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Abstract 

This thesis examines the rise of Chinese 3D animated blockbusters and their negotiation of 

“national style” in the postsocialist cultural landscape of contemporary China. Taking the 

commercial success of Jiaozi’s Ne Zha series (2019 and 2025) as a starting point, it situates 

recent animated films within a longer historical trajectory that connects wartime propaganda 

animation, socialist-era aesthetic experimentation, and the market-driven film industry of the 

reform era. Rather than treating national style as a fixed cultural essence, the thesis questions how 

it has been continually reconfigured in response to changing political and technological 

conditions. Drawing on the notion of postsocialism, this thesis argues that contemporary Chinese 

animation operates within a cultural environment shaped by the simultaneous pressures of 

socialist ideological legacies, capitalist market imperatives, and nationalist developmental goals. 

Through case studies of Light Chaser Animation’s Green Snake and Jiaozi’s Ne Zha series, the 

thesis explores how mythological adaptations and their related online nationalist discourse reveal 

ongoing negotiations between global media industries and local cultural traditions. Ultimately, 

the thesis argues that Chinese 3D animated blockbusters reveal the contemporization of national 

style in the postsocialist era while demonstrating how animation functions as a cultural site where 

national identity and nationalist desires are negotiated among studios, the nation, and spectators. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 The Return of the National Style 

In 2025, the release of Jiaozi’s Ne Zha1 2  (nezha zhi motong naohai 哪吒之魔童闹海, 2025) 

dramatically altered the landscape of Chinese cinema. Grossing more than 15 billion yuan, the 3D 

animated film not only greatly surpassed the performance of its predecessor which already earned 

over 5 million yuan but also became the latest highest-grossing film in China. 

The remarkable financial success of Ne Zha 2 is an important epitome of the meteoric rise of 

Chinese animations in the past decade, more precisely, it reflected how domestic animated works 

have gradually come into public attention through the introduction and production of 3D 

animated blockbusters: while Monkey King: Hero Is Back (xiyouji zhi dasheng guilai 西游记之

大圣归来, 2015) marked a milestone by showcasing technical sophistication that was considered 

nearly on par with the level of Hollywood animated films, it was followed by similar examples 

that also gained significant popularity, including White Snake (baishe: yuanqi 白蛇：缘起, 2019), 

Jiang Ziya (jiang ziya 姜子牙, 2020) and New Gods: Yang Jian (xinshenbang: yang jian 新神

榜：杨戬, 2022). 

Intriguingly, these works are highly consistent with one another in terms of their themes; 

that is, most of them are adapted from canonical works of ancient Chinese literature or traditional 

Chinese folklore. For instance, Jiaozi’s Ne Zha series is substantially based on the widely 

recognized Nezha legend which has been reinterpreted across various cultural forms over the 

centuries. This is hardly a new phenomenon in the genre’s development in China, in fact, 

traditional narratives and artworks have been a major source of animations during socialist period. 

 

1 While the deity 哪吒 is generally transliterated as “Nezha” in English-language contexts, Jiaozi’s film 
series adopts the alternative rendering “Ne Zha,” separating the two syllables in its official English title. 
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According to Chen Yuanyuan (2017, 177), approximately 43% of the animated works produced 

in China between the 1950s and the 1980s were inspired by classical Chinese literature, and those 

that won multiple international awards were largely faithful to their literary originals. Moreover, 

these animations adopted traditional Chinese painting techniques as their artistic styles, including 

ink-wash painting, with some works directly drawing visual motifs from renowned paintings, 

such as Volume of Flower, Bird, Fish and Insect (1949) by Qi Baishi (Chen 2017, 181–82). 

Daisy Du (2021) also addressed this issue in her research. She contends that the aesthetics of 

many contemporary CGI animated feature films have inherited the socialist legacy of portraying a 

sense of “national style”. In other words, they continue to draw on ancient Chinese literature and 

folklore, and despite a certain degree of modernization, the narratives and character 

configurations have remained largely unchanged; she further argues that Chinese audiences are 

already so familiar with these storytelling patterns that they watch domestic animated films 

primarily to appreciate advances in technology (Du 2021, 259).  

