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FIVE Beyond Allegory: Symbol, the Family Melodrama and Lost in Beijing  

Lost in Beijing (Pingguo, 2007), the third film directed by Li Yu, has received little critical 
attention either inside or outside China. For the most part, those few critics who address the film 
come away disappointed.

 
They find that Lost in Beijing is “fatally flawed,”

 
engages a voyeuristic 

gaze,
 
gratifies male needs,

 
pits women against each other,

 
and so on. Since Li is one of the 

handful of women directing feature films in China today, these critics seem to have expected a 
film resisting the patriarchal structure underpinning contemporary Chinese society. Such 
assessments have likely discouraged further academic examinations of Lost in Beijing. In 
contrast, the analysis that I delineate in this chapter focusing on Lost in Beijing’s engagement 
with the family melodrama genre and its deployment of symbol reveals how the film subtly but 
provocatively dismantles male dominance in society.  

By and large previous scholars interpret the film as allegory in which individual characters stand 
for larger social groups (in this case, Chinese women). Lost in Beijing tells the story of Liu 
Pingguo (played by Fan Bingbing), a migrant worker in Beijing who is raped by her boss, Lin 
Dong (played by Tony Leung Ka-fai). When she becomes pregnant, her husband, An Kun 
(played by Tong Dawei), and boss bargain over possession of her and the child she is carrying. 
In an allegorical understanding of the film, Liu is thus reduced to a commodity function 
exchanged for its value in conceiving and bearing a child. Although she runs away at the end of 
the film, for these critics this is no true escape since she remains mired in the patriarchal social 
structure and cannot plausibly evade recontainment for long.  

According to this allegorical logic, the film dramatizes how in contemporary China such a rape 
does not represent violence enacted upon a woman’s body but the losing of face for her husband. 
And it is only this latter “loss” which requires monetary compensation, the sine qua non of 
China’s contemporary, materialistic society. Furthermore, the biological reproductive capacity of 
Liu’s body becomes an asset to be bought and sold by men with little concern for her physical or 
emotional state. Even the socially and economically advantaged woman, Lin’s wife Wang Mei 
(played by Elaine Jin), can only reactively demand monetary compensation for Lin’s infidelity. 
As a result, critics have concluded that the film is a confused work that recognizes but cannot 
effectively deconstruct or contest the male-centered society depicted therein.  

One problem with such an appraisal of the film’s value is that it assumes that a female director 
must produce films that achieve, on behalf of women, certain social effects that are sanctioned in 
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the academy, for example, encouraging female solidarity. If her films do not achieve those 
results, then they are failures. More important, methodologically, this allegorical interpretation 
limits itself to the narrative level of the film. As such, the negotiation between An and Lin and 
the subsequent contract signing become the central (or only) points worth considering in 
interpretations of Lost in Beijing.  

My analysis, in contrast, reveals how, by the end of the film, Liu makes a bold move asserting 
both her identity as mother and her own independence from social restraints. I do this, first, by 
exploring the full narrative including but also reaching beyond An and Lin’s agreement. Second, 
I examine a broader range of film language— principally the consistent use of handheld 
camerawork but also editing—that the film engages beyond narrative alone. Finally, rather than 
focus purely on allegory, I argue that also attending to the film’s deployment of other 
mechanisms of representation, specifically the symbolic meaning of Lin’s Mercedes-Benz, as 
well as generic features of the family melodrama form enables a fuller understanding of Lost in 
Beijing. A comparison of Liu’s final flight with that of Nora from Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, which 
has been so influential in modern China, marks Lost in Beijing as an ambitious formal 
experiment within the family melodrama genre. Further, over the course of the film, the 
Mercedes-Benz serves not only as the basic status symbol for Lin but also, and more 
ambivalently, as the space of negotiation between the characters in the film. The final images of 
the film show this car breaking down on a major Beijing street. It is in this symbolic deployment 
of the car and in the allusion to Nora that the film disrupts society’s power over Liu and enables 
her final escape.  

