
Kung Fu Production for Global Consumption: 

Negotiating Hong Kong Identity through Martial Arts Cinema
Since the 1997 handover, the elusive question of Hong Kong identity has pervaded critical discussion of the impacts of globalization on local artistic production and constructs of nationhood.  Though such discourses often rely on the dualistic notions of East and West in order to rationalize the reality of what it means to be a Hong Kong citizen, there lies between and amongst these constructs a rich cultural history that evidences Hong Kong society’s adaptability to the region’s ever-changing local and geopolitical situations.  And within this history, there exists perhaps no better evidence of the fluidity of Hong Kong identity than the martial arts film.  If audience demand and reception may be understood as indicative of the relevancy of cinema to popular anxieties and attitudes, Hong Kong’s filmic history attests to the inextricability of the ties between kung fu movies, Hong Kong’s ever-changing geopolitical situation, and local and international perceptions of Hong Kong identity.  A discussion of the entirety of Hong Kong’s kung fu film history being beyond the scope of this paper, I focus here on a number of key film figures and the ways in which their constructions of the body, movement, space, and time produce meaning for both local and international audiences.  In examining some of Hong Kong’s most renowned film movements and figures—from  Bruce Lee to Jackie Chan and John Woo to Stephen Chow— I am concerned not only with how globalization has impacted local artistic production and global consumption, but also the ways in which filmmakers and actors have attempted to reflect and rethink Hong Kongness in terms of and outside of its history of ownership.  Ultimately, I argue, Hong Kongness is to be located not within a synthesis of dualities but rather, as changing conceptualizations of kung fu heroism exhibit, within a continuous and multifaceted process of negotiation.

The link between Chinese martial arts and popular entertainment is evident in stories from as far back as the 2nd century BC.  These ancient martial arts tales have been revived time and again throughout China’s long history and in the early twentieth century came to be manifest in the form of a new and wildly popular literary genre, wuxia pian, which is founded in the construction of a world of martial arts characterized by fantastic depictions of local spaces of the past, superhuman feats, and, often, dramatic and dangerous romantic liaisons.  Banned in main land China by the CCP, wuxia novels continued to thrive in Hong Kong and Thailand throughout the early twentieth century and in the 1960’s were revived yet again as newspaper and magazine serials opened opportunities for wuxia authors to gain new readership.  
Many wuxia stories were based around the myth of Wong Fei Hung, an early twentieth century martial artist, revolutionary, and practitioner of traditional medicine who within the wuxia tradition came to be glorified as a folk hero.  As Wong Fei Hung’s legend became increasingly central to the modern wuxia genre, Hong Kong cinema, already firmly established in the production of wuxia films thanks to the Singapore-based Shaw Brothers studio and the films of director King Hu, began also to reproduce depictions of the now mythologized figure as the embodiment of such traditional values as wisdom and virtue.  The popular Wong Fei Hung series, released in Hong Kong over the course of a decade between the 1940’s and 1950’s, contained an astonishing ninety-nine films and established Wong Fei Hung as the most portrayed figure in all of movie history.  The success of the series led to a high demand for more wuxia films, and in the following years the Shaw Brothers’ three major directors, King Hu, Lau Kar-leung, and Chang Cheh, along with a small but much desired cast of talent, released a number of wuxia films which would not only fulfill popular demand but also, it would seem, reaffirm martial arts’ mainland Chinese roots and by extension the ideological ties between the people of Hong Kong and the city’s Chinese past.  
Bruce Lee’s rise to stardom marked a drastic shift in the representation and implications of martial arts for both local and international audiences.  In the period between 1971 and 1973 Lee’s films, which diverged from wuxia conventions in their comparatively minimalist and realistic depictions of martial artistry, ushered in a new cinema that simultaneously disassociated martial arts from the fantastical imagined past of main land China and projected a modern and politically conscious construction of Hong Kongness. 


Though Lee initially pursued a career in American television acting, his series work became popular only after the release of his three major films: The Big Boss (1971), Fist of Fury (1972), and the American made Enter the Dragon (1973).  In commenting upon Lee’s failure to secure the lead role, Caine, in the American Green Hornet series, Lee’s Enter the Dragon co-star Jim Kelly claims that “the networks did not want to project a Chinese guy as the main hero” (Prashad 58).  Lee’s troubles entering into Hollywood notwithstanding, his necessary return to Hong Kong appears to have left him determined, more than ever, to subvert Western hegemony and promote the acceptance of diversity and, his key contribution to kung fu philosophy, self-expression.  In a 1971 interview, Lee, when confronted with the topic of styles, replied: “[…] styles tend to not only separate man because they have their own doctrines and these doctrines become the gospel truth that you cannot change, but if you just say ‘Here I am as a human being.  How can I express myself, totally and completely?’ that way you won’t create a style because style is a crystallization—that way, it is a process of continual growth.”  