Despite the various perspectives that the framework of national style may inspire, what Du 

seems to overlook is that national style is always an ambiguous concept per se. Similar to the 

term “national cinema,” this concept may also neglect that the nation itself is a historically and 

socially constructed form, and that national identity is an “impossible unity” that must be 

continually narrated into existence (Berry and Farquhar 2006, 6–7). The very notion of a China’s 

national style is “problematically essentialist” yet flexible for censorship, rendering the 

government entitled to determine what can be counted as a legitimate representative for Chinese 

culture, despite its heterogeneous nature and complicated transformations in history, and what can 

be eliminated for being insufficiently Chinese (Whyke et al. 2021, 161). An example of pursuing 

“authentic” Chineseness during socialist period is that, the term “fine art film (meishu pian 美术

片 ),” rather than “cartoon” was used to describe domestic animated films after 1949 to 



 

3 

deliberately distinguish them from international cinema, a clear refusal to build connection with 

Western and imperial cinematic influence (Whyke et al. 2021, 159). Therefore, rather than 

directly concluding that contemporary animated works are mere replications haunted by socialist 

specters, it is more important to inquire: Why do successful examples often build their narratives 

on classical cultural texts? What changes, if any, have been made in these latest works that 

indicate clear transformations of the national style and a new mode of interaction with both the 

public and cultural institutions in a new environment? 

 

1.2 Toward a Postsocialist Chinese Cinema 

The dominance of national style in Chinese 3D animated blockbusters is often perceived as a 

gesture of nation branding influenced or encouraged by Chinese authorities. In fact, Chinese 

animations were already tasked with serving propagandistic purposes from the beginning: Arising 

in China in the 1920s, this genre has initially developed a great intimacy with the nation’s 

revolutionary ideology. In Song Fung Yuk (2021, 233–36)’s summary, a large number of Chinese 

animations during the Second Sino-Japanese War were created to promote political messages, 

including narratives opposing Japanese aggression and promoting patriotic sentiments; in fact, 33 

of the total 55 animations produced in the nation in 1941 had a strong link with the 

aforementioned topics; this trend continued in the Maoist era, when the content of animations 

mainly served for political needs, with prime examples such as Long Live the Great Leap 

Forward (1959). 

Such a development might make us reminiscent of the so-called “main melody” films. First 

surfacing in 1987 during the accelerated commercialization of the film industry, this genre was 

expected to assume didactic and pedagogical functions, with historical subjects serving as a key 

resource to reinforce Party legitimacy and to respond to the ideological challenges that emerged 



 

4 

after 1989 (Yu 2013, 167). It is ironic, however, to witness how such films have included a 

growing number of commercial elements to attract public enthusiasm and secure their incomes. 

For instance, when director Huang Jianxin planned the “Founding Trilogy,” he assembled an all-

star cast to target younger audiences (Yan 2022, 338), and as a result, remarkably high box-office 

revenues were achieved. Before Ne Zha 2 topped China’s all-time box-office chart, two of the 

previous record holders were Wolf Warriors 2 (2017) and The Battle at Lake Changjin (2021), 

two representative works of the main melody genre that vividly display the nation’s military 

power.  

An increasing number of works from both genres have generated widespread nationalist 

fervor. This phenomenon suggests that they operate within a shared cultural ecosystem that can 

only be fully understood in the context of the postsocialist PRC: 

Arif Dirlik’s (1989) concept of “postsocialism” provides a critical framework for 

understanding contemporary China’s social and cultural dynamics. Rather than signifying the end 

of socialism or inevitable capitalist restoration, postsocialism describes a specific historical 

condition where socialist states maintain structural commitments to socialism while 

simultaneously integrating into the capitalist world order. This creates a fundamental tension: 

China seeks to admit capitalism into socialism only on the condition that it serves national 

autonomy and state sovereignty rather than subverting them. 