The Narrative  

The first point to be made about Lost in Beijing is that the film takes pains to demonstrate that 
gender alone cannot account for Liu’s vulnerability in Chinese society. Any careful reading 
willing to range beyond the contract between Lin and An will make this clear, even if focused 
primarily on the narrative level. That Lin conceives of the possibility to attack Liu when she 
returns to work heavily inebriated, to be sure, is an expression of heterosexual desire on Lin’s 
part that would not have happened if Liu were not a woman. To take the counterfactual, if Liu 
were a male employee who came to work drunk, Lin may well have taken advantage of him in 
some form, certainly berated or even fired him, but it seems highly unlikely that rape would be 
involved for a male employee. Be that as it may, that Lin acts upon this impulse reflects not only 
his desire for Liu sexually but more importantly his sense that he faces few possible negative 
repercussions. At this point in the film, he is not aware that she is married and so supposes her to 
be a single migrant worker without the legal or family protections that official residency (hukou) 
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in Beijing would provide. What could she possibly do? If she were to report him, in addition to 
the trauma and difficulty of proving her case in court, she might be arrested and sent back to her 
village, if not jail, losing her job in the process. At most Lin might be required to pay her some 
money (eventually, he forces her to accept a pittance of 2000 yuan) so she won’t cause a fuss.  

It could be argued that, in fact, it is Lin’s financial standing that enables him to indulge his 
patriarchal status. As a comparison Liu’s husband, An, is also a migrant to Beijing working as a 
high-rise window washer. It so happens that he witnesses the rape since he is hanging by a rope 
washing the window right outside the room where the rape occurs. He, naturally, rushes as fast 
as possible (given that he needs to ascend to the top of the building and then run down the stairs) 
to confront the man attacking his wife. We learn in subsequent scenes, however, that An is not 
necessarily concerned to protect his wife from the emotional and physical trauma of rape; 
instead, it is his own loss of face as her husband (possessor) for which he is seeking remedy. He 
demands 20,000 yuan from Lin, and when he is denied this recompense, he approaches Lin’s 
wife, Wang, and together they indulge in revenge sex.  

Thus, the social hierarchy as it is established early in the film is three-tiered. Lin occupies the 
apex since he is able to access the status and power afforded to men in the patriarchal society as 
well as the social prominence resulting from his wealth as a successful entrepreneur. In the 
middle are An and Wang, each of whom can claim status from one of these sources: An as a man 
in a patriarchal society, and Wang from her wealth both as a business owner and as a member of 
Lin’s family. At the bottom, of course, is Liu who is both poor and a woman in this capitalistic 
and patriarchal society. It should be noted that the several published academic studies of Lost in 
Beijing, despite their excessive focus on the negotiation and contract signing—in other words, 
economic exchange between Lin and An—do not adequately account for the enabling role of 
capital in patriarchy’s prerogatives.  

The addition of a baby and the question of his paternity complicate but do not fundamentally 
alter this social power structure. Because of Lin’s overriding desire for a child, he engages in a 
series of negotiations with the two people who have enough standing to cause problems for his 
plan. He first discusses the situation with his wife as they are driving in his Mercedes. He tells 
her of Liu’s pregnancy and of his decision to adopt the child if he is the father. She 
acknowledges that she cannot stop him from proceeding with this plan, but demands all of his 
assets if he should do “anything detrimental to myself,” including a resumption of his dalliance 
with Liu. He accedes to a 50-50 split if “any problems arise.” In the following scene, Lin and An 
meet on the building’s roof and sketch out a rudimentary blood-type analysis to determine 
paternity: if the child’s blood type is B, Lin will be the father, and if it is A, then the father will 
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be An. If Lin’s paternity is proven in this manner once the child is born, then he will pay An 
100,000 renminbi and take custody of the child; Liu will act as nursemaid until such time as the 
baby is weaned. Liu is present as this agreement is struck, but she remains ancillary to the 
negotiations. An then reiterates his demand for a further 20,000 renminbi as separate recompense 
for the rape itself. An declares, “This is not just about money!” Lin retorts, “If it’s not about 
money, then what is it about?” The imbrication of patriarchy and capital is complete here, as we 
see each man using one or the other in an attempt to gain some advantage in the negotiations. At 
precisely this moment, the two men realize that Liu is no longer on the roof and fear, for an 
instant, that she may have jumped. Here we see an implicit acknowledgment that they recognize 
that she has been cut out of any say over her own pregnancy or the child she is carrying. Later, 
when formal documents have been drawn up, again though Liu and Wang are present, they have 
no role to play as only the men’s seals are needed to make the agreement binding, and the first 
payment of 20,000 yuan is made to An.  

