ideological representation that is altered, 

rather than the presence of such a representation. 

Postcolonial theory helps make this pattern legible. The critique of Orientalism given by 

Said sheds light on how China is repeatedly turned into a manageable and knowable object of 

fantasy and power, and that Spivak and Bhabha can be employed to explain the silencing, 

mediation, and ambivalence of such representations.52 However, the current analysis also 

suggests that postcolonial theory should be used sparingly. These movies cannot be reduced to a 

single transhistorical plot of East-West supremacy, nor are Said, Spivak, or Bhabha to be deemed 

universally adequate explanatory formulas. They are useful ideas, but they are products of 

specific intellectual and geopolitical cultures and thus must be historically qualified when used in 

other cinematic cultures. A more sufficient critique should be responsive not just to race, gender, 

 
52 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979); Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern 
Speak?” in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, ed. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 1988), 271–313; Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994). 
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and empire, but to class, political economy, and institutional circumstances in which images are 

created and distributed. 

This is why the comparative analysis of Shanghai Lil can finally be considered as a 

worthy effort not just in film interpretation, but also in the history of the people. These movies 

reveal how societies tell the masses about China, gender, empire, and modernity through 

emotional, persuasive, and visual representations. They also demonstrate that propaganda and 

ideological image-making do not vanish under the conditions of changing political 

circumstances; they evolve. Historically, as opposed to the digital present, exemplary public 

figures like Lei Feng previously relied on large state apparatuses to propagate, and the digital 

present is generating synthetic political icons such as the AI-generated “Jessica Foster” that are 

increasingly hard to verify as authentic due to their non-cinematic presentation.5354 Instead, the 

Shanghai Lil films call to mind that mediated images have traditionally influenced how people 

made sense of history, and that their ability to naturalize ideology is one of the core cultural and 

political issues of modernity.  

 
53 “China - Readjustment and Reaction, 1961–65,” Encyclopaedia Britannica, accessed April 15, 2026, 
https://www.britannica.com/place/China/Readjustment-and-reaction-1961-65.  
54 Drew Harwell, “How an AI ‘MAGA Dream Girl’ Became a Right-Wing Fantasy Figure,” The Washington Post, March 
20, 2026, accessed April 15, 2026, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2026/03/20/jessica-foster-maga-dream-girl-ai-fake/.  
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