Dirlik argues that this condition arose from China’s historical trajectory. Since the early 20th 

century, Chinese socialism initially emerged as a response to the devastation of capitalism, 

offering an alternative developmental path rooted in national liberation. In contemporary China, 

however, this logic has been reversed: socialism has been increasingly treated as an obstacle to 

modernization that must be amended through the “proven methods of capitalist development” 

(Dirlik 1989, 36). The resulting system which was later named “socialism with Chinese 

characteristics” retains socialist institutional legacies from the 1950s while operating largely 
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through market mechanisms. Postsocialism is therefore not a temporary compromise but a new 

mode of production shaped by the global hegemony of capitalism. Socialist structures persist as 

institutional legacies and ideological safeguards, even as the vision of a socialist future has 

largely diminished. 

This framework illuminates why contemporary Chinese cultural production cannot be 

understood as autonomous cultural expression. Instead, it must be analyzed in relation to the 

postsocialist condition, in which cultural forms simultaneously navigate state socialist ideology, 

capitalist market imperatives, and nationalist developmental goals within the constraints of global 

capitalism. 

 

1.3 Chapters 

This thesis consists of two chapters. 

Chapter 1 examines how “national style” has been contemporized in Chinese 3D animated 

blockbusters. It begins by addressing the phenomenon that, despite achieving remarkable box-

office success, franchises such as Ne Zha series and White Snake trilogy have generated the vast 

majority of their revenue from domestic audiences while receiving comparatively limited 

attention in overseas markets. This imbalance reflects the ongoing negotiation between Western 

industrial influences and local cultural traditions that Chinese animators must navigate. 

The chapter further traces the historical evolution of national style as a dominant aesthetic 

paradigm in Chinese animation, which emerged during the wartime period, flourished in the 

socialist era with the rise of the Chinese School, and declined after the Reform and Opening Up. 

This in fact illustrates both a persistent technophilia and a desire within the national industry to 

contemporize animation narratives while retaining cultural specificity. 
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It then turns to the transformation of Light Chaser Animation, one of the two major Chinese 

studios producing 3D animated blockbusters in China. After sustaining financial losses with 

original storylines, the studio achieved commercial viability only when it shifted toward 

adaptations of Chinese myths and folklores. 

The chapter continues with a close reading of Green Snake (baishe2: qingshe jieqi 白蛇 2：

青蛇劫起 , 2021), the second installment of White Snake trilogy. It analyzes how the film 

reconfigures national style through dystopian world-building and a mode of Sino-no-futurity 

which challenges the assumption that Chinese 3D animated blockbusters function merely as 

vehicles of state propaganda or as straightforward articulations of the “Chinese Dream.” At the 

same time, it explores the film’s queer potential, arguing that such affective ambiguity indirectly 

reflects a logic of “brand nohomonationalism.” 

Chapter 2 investigates the extraordinary popularity of Jiaozi’s Ne Zha series, focusing on its 

reinterpretation of the Nezha figure as a twenty-first-century hero and the digital nationalist 

currents that have developed around the franchise. 

It first examines how Nezha has been transformed across different Chinese cultural 

adaptations, particularly comparing Nezha Conquers the Dragon King (1979) with Jiaozi’s Ne 

Zha series (2019 and 2025). 

This chapter continues to examine how Ne Zha series renegotiates the theme of family. 

While Nezha Conquers the Dragon King weakens patriarchal authority in line with Maoist 

collectivist ideals, Jiaozi’s Ne Zha series reconstructs the family as a supportive and child-

centered unit that is characteristic of postsocialist China. Drawing on Yunxiang Yan’s analysis of 

the rise of individualism and “descending familism,” this section reveals how Nezha’s rebellion is 

ultimately contained within familial validation. Together, these adaptations illustrate the difficulty 

of imagining a fully revolutionary transformation of the family structure. 
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This chapter further centers on analyzing Nezha’s corporeality through multiple lenses. The 

repeated urination scenes function as gendered performative acts that construct and expose the 

instability of masculine norms. Based on Butler’s theory of gender performativity, the author 

demonstrates how these scatological displays compulsively reinforce male identity while 

simultaneously revealing its fragility. This chapter further considers how Jiaozi’s film series 

constructs a new framework for the contemporary national hero who perpetually in a state of 

growth and becoming, marked by multi-layered corporeality and accumulated violence.  