The degree to which the film exposes how the prerogatives of men in a patriarchal system are 
literally underwritten by capital should be clear. Indeed, we may even argue that money is the 
more important factor in maintaining power and privilege. Nevertheless, all of the characters 
seek ways to subvert the influence of money over their lives. An and Wang’s revenge sex is in 
fact a means of circumventing Lin’s financial clout: An gets to fuck Lin’s wife, and Wang can be 
as promiscuous as Lin without having to pay prostitutes. An also steals the hood ornament off of 
Lin’s Mercedes and holds it to his forehead as he rides off on his bicycle as another sort of 
revenge, mocking Lin’s pretensions rooted in his wealth. When the baby is found to have type A 
blood, at first An is jubilant that the baby is his. After a moment’s reflection, however, An 
decides to bribe the doctor to change the record. He does this, arguably, as much as for the sake 
of cuckolding Lin twice over—that is, tricking him into raising another man’s child—as for the 
100,000 yuan An stands to receive as stipulated in the contract. Even Lin, who stands at the apex 
of the patriarchal and economic hierarchy, works toward human connection rather than mere 
economic exchange: he is constantly cooking and providing small comforts to Liu. While this 
may be construed as intended merely to maintain her wellbeing while she carries and nurses the 
child, it also establishes an emotional bond between them. Indeed, before her final 
disappearance, Liu reciprocates by leaving a fried egg for Lin. At the end of the film, there is 
also a 2:08 long two-shot of Liu and Wang sharing a wordless moment (silent but for some 
crying). They simply hold hands before Liu leaves, indicating their mutual sense of oppression 
and even solidarity as women in a patriarchal society.  

Conversely, money repeatedly fails to provide the pleasures it promises. With his payout, An 
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upgrades his bicycle to a scooter, but he spends his days in boredom either building structures 
out of the stacks of bills or riding aimlessly along the streets on his new scooter. Wang, at the 
moment when Lin agrees to split his assets with her 50-50, demands that he stop the car, and she 
runs away without formalizing the agreement—a sign, it seems to me, of her frustration and 
realization that money could never truly compensate for the emotional harm she has suffered. 
Even Lin, the one character most able to enjoy the social and economic privileges of being rich 
and male, after the child’s biological paternity is revealed to him, begs An not to return the 
money to him and take the child, but rather let him continue to raise the child as his own because 
they are “fated” to be father and son. He flings the envelope of money into the sink, in which he 
had been washing vegetables, where it soaks unheeded in the water. This catalogue of moments 
from the film shows both that the characters recognize the controlling force that money plays in 
their lives as well as the small steps they take to resist or subvert that control, asserting—
sometimes futilely—the power to direct their own lives.  

Camerawork and Symbol  

Up until now I have limited my analysis to the narrative level of the film. Expanding upon the 
previous allegorical readings of Lost in Beijing, I have also argued that class and gender need to 
be considered together when understanding how the film depicts the lives of women in 
contemporary urban Chinese society. Now I turn to an examination of how the camera expresses 
the characters’ psychological states to augment the analysis I have offered above. That is, the 
ramifications of the intertwining of capital and patriarchy are important not merely in the 
structural and material effects created in these characters’ daily lives, but also in the 
psychological and affective states the characters evince in response. Rather than relying on bald 
statements of how they feel in voiceovers or dialogue, the characters’ psychological and affective 
states are conveyed by means of acting, editing, and camerawork, especially the pervasive use of 
a handheld camera.  

As I argued in terms of Suzhou River in Chapter Three, the handheld camera in Lost in Beijing 
also marks this film as engaged in the same empirical realist project that has characterized so 
much of independent PRC film since the 1990s. As a key tactic that both facilitates and marks 
the “liveness” of being there as it happens, the handheld camera not only seems to insure the 
authenticity or truth of the film presented but also becomes a kind of shorthand indicating the 
film’s engagement with larger social issues. Although, as I will argue shortly, this handheld 
camerawork is more importantly understood as exteriorization of the characters’ (and especially 
Pingguo’s) inner psychological and affective states, it is also significant to note how this 
technical aspect likewise taps into this broader film movement to reinforce its concern for social 



justice.  

