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This dissertation is a rehistoricization of Shanghal flm culture from the 1890s to the 1930s
through the lens of the allemative public sphere and modemity. By deing so, I delineate the
constituion and transformation of the film public sphere, which is a pluralistic and heterogeneous
site of sensory reflexivity that penerates modemity and publicity in the everyday life of the general
public. I argue that the production and reception of early cinema and related cultural practices
profoundly reflected changes in everyday life and consumer culture, in knowledge dissemination
and enlightenment, and even in ways of engaging with secial and political issues in early-20th-
century China. This new sensory mechanism and behavioral model could be understood as practices
of vernacular modernity that relied on sensorial evocation and ra—emphas\ized the importance of
experience, The accessibility and universality based on intuition reinvigorated people; thus, a public
sphere emerged with particular modes of’ liarticipat{an, discursive construction, and confrontational
practices. Here, the public was allowed 1o strive for changes in their destiny and social status quo,
which enabled them to resist and criticize fenaciously rather than succumbing fo the dominant
discourse and institutions.

The history of cinema, that I would like to rewrite, therefore, is a history outside or parallel to

the orthodox Shanghai film history. It is emphatically about the search for both audiences of film

culture and subjects of the proletarian public sphere and about how they shaped modem experiences

and public practices in a hybrid way that has not been acknowledged in previous studies of Chinese

film historiography. Employing the method of historical textual analysis, T focus on the “mass

groups” that are pervasive in Chinese cinema, including film readers, viewers, and fans. My

. examples include the rise of the public sphere of film publishing in the context of Shanghai’s literary

culture {Chapter 1); the flourishing of the public sphere constituted by the moviegoing experience

in relation to film production, exhibition, and consumption patterns (Chapter 2); and the expansion

1

of the public sphere constructed by implications of the star system generated outside film texts and
movie theaters (Chapter 3), These forms of practice and comumunication broke all taboos of the
classic ]?lelic sphere, involving many links in the process of film preduction and consumption and
renewing aspects of research on related matters, such as literary schools, space culture, and
consumer culture. As a historical project, my disseriation devotes three chapters to significant topoi
of the film public sphere from the 18905 to 1930s and their articulations within selected scopes.
Although the studies of these three scopes share an almost overlapping time frame, each had its own
relatively independent and complete formation and development process.

The issue of female enlightenment is one of the central themes of my dissertation. It is no
exaggeration to say that the modes of participation, the formal innovation of discursive construction
and éction, and the ofien chaotic elements such as sensory immediacy and material condition that
characterized this female enlightenment are precisely the core qualities of “the preletarian public
sphere”. These clements are also highly valued and shared by the “general masses”, such as
working-class men who do not qualify as bourgeois citizens. Therefore, while I see these wotnen's
enlightenment and activist practices as significant topoi in the landscape of modernity and the
profetarian public sphere, 1 also address the practices of other ordinary people who did not become
“self-disciplined subjecis™.

Examining how new collcetive subjectivities and identities were constructed on and off screen,
I delineate the new wotldview and distinctive sociocultural and political influences produced by
new semantics and practices that became part of cveryday life. [ argue that for the general publie,
the realization of enfightenment, discourse construction, and social change does not require the
ability to read things and events rationally, regarding them as symbols and images that are detached
from daily life. Rather, it requires fllusion, time, memory, cmotitm, imagination, and nenverbal
interaction driven by perceptions and bodily sensations reoted in Indigeneity and everyday life. Thus,
the cinematic manifestation of the proletarian public sphere not only informs us of the content of
modem public life that the cinema captores but also, more importantly, determines specific forms
of communication and politics that the masses can understand and prasp. It defies any rigid
boundaries between *high” and “low,” elite politics and mass culture, rational enlightenment and
sensory entertainment, the modemn and the teaditional, and, finally, the culturally specific and the
globally oriented. By reviewing these mass-mediated experiences and inclusive forms that traverse
divergent genres and boundaries, I atternpt to delineate an alternative gencalogy of Chinese cinema

10 challenge existing unilinear versions of its evolutionary history.
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