This chapter lastly examine the online controversies regarding Jiaozi’s Ne Zha series, which 

is also related to a 3D animation series of similar periods named I Am What I Am (xiongshi 

shaonian 雄狮少年, 2021 and 2024). They both engage with themes of traditional Chinese 

culture but ultimately received completely opposite commentaries online. By conducting 

discourse analysis on Weibo and Douban, it examines the nationwide film craze surrounding the 

Ne Zha series and how it reveals a desire for transnational cultural competitions and the Chinese 

imagination of the global, especially centering on how the Chinese netizens who grew up 

witnessing the global dominance of Hollywood films develop a demand for homegrown 

nationalist narratives in response to the globalized media landscape. The discussion will be 

accompanied by an analysis of the online accusations of ruhua (辱华, “humiliating China”) 

directed at the I Am What I Am series and their entanglement with the construction of national 

identities, which stem from a misalignment of aesthetic perceptions among the production team, 

the authorities, and certain segments of the local audience. 
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2. Chapter One: Reimagining the Old Tales: Contemporizing a 
National Style in 3D Animated Blockbusters 

2.1 Postsocialist Negotiations: Technophilia and the Reconfiguration of 
Narrative Desire 

Amid the seemingly unstoppable rise of Chinese 3D animated blockbusters, it is difficult to 

neglect the fact that the overwhelming majority of their box office revenue derives from domestic 

audiences. Of its total gross of 2.26 billion USD, Ne Zha 2 generated only 4.84 million USD in 

Australia, 1.59 million USD in the United Kingdom, and 2.33 million USD in the US (Box Office 

Mojo n.d.). In comparison, long-established animation studios such as Pixar and Disney have 

been able to penetrate international markets from an early stage. For instance, Zootopia (2016) 

earned approximately 224 million USD at the Chinese box office (Maoyan n.d.), out of a total 

worldwide gross of about 1.025 billion. 

This might remind us of the structural affinities between Chinese 3D animated blockbusters 

and contemporary “main melody” cinema. While animated films frequently draw on ancient 

myths and classical narratives, main melody films tend to revisit wartime or socialist-era histories 

in order to evoke patriotic sentiment and reinforce a sense of belonging to the People’s Republic 

of China. The similarly domestic-oriented box-office patterns of these two genres suggest not 

merely a commercial strategy, but a shared cultural orientation toward engaging local 

spectatorship. However, it is important to note that the original function of main melody films as 

vehicles of state propaganda has gradually diminished over time. 

Driven by marketization and industrial restructuring, contemporary main melody films 

operate within a growing tension between commercial imperatives and ideological responsibility. 

In seeking to attract younger audiences, they increasingly adopt the conventions of genre cinema 

and Hollywood-style spectacle to foreground entertainment and market appeal. Yet this strategy 

often weakens their didactic force: as narratives of recent main melody films rely on action and 
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sensory intensity, viewers are more likely to consume the pleasures of spectacle than to 

internalize nationalist messaging. At the same time, digital-age spectators are no longer passive 

subjects of ideological interpellation and attempts to stage moments of sublimity frequently meet 

with irony or ridicule in online discourse. Besides, main melody works have effectively 

transformed into commercial entertainment draped in ideological symbolism, while Xi Jinping’s 

2014 warning against art becoming a “slave to the market” further exposed this contradiction. 

Ultimately, the growing autonomy of Chinese spectators reveals an expanding structural gap 

between state ideology and market-driven cultural production (Yau 2019).  

Furthermore, Yu Hongmei (2008) contends that the intensified promotion of main melody 

films following the 1989 political crisis triggered an ideological crisis among the public, 

particularly as the ambiguity of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics clashed with the nation’s 

socialist heritage. This “ideological jet lag” (Yu 2008, 276) creates a rift between state-encoded 

messages and audience reception, fostering what Stuart Hall (1980, 117–27) terms negotiated and 

oppositional readings. In Hall’s encoding/decoding model, negotiated readings occur when 

audiences partly accept the preferred meaning of a text while adapting it to their own social 

positions, whereas oppositional readings emerge when audiences recognize the intended message 

but actively reject it. Such interpretive flexibility reveals the instability of ideological 

communication in contemporary Chinese media culture. 