To be sure, there is nothing inherent about handheld camerawork that necessarily expresses the 
psychological and affective states of the characters on screen. Instead, I am arguing here that the 
camerawork by cinematographer Wang Yu in concert with the acting should be read as 
augmenting the characterizations of the people on screen. In its constant shifting and 
restlessness, the center of focus for Wang’s handheld camera is never quite the characters. That 
is to say, the characters incessantly slip into and out of the center of the shot. This physical 
decentering marks the parallel dislocation of the characters’ affective states: their disheveled 
state of mind is exteriorized in Wang’s agitated camerawork. The characters’ physical and facial 
expressions, sometimes bored or consternated or frustrated or intent, reinforce the unsettled sense 
thus created. Many scenes shot with a handheld camera feature Liu or An walking, either alone 
or together, without speaking. Similarly, there are scenes of Lin or Wang driving along the 
streets of Beijing, and one scene of all four in the same car without conversation. Sometimes in 
close up, and sometimes in medium shots, sometimes focusing on hands or feet, the disquiet of 
the handheld camera conveys the sense of the characters’ aimless meandering. Frequently, the 
handheld camerawork includes pans and tilts, or occasionally changes in depth of field. 
Sometimes these shifts in focus are quite fast, further destabilizing the direction of attention. On 
top of this, the regular use of jump cuts disrupts continuity, indicating a certain dislocation of the 
characters’ affective states.  

Moreover, a number of shots elevate this sense of aimlessness or dislocation into disorientation. 
When Lin calls down to An to begin their discussion of the baby’s paternity, a vertiginous shot 
swoops from a view of Beijing skyscraper rooftops to a bird’s-eye view shot of An suspended 
below washing windows. Just three minutes later, the camera attends Liu, who at first appears to 
be on one of her aimless walks but is in fact getting information about an illegal abortion from 
handbills pasted up along the street. Here, the handheld camera first shoots the reflection in a 
large mirror being carried by two workmen. The mirror leans against their shoulders and flexes 
as they carry it. Liu, walking alongside the mirror examines her reflection in this oddly canted 
and distorted reflection. This mirror serves as a mobile cinema screen allowing Liu to visualize 
herself, and as I will argue below, eventually come to a fuller understanding of her own affective 
state. This understanding, in turn, allows Liu to take action in her own (and her child’s) interest. 
At this point earlier in the film, however, such shots transform the aimlessness that generally 
characterizes these four people into a recognition that they are actually lost: they keep moving 
forward without knowing where they are headed or how to change direction. Whether they are 
rich or poor, money, either in its pursuit or in its spending, is no compass pointing the way 



forward. [Figure 1: Liu Pingguo in Mirror]  

 
Thus far the critique leveled against a newly materialistic Chinese (urban) society is fairly 
conventional. The commoditization of human beings such materialism leads to, especially the 
vulnerable—women, children, and the poor—as well as the spiritual malaise that comes from 
buying into the dubious promises of money to fulfill desires is certainly commonplace, if 
nevertheless true. The demystification of the processes through which dominant (capitalistic or 
patriarchal) forces maintain their social position is an important part of any critique. At the same 
time, as Foucault has taught us, the means available to dominant social institutions to recontain 
such critiques are legion. As just one example, the recognition that Lin Dong has not been able to 
buy himself into a fulfilling human relationship and is himself despondent at the end of the film 
very well may lull audiences into a kind of complacency that would militate against action to 
change their society.  

On the other hand, if we consider the delicate deployment of Lin’s car as a symbol, we can see 
how the film subverts the monetization and commodification of Chinese social relations. 2:06 
into the opening credit sequence of Lost in Beijing, after a brief and abortive encounter between 
Lin Dong and a prostitute, and as the credit sequence continues, the camera lingers on the hood 
ornament of a Mercedes-Benz driving along Beijing’s roadways.