Lee’s philosophy marks a significant divergence from the martial arts divisions of the wuxia world; for Lee, martial arts were meaningful not in their ties to an imagined past, but rather in their capacity to aid human expression and growth.  This notion and its anti-imperial implications are evident in all of Lee’s major films, in which the actor’s challenges to Western hegemony are played out via the usage of a standard plot formula and, visually, through the repetition of certain suggestive filming techniques and images.  In The Big Boss, Lee portrays a worker whose eventual defeat of his corrupt employers transforms him into the people’s hero.  In Fist of Fury, he avenges the murder of his kung fu teacher by fighting the students—and finally the master—of the rival Japanese martial arts school.   In his self-directed film The Way of the Dragon (1972), Lee must defend his family against a group of local gangsters and in the end faces off against Chuck Norris’ character Colt in The Coliseum.


Lee’s films are marked by the abandonment of traditional editing—which rendered a “cut”-“attack”-“cut”-“attack” feel—in favor of shots of the human body in motion.  While traditional fight scenes relied on heavy editing and wirework to intimate superhuman feats, in Lee’s films, Lee himself is the primary object of the camera.  Wei Lo, the director of The Big Boss and Fist of Fury, persistently situates Lee in the center of the frame with his adversaries, be they Japanese, Western, or the bourgeoisie of Chinese society, surrounding him on all sides.  Long shots of Lee as his fists and feet make contact with the bodies of his opponents are cross-cut with close-ups of Lee’s body in motion, emphasizing both his perpetual movement and remarkable self control.  Close-ups of Lee’s face, too, are interspersed throughout his fight scenes, the intensity of his expressions in line with that of his movement.  


The minimalist cinematography and editing of Lee’s films, as well as the dearth of fantastic spaces that characterize wuxia cinema, point to a conscious attempt to expose Lee’s own humanity and in doing so affirm the capacity for individual action.  In turn, the violence Lee inflicts upon socially and ethnically dominant figures is at once relevant to Hong Kong’s own geopolitical situation and globally appealing. As Vijay Prashad writes:  “Kung fu outfits emerged across the globe, from Calcutta to California, as the art's iconic power restored hope amongst millions of oppressed youth. Without "Q" to give them the gadgets of James Bond, the oppressed sought out the force within to give them physical strength” (72).  Likewise, Amy Abugo Ongiri argues that

The martial arts film communicates in a language of bodily excesses. By relying on the action of the body these films were able to communicate across borders in a way that Italian neo-realism or other politically progressive national cinemas could not. The appeal of these films then obviously lie outside the much lampooned dialogue translation and actually erases the translator as mediator of the filmic text. (38) 

Indeed, both Lee’s characters and the actor himself came to represent a people whose existence was tied to ethnic and class tensions, and in doing so affirmed the capacity for Hong Kong or, indeed, any subjugated nation to undermine hegemony and embrace that which constitutes its identity. 



In the years following Lee’s death in 1973, the Hong Kong entertainment market was flooded with a plethora of kung fu films that resembled those of Lee but which, overall, failed to pack the same political punch due to the conspicuous absence of the icon himself.  In 1978, however, a new star emerged with the release of Jackie Chan’s first major film, Drunken Master, a re-imagining of the Wong Fei Hung myth that permeated popular twentieth century wuxia tales.


Largely influenced by Lee’s philosophy of martial arts, Chan re-imagined long-established conceptualizations of style—most notably that of the Chinese Peking Opera— and made kung fu his own.  Consequently, Drunken Master, as well as several of Chan’s films released over the next decade, re-constructed martial arts such that kung fu came to represent man’s capacity to adapt to his surroundings.  While Lee’s strength came from within, Chan’s lay in his keen ability to manipulate his environment, using the space and objects around him to his advantage when engaged with an opponent.  That said, Chan’s early films, as Anderson notes, maintain a distinctly human conceptualization of the limitations of movement: “[…] Jackie Chan's filmed fights often incorporate up to twenty or even thirty individual movements […] the editing serves not to construct movement talent where it does not exist, but rather to highlight the actor's movement talents as existing even beyond the editing” (10).  