These developments point to a far more complex terrain in the negotiation and 

representation of Chineseness. Even when animated blockbusters deliberately present a “national 

style”, the increasingly active mode of spectatorship in contemporary China allows audiences to 

generate interpretations that exceed, complicate, or even diverge from the filmmakers’ intentions. 

Animated blockbusters thus participate in the ongoing construction of a renewed Chineseness: by 

drawing on cultural traditions to reinterpret the present and imagine possible futures, these films 

shape both aesthetic sensibilities and forms of emotional identification. While main melody 
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cinema tends to articulate national ideology in direct and explicit ways, animation often performs 

similar cultural work in a more indirect and affective manner. 

The global circulation of local cultural products has long been a prominent topic in Chinese 

policy documents and state media reports. An article published by Jiefang Daily, one of China’s 

major state media outlets, claimed that the limited ability to attract foreign animation audiences 

stems from the perceived obscurity of traditional Chinese culture, particularly mythological 

narratives that domestic spectators are familiar with but that may appear inaccessible to 

international viewers (Gong 2025). The writer further argues that successful Western animation 

studios such as Disney tend to center their narratives on so-called universal values that resonate 

with a broad global audience (Gong 2025). The author may fail to recognize that the creative 

output of these studios belongs to a pervasive Western cultural paradigm. This system has 

dominated global discourse and deeply permeated postcolonial societies through long-standing 

cultural imperialism, and consequently, what is presented as universal is in fact a strategic 

construct of Western hegemony.  

Although the author’s arguments are not entirely convincing, they nonetheless expose a 

critical tension in the transformation of Chinese animation. The genre has long struggled to 

reconcile Western influences with domestic cultural sensibilities; this dilemma becomes most 

conspicuous as a reimagined form of national style that began to emerge in 3D animated 

blockbusters. 

Since the beginning of Reform and Opening Up, there has been a huge visual revolution in 

China’s animation industry. In terms of artistic style, an obvious decline of the Chinese School 

was witnessed, and it was replaced by computer-generated imagery (CGI) technology; in terms of 

storytelling structures and themes, a growing number of animations created narratives that 

transcended socialist paradigms. 
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The prevalence of a national style was illustrated through the extensive application of 

traditional Chinese fine arts techniques during the socialist era, a phenomenon once celebrated as 

the heyday of the “Chinese School”. To distinguish indigenous creations from the Soviet models 

they had once emulated, the Shanghai Animation Film Studio and its director, Te Wei, embarked 

on a three-decade quest for a distinct Chinese Model. This period saw rigorous experimentation 

with diverse folk arts, including puppet theater, paper-cutting, Peking Opera, and even ink-

painting. By integrating narratives from Chinese history and classical literature, the studio 

produced seminal works such as Havoc in Heaven (1961 and 1964) and The Conceited General 

(1956). From Te’s perspective, this flourishing of animation was largely attributable to the 

abundant funding and resources provided by the state, coupled with a government policy that, 

while maintaining the fundamental requirement of aligning animation with ideological education, 

refrained from direct interference in the nuances of artistic creation (Lent and Xu 2010, 116–18). 

However, by late 1980s, the government began weaning studios off state support, 

encouraging subcontracts for overseas companies and imposing massive production quotas to 

feed the growing television market. For instance, Shanghai Animation Film Studio’s profits 

plummeted from 143 million yuan in 1987 to 48 million yuan in 1988. This policy shift led to a 

“tremendous escape” (Wu 2018, 68) of talent. Animators, previously state employees with artistic 

autonomy, faced a severe brain drain as more than 100 professionals left for higher-paying jobs in 

South China to process overseas animation. As a result, the national style was increasingly 

viewed as too classically traditional to be easily commodified. The rise of television animation 

further fragmented spectatorship, replacing the “abstract aesthetic” of the Chinese School with 

commercialized, Westernized visual effects (Wu 2018, 52). 

Moreover, China exhibited a burgeoning enthusiasm for CGI during the 1990s, a technology 

soon permeated various sectors, from advertisements to animations. While there was widespread 

optimism regarding a smooth departure from the previous aesthetic habits and modes with the 



 

12 

introduction of cutting-edge technology, the actual output suggested otherwise, presenting a 

mismatch between the fast-pacing technological development and the storytelling yet to progress. 