 
After a few seconds the camera 

pans to reveal Lin driving. This opening sequence continues, following Lin off exit ramps and 
across bridges, with fast-paced pans (at the speed of the car, as it drives past) and discontinuous 
editing revealing street scenes of pedestrians, bike and auto traffic, high rise buildings and 
construction cranes. When Lin arrives at the foot massage parlor he owns, The Golden Lotus, as 
the car comes to a stop, the camera centers on the Mercedes-Benz emblem in the middle of the 
hubcap.  



Lin’s Mercedes appears at crucial junctures in the film’s narrative developing its role as the 
film’s central symbol of Lin’s status. After Lin rapes Liu, An chains the Mercedes to The Golden 
Lotus’s business sign causing it to fall on the hood of the car when Lin drives away. An also 
steals the hood ornament and holds it on his forehead as he rides his bicycle back home. The 
hood ornament is later discovered by Lin and taken back. A number of scenes in which different 
arrangements of these four main characters ride in the car prominently include the Mercedes-
Benz emblem emblazoned in gold on a tissue box in the rear. I have already mentioned the 
contract Lin and Wang hammer out while he drives. Most important, the negotiation between Lin 
and Liu concerning compensation for her rape (she ends up grudgingly accepting the paltry 
amount of 2000 yuan) takes place inside the car. He asks her to sit in the back seat and then 
crouches in the doorway blocking her exit as well as maintaining a superior position so that he 
can look down on her.  

As a metonym for Lin’s economic power, the Mercedes provides him significant advantage in 
the various negotiations he conducts in the car. Along with his gold watch and jade jewelry, 
which also appear prominently in a number of shots, the Mercedes marks Lin as the successful 
“boss” that he is. For instance, when Lin delivers some supplies to Liu and An in their cramped 
apartment, the neighbors outside who witness him driving up look at the car in amazement, 
clearly wondering why a Mercedes should be in this run-down neighborhood. And, of course, it 
is precisely the Mercedes that allows Lin the mobility to first go shopping and then penetrate 
even the most dismal corner of Beijing to deliver these provisions.  

The film’s denouement, however, unravels the symbolic force that had been built up in the 
Mercedes. In a shot focusing on her hands, Liu packs the money that An has returned to Lin in a 
rolling suitcase, then with one last look, takes the suitcase and her son and leaves. As I have 
mentioned, a number of critics have questioned the viability of Liu’s departure as effective 
resistance to patriarchal oppression.

 
There are two important factors, however, that strengthen 

Liu’s act of resistance and mitigate these critics’ assessments. First is the fact that Liu takes the 
money with her. Money is the central tool of capitalist exploitation, but in this case Liu steals 
this money in order to support herself and her child in their flight. That is to say, she breaks the 
norms capitalism has set up by taking that which she needs, but which has been designated as not 
hers to use—because the contract was between Lin and An and did not concern her except 
ancillarily as the vessel for the child’s birth. This money, then, to which she does not have a legal 
right, will in fact be deployed against the system it ostensibly serves to enable her escape.  

More important is the symbolic fate of Lin’s Mercedes. Symmetrically to the opening sequence 
and with similarly fast-paced panning and discontinuous editing, the visual images 



accompanying the closing credit sequence begin with the camera scanning—as if from the 
passenger seat of an automobile—the people along the side of the road as a car drives past. Since 
Liu has just left taking her infant son with her, we presume that someone is searching for them. 
Exactly one minute into the final credit sequence, the camera cuts to a high angle shot of a six-
lane road in Beijing teeming with busses and cars. As the credits continue to roll, one car, Lin’s 
Mercedes as it turns out, suddenly stops and turns on its hazard lights. Lin and An climb out of 
the car and begin to push while Lin steers with his hand through the window. Slowly, they push 
the car to the side of the road as the sun goes down. Eventually they push the car until it exits the 
frame at the bottom of the screen. Finally, the image fades to black as the credits and the movie 
end. [Figure 2: Mercedes Breakdown]  

 
If her “theft” of the money which centrally concerned herself and her child but to which she has 
no contractual right marks at the narrative level Liu’s subversion of patriarchal and capitalistic 
oppression, then the Mercedes’ breakdown likewise marks the failure of dominant society to 
successfully police deviant behavior at the symbolic level. The central symbol of Lin’s 
masculinity and wealth (and now also of An’s aspirations for masculinity and wealth) that has 
been built up over the course of the film collapses exactly when it is needed most to buttress the 
men’s superiority.