Chan’s young, open-minded, and often naïve characters represent an iconoclastic conceptualization of heroism that both encourages the subversion of traditional Chinese social constructs and demonstrates the capacity of Hong Kong’s youth to adapt to and identify with their increasingly cosmopolitan surroundings.  Dually, however, Chan’s reinvention of kung fu explores the vast potential for individual action to bring about change in the community as a whole, ultimately affirming the largely un-discussed but very real phenomenon of Hong Kong’s strengthening sense of nationhood both in relation to and outside of its historical associations with China and current status as a British colony.  Chan’s entrance into the American film industry notwithstanding, the merging of kung fu and comedy in his earlier works paved the way for a number of other socially sensitive actors and directors to explore Hong Kong through their own emblematic re-conceptualizations of martial arts.

Though Lee and Chan’s films are in part accountable for the growing international success of Hong Kong cinema in the 1970’s and 1980’s, there emerged during this period a number of equally significant filmmakers—Tsui Hark, Sammo Hung, and John Woo, amongst others— who, over the course of the next several decades, would take martial arts revisionism to a higher level.  Fusing Western and Eastern film techniques and aesthetics, these directors strayed from the conventional plotlines of the wuxia and kung fu genres, adapting martial arts both to construct contemporary plotlines and incorporate Hollywood techniques and trends into their globally marketed films.  The significance of Hark’s revisionist wuxia films and Hung’s vampire comedies notwithstanding, Woo’s work is of particular interest where both global consumption and negotiation of local identity are concerned.


Merging martial arts with Western concepts and film techniques, Woo’s films are simultaneously profound in their explorations of local anxieties and globally appealing in their stylish plays on conventions of the action genre.  Writes Aaron Han Joon Magnan-Park: “John Woo’s heroic bloodshed films are cinematic meditations on the concept of the yingxiong (hero).  They are modernized forms of Chang Che’s wuxiapian […] with guns replacing swords and other hand-held weapons associated with the pre-firearm world” (37).  The heavily choreographed fight scenes in films such as Woo’s A Better Tomorrow (1986), The Killer (1989), and Hard-Boiled (1992) often feature the body-centric angles of Lee’s films and use of space and objects prominent in Chan’s films in combination with ballet-like movement and music, slow motion editing, extended uncut shots, and, of course, abundant gun play.  These latter experimentations with cinematography, style, and genre conventions constitute some of Hong Kong cinema’s most compelling attempts to reach Western audiences.  That said, the complexities of Woo’s earlier works lie far beyond the spectacles manifest in his heterogeneous style.  Violent though they are, Woo’s films explore morality, forgiveness, honor, and human relationships in what he perceives to be an increasingly corrupt society, and his most outlandish scenes prove, quite often, to be also his most meaningful.  Hard-Boiled’s infamous long take, in which Chow Yun-Fat and Tony Leung fight off a slew of adversaries who have overtaken a hospital, mimics the heroic fight scenes prominent in wuxia films.  Likewise, Woo’s tenacious use of slow motion highlights the heavily choreographed (though often frantic) movement of his protagonists, their agency and heroism being manifest via their movement, use of space, and ultimate triumph over corruption.  Tony Williams writes that Woo’s post-1986 films are part of a cinematic “legitimization crisis,” his work involving “parallels between vanishing traditions confronting pressing realities of the modern world and a colony in danger of losing its very identity” (144).  Indeed, Woo is persistent in his construction of dualities: moral and immoral, traditional and contemporary, individual and state, Catholicism and traditional religious dogma.  That said, such juxtapositions in Woo’s films do not merely represent oppositional global forces, nor do they point to mere schizophrenia in the face of the impending handover.  Rather, I argue, they attempt to explore beyond the present reality of Hong Kong’s perceived crisis via the reaffirmation of values that are at once endemic and universal.  


Fueled in part by the successes of Woo and other New Wave directors, in the past decade a number of Western filmmakers—most notably Quentin Tarantino and the Wachowski Brothers— have offered to international audiences their own drastic re-conceptualizations of martial arts in the form of heavily stylized, high-budget thrillers.  In turn, global demand for martial arts films has resurfaced, ensuring the success of transnational wuxia films such as Ang Lee’s Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000) and Zhang Yimou’s Hero (2002) and House of Flying Daggers (2004).  Given that kung fu cinema’s historical project has in part involved an ongoing attempt to undermine the inherently exotic conceptualizations of Chineseness embodied by wuxia, we must now consider whether and how, within the context of wuxia’s re-emergence, the kung fu film continues to function as a subversive text while simultaneously competing for international viewership.  For the purposes of this discussion, no recent filmmaker better exemplifies such an attempt than renowned kung fu comedy filmmaker and actor Stephen Chow, whose 2004 released Kung Fu Hustle constitutes one of the most widely received kung fu films worldwide.