 
At this moment when the status symbol ironically is needed for its use value, 

it fails and thus simultaneously demolishes the symbolic power and prestige it had stood for.  

The Family Melodrama  

Li Yu’s films have been called “mainstream art films.”
 
As an indication of the way that Lost in 

Beijing and her other films mix entertainment with analysis and criticism of contemporary 
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society, this seems an apt description. There is a long tradition of using cultural forms to speak 
about society in China (see my discussion of national allegory below), of course, and it is thus 
not surprising that Lost in Beijing would seek to comment on woman’s status under the twin 
constraints of patriarchy and capital.  

The specific generic form deployed in Lost in Beijing to communicate this critique is the family 
melodrama, though technically the term probably should be rendered as family ethics film 
(jiating lunli pian), an important sub-set of melodrama.

 
Paul Pickowicz has argued that 

melodrama, while not the only genre available to filmmakers, dominated the Chinese market 
from at least the 1930s, including pre- Liberation leftist films, the later communist output, and 
the films of the fifth generation. While Pickowicz does not specifically address the family 
melodrama, most of his examples crucially revolve around family relationships. Pickowicz, 
following Peter Brooks’s notion that melodrama “exists to locate and to articulate the moral 
occult,”

 
attributes the prevalence of this form to its utility in making social critiques in film. 

Likewise, Rey Chow’s recent study of the sentimental in Chinese film acknowledges that there is 
an overlap between the sentimental and the melodramatic. Not surprisingly, then, a significant 
portion of her analysis also focuses on the family and its portrayal in film. To the extent, then, 
that Chow’s study also involves melodrama, we see that melodrama remains an important 
generic form for contemporary Chinese films. 

Most of all, Lost in Beijing’s generic structure resembles the “maternal melodrama,” important 
seminal Chinese examples of which Yiman Wang has analyzed so well. In such films as The 
Goddess (Shennü, Wu Yonggang, 1934) and Rouge Tears (Yanzhi lei, Wu Yonggang and Chen 
Pi, 1938), Wang highlights “the ultimate disappearance of a lower-class mother who sacrifices 
her own interests and relinquishes her child to the more respectable patriarchal figure.”

 
Indeed, 

for most of the movie, Liu Pingguo embodies such a maternal figure, offering up her child to the 
care of the wealthier and more socially respectable family of Lin Dong and Wang Mei. Unlike 
the mothers Wang examines or the Hollywood versions on which they are based (for example 
Stella Dallas), however, Liu does not sacrifice herself willingly. Most important, in contrast to 
those earlier mothers, who Wang argues are depicted as deriving pleasure and a sense of self-
worth through their sacrifice and the bright futures it has bought for their children, Liu ultimately 
rejects this sacrifice and strikes out on her own. She insists, in deed if not in words, that she is 
the best caregiver for her child.  

The most appropriate comparison, then, may well be with Ibsen’s A Doll’s House and Nora’s 
departure that ends that play. It hardly needs saying that upon its introduction to Chinese 
audiences of the May Fourth period, A Doll’s House and especially the character Nora made a 



tremendous impact. Chinese modernizers of the period hailed Nora as a model on which Chinese 
women should base their own reformations to become independent social actors in their own 
right. Lu Xun famously satirized this notion for its hopelessly unrealistic understanding of 
contemporary Chinese society in the essay “What Happens after Nora Leaves?” and in the short 
story “Regret for the Past.”

 
Despite Lu’s trenchant critique, Nora’s image remained especially 

powerful for those committed to the establishment of a new society. As Haiyan Lee suggests, 
Lu’s analysis hinges on the observation that any potential Chinese Nora is oppressed in terms of 
both gender and class:

 
“to put it bluntly,” as Lu says, in order to effect her escape “what she 

needs is money.”
 
As I have emphasized, Liu takes a significant amount of money with her when 

she leaves the family structure. Thus according to Lu’s analysis, Liu begins her independence on 
relatively sound footing. However, unlike Nora who left her children behind, Liu takes her son 
with her. Indeed, though the text of Lost in Beijing has nothing to say on this matter, the true test 
of the validity of Liu’s escape from patriarchal and capitalist oppression may well pivot on how 
her child fares without the social and financial protections Lin Dong could have afforded him. 
Still, in conjunction with the stolen money, the symbolic force of the Mercedes’ breakdown 
seems to indicate the ultimate success of Liu’s flight.  

Li Yu’s portrayal of Liu, then, taken from the vantage of an updated version of Nora, describes a 
woman who grasps her own independence. Interestingly, this version of independence includes 
both motherhood and a claim to the means (the money) required to support herself and her child. 
Since the family melodrama, with its focus on ethical behavior, takes moral questions of family 
relationships as its central focus, Lost in Beijing dramatizes the immorality of the 
commodification of these relationships. More than this, Liu Pingguo’s departure at the end, by 
including the child, reinserts the moral obligation of a parent—not simply a consumer or 
producer—and thus asserts the legitimacy, even if technically illegal, of her right to this envelope 
of money.  

Identity and National Allegory  

My reading of Li Yu’s Lost in Beijing notes the extant allegorical readings centering on Liu 
Pingguo and her plight—being forced to carry a child who may be the product of rape to fulfill 
her rapist and her husband’s respective desires of having a child and a quick monetary 
windfall—but argues that this interpretation remains limited and incomplete. A consideration of 
the entire narrative, the discontinuous editing and handheld camerawork, the twist the film works 
on the family melodrama form, and most of all the symbolic uses of Lin’s Mercedes-Benz gives 
a fuller picture of this film’s value as well as a more complete understanding of the cultural and 
social critique this film levels at contemporary urban Chinese society. At the very least, the 
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Mercedes-Benz’s breakdown, even as it symbolically undermines the patriarchal attempt to 
reassert authority over Liu and her child, simultaneously marks the possibility of escape from 
oppression.  

In Chapter One, I offered a national allegorical reading of Perhaps Love, noting the resemblance 
between Sun Na’s desire to head out into the world and China’s contemporary prominence on 
the global stage. At the same time, I stressed the degree to which that reading is exterior to the 
text of Perhaps Love itself, but rather read into it. Here, I present a reading that goes beyond the 
allegorical, centrally pivoting on an understanding of the symbolic uses of the Mercedes-Benz in 
the film as well as the generic revision of the family melodrama. We should note how, through 
the broadening of our perspective beyond allegory alone, our attention has been refocused onto 
the critique of the monetization of human relationships and not simply social oppression. This 
refocusing is enabled by our observations of the visual language delivered in the handheld 
camerawork in conjunction with the prominent use of jump cuts in the editing as well as a 
consideration of symbol in the film. And a curious thing happens when we make this interpretive 
shift: China, as such, ceases to be the film’s central issue. I suspect that this shift away from 
specifically Chinese concerns may be attributable to the large role that technical aspects of the 
film (editing, camerawork) play in contrast to narrative or dialogue that specifically references 
Beijing, as well as the fact that the film’s primary symbol (the Mercedes) is a machine that 
globally connotes wealth rather than any individual culture.  

To be sure, the specifics of the PRC’s economic growth and Beijing’s status as a major 
beneficiary of this growth as well as the attending phenomenon of migrant labor from within 
China are indispensible to understanding the film.

 
And yet, as the focus moves to the ethical 

breakdown of the human relationships between these people, the question specifically of Chinese 
women is augmented by a broader concern with the status of woman in a capitalist and 
patriarchal society. This is a question that the family melodramatic form is particularly fitted to 
address. That is to say, Liu Pingguo is certainly exploited, and her structural vulnerability as a 
poor woman living within a capitalistic and patriarchal society makes her exploitation possible, if 
not inevitable. But the film’s process of taking us through her affective—psychological and 
emotional— responses to the challenges this environment has placed in front of her, and most 
important, her Noraesque assertion of independence, make clear that after searching for direction 
the whole film, she has finally found a path for herself. An and Lin, on the other hand, remain 
lost in a fruitless search. Insofar as this film may be understood on an allegorical level, I suggest, 
this conclusion refers not simply to Chinese women or men but to any woman or man living 
under increasingly ubiquitous conditions of capital in collusion with patriarchy. But, of course, 
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my point is that such an understanding is not simply allegorical, for the social critique that Lost 
in Beijing performs is impossible without recognizing the film’s simultaneous use of symbol.  