An abandonment of Chow’s earlier, family oriented style, Kung Fu Hustle responded to and amplified a global demand for the reawakening of martial arts cinema, and did so in a manner than can be said to fulfill the criteria for 21st century action films: high budget, stylish, and action-packed.  Interestingly, the film in many ways appears to undermine earlier kung fu filmmakers’ attempts to both disassociate Hong Kong from the imagined past of its motherland and explore the region’s growing sense of nationhood.  Chow’s heavy reliance on comedy and quotation of both Hong Kong and foreign films at times seems to constitute a concerted attempt to play on audience exposure to popular cinema while stripping familiar kung fu styles and heroes of the underlying social and political implications of their actions.  At times seamless and at others haphazard, Chow meshes long-held conceptualizations of East and West, modern and pre-modern, via hybrid depictions of space, time, and movement.  As the plot of Kung Fu Hustle progresses, conventions of the Western action genre, traditional kung fu and gun fu cinema, and wuxia become increasingly intertwined via the usage of heavy editing and spectacular special effects.  As our hero, portrayed by Chow himself, comes to discover his capacity to overcome the film’s villainous, axe and machine gun-wielding antagonists, his movement, as well as that of his teachers and nemeses alike, takes on distinctly inhuman characteristics.  Though shots of Chow in combat are, cinematographically, reminiscent of shots of Lee and Chan, Chow’s own movement is more often than not secondary to the humanly impossible feats and ultra-violent incidents that take place on screen.   

Spectacular as Chow’s depictions of kung fu heroism are, Peter Hitchcock’s argument that “Chow’s passionate embrace of the history of popular film makes quotation more than subliminal but turns it into sublime moments of global integration” (231) should, I think, be considered in light of Kung Fu Hustle’s place both amongst the plethora of recent transnational martial arts films and within the history of kung fu cinema.  Hitchcock argues that global culture “combines two contradictory notions of quotation,” the first of which attempts to “articulate aesthetic difference while paying deference to the long traditions of culture that inform it,” and the second of which draws on bodies of culture as “always available for avaricious consumption.”  The first of these, he claims, “intimates the burden of cultural history,” always acknowledging the sacred, while the second “form stamps it with a barcode” (220).  In light of the former notion, Chow, I argue, not only pays deference to both the traditional and contemporary cultures that inform both global cinema and Hong Kong identity, but also, through the medium of comedy, attempts to expose and subvert those films which constitute mere appropriations of cultural images and values.  


Take, for example, Chow’s liberal references to such films as Kill Bill and The Matrix, as well as his incorporation of wuxia stunts and traditional religious ideologies into his films.  While on the one hand such blatant shout-outs solidify Chow’s global appeal, on the other their presence points to a conscious attempt to consider critically both transnational constructs of Chinese culture and the impacts of globalization on Hong Kong itself.  In his essay “Niche cinema, or, Kill Bill with Shaolin Soccer,” Hitchcock contrasts the climaxes of Kill Bill Volume Two and Kung Fu Hustle, noting that “[Bill’s] death from The Bride’s ‘Five Finger Exploding Heart’ move is an artful consequence, notable for the fact that after all the butchery of the previous four hours it is quietly internalized.”  In contrast, he writes, the signature move of Chow’s film, “the ‘Buddha Palm’, externalizes the spiritual and refuses to celebrate god-like fetishism at the very moment that it ordains its global circulation” (231).  This critique of both the inherent self-exoticization that characterizes wuxia and the ubiquitous commodification of martial arts is dually profound in its contribution to kung fu cinema’s multifaceted yet collective historical goals: the subversion of dominant global forces, the affirmation of human action, and the exploration of the reality of Hong Kong within the context of global and local political and social histories.

Rey Chow writes that Chineseness has in recent years become “an anonymous, hence globally interchangeable, part object, whose defining character is no longer history but image, artifice, and commodity” (652-53).  That said, I argue in light of this discussion that the history of kung fu cinema evidences the capacity for filmmakers to explore, through imagery, the histories—both actual and imagined—which largely constitute changing ideological constructs of nationhood.  Dually, though the commodification of culture becomes increasingly prevalent as globalization attempts to dissolve both physical and ideological borders, kung fu cinema, though internationally marketed, persists in its attempts to explore Hong Kongness while simultaneously subverting authoritative, and often static, conceptualizations of Chineseness. 