For both of these interpretations—for Perhaps Love as much as for Lost in Beijing—China’s 
newfound centrality to global conditions plays a crucial role. It is arguable that the national 
allegorical mode came to prominence in China when, beginning at the end of the nineteenth 
century, narrative art overtook poetry in literary prominence. In part this was a result of exposure 
to Western literature, culture and society.

 
At the turn of the twenty-first century, it could be 

argued, China’s literary, artistic and filmic worlds have expanded beyond national allegorical 
modes alone, again in part because of (re)exposure to outside culture, art, and society. With 
Reform and Opening, begun by Deng Xiaoping, the PRC encountered contemporary global film 
trends—perhaps most importantly those of Taiwan and Hong Kong. Two things seem to me to 
be happening simultaneously. First, increasingly capitalized, consumer oriented market culture 
has been making inroads into Chinese society (of the PRC, Taiwan, and Hong Kong) that makes 
Beijing just one more global city on a par with (or perhaps exceeding) Hong Kong or Taipei or 
New York or Paris. Second, China’s (in this case, perhaps less-so Taiwan, but certainly including 
Hong Kong) rising prominence and leadership in global affairs increasingly leads to Chinese 
standards influencing and even becoming global standards. For both these reasons, inasmuch as 
they converge in creating human issues on a global scale and not local, specifically Chinese 
concerns, the national allegorical mode alone may be less effective in expressing artistic 
representations of social issues. That is to say, while there will certainly be intrinsically Chinese 
reactions to such global influences, as Chinese global standing and influence continues to grow 
and extend its reach, the global itself will take on Chinese characteristics. In such a new 
situation, allegory may be best suited to reveal aspects of human identity, in it’s local Chinese, 
Taiwanese, or Hong Kongese ethnic iteration, but no longer lashed to the boundaries of a nation.  

It is important that we recognize these changes and take them into account in our criticism of 
artistic texts. As scholars we should guard against worries of deracination and the loss of Chinese 
identity, the desire to be sure that specific local political inequities not be overwhelmed (and thus 
allowed to proceed unchallenged) by “universal” circumstances. On the other hand, neither 
should we dismiss Liu’s theft of Lin’s money or the symbolic meaning of the Mercedes’ 
breakdown as yet more belated experiences repeating again what the West already knows. Such 
a dismissal simply reifies a global hierarchy, which, though never morally tenable, for political 
and economic reasons was more or less taken for granted for several centuries. Just as I argue 
that the predominance of the national allegorical form in Chinese studies needs to be 
reconsidered in light of China’s recent historical, political and economic development, so too do 



I suggest that we as scholars of China must find a way to insist that cultural texts be both 
Chinese and human. Like Liu simultaneously claiming her son and her own independence, it 
must be possible for specifically Chinese—no matter of PRC, Hong Kong, or Taiwanese 
origin— cultural texts to also signify beyond the particular field of Chinese studies.  

The circulation of film genres across political borders certainly plays a role here. Melodrama, as 
I have argued, including especially the family melodrama, has always been one of the most 
important genres in Chinese (again of Hong Kong, the PRC, and Taiwan) film. But it is no less 
important a film genre in other global cinemas, perhaps especially Hollywood, but certainly also 
including the South Korean, Japanese, Bollywood or European industries. Lost in Beijing is an 
important addition to the global formation of family melodramas because of the hope it holds out 
for escape from patriarchal control. In that moment when Pingguo looks into a mirror being 
carried along the street by construction workers [Figure 1], she seems to see herself projected on 
a mobile screen. It takes the rest of the film for the affective state produced by seeing herself thus 
before it leads to Pingguo acting out, taking her baby and her life into her own hands.   