The director of Lotus Lantern (1999) once stated with ambition that the film was specifically 

made for Chinese kids who have grown up watching Disney animations (Wu 2018, 101). 

However, the film manifested a nostalgic pastiche of Oriental spectacles and ethnic minority 

cultures, retaining only fragments of the “Chineseness” that previous Chinese animations 

conventionally maintained to ensure it could easily fit into Western commercial modes of 

production. It hinted at a lack of imagination regarding how a Chinese story should be told in the 

contemporary world (Wu 2018, 80). 

Such a situation has been inherited in the development of Chinese 3D animated blockbusters. 

These works were mostly produced by two animation companies, namely Coloroom and Light 

Chaser Animation Although both are industry giants, they represent two different trajectories: 

The former has been backed by the veteran expertise of Enlight Media, enjoying uninterrupted 

commercial success, most notably with Jiaozi’s Ne Zha series; the latter, however, has followed a 

more arduous path, yet its evolution more poignantly illustrates the developmental struggles 

inherent in the early stages of contemporary Chinese animation industry. 

Light Chaser was founded by Gary Wang in 2013, following his resignation as CEO of 

Tudou, one of China’s leading video-sharing platforms. Determined to maintain creative 

autonomy, he declined to collaborate with American producers who dismissed his narrative ideas, 

instead focusing on recruiting experienced talents from prestigious Western studios like 

DreamWorks Animation, aiming to bridge the technological gap while retaining control over the 

story (Timeline 2013). Wang’s strategy in animation production showcased his commitment to 

narrative and visual originality, taking Little Door Gods (2016) as an example, while refining the 

script through 30 revisions, he demanded a technically unprecedented ballroom scene with over 
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200 colorful lights and imposed a complex requirement: designing unique costumes for 140 

characters to reflect the changing seasons (Chen 2015). 

However, Wang’s perseverance did not yield the expected results. Despite aiming to 

compete with Kung Fu Panda 3 (2016) from its inception, Light Chaser’s first three films that 

centered on original storytelling were all financial failures, prompting Wang to cease his 

directorship over the studio’s subsequent projects. The studio’s fortunes only changed with White 

Snake (2019); this co-production with Warner Bros., which was adapted from Legend of the 

White Snake, marked Light Chaser’s first commercially successful venture. Following this huge 

breakthrough, the studio relied almost exclusively on reimagining Chinese classical canon, 

ranging from folklore and historical accounts to ancient literature.  

Table 1. Films produced by Light Chaser Animation since 2019 

Title of the film Year Originated from 

White Snake 2019 The Legend of the White Snake 

New Gods: Nezha 

Reborn 
2021 Stories of Ne Zha in Investiture of the Gods 

Green Snake 2021 The Legend of the White Snake 

New Gods: Yang Jian 2022 
Stories of Yang Jian in Investiture of the 

Gods 

Chang’an 2023 Stories about poets in Tang dynasty 

White Snake: Afloat 2024 The Legend of the White Snake 

Curious Tales of a 

Temple 
2025 

Stories in Strange Tales from a Chinese 

Studio 
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There is a certain irony in the fact that a studio, which initially sought to challenge the 

American mode of production, was ultimately revitalized by narrating a traditional Chinese story 

with the assistance of Western firms. It might also demonstrate Light Chaser’s new stance on 

negotiating the presentation of Chineseness, suggesting a more open perspective that destabilized 

the once rigid definition of a national style. The departure from a singular national aesthetic 

echoes the need to rethink the very category of “Chinese animation”. Thomas Lamarre (2017, 

124–25) proposes to disaggregate the homogeneity inherent in this concept, arguing that it should 

not function as a reductive label in the global market that categorizes works while obscuring their 

diversity. Instead, he suggests rediscovering the fragmented, transregional production processes 

characterized by continuous deterritorialization and reterritorialization, moving toward the 

establishment of a “Sino-animation-scape” that transcends traditional geopolitical boundaries. 

Light Chaser’s artistic practices after the strategic shift certainly interpreted new possibilities of 

national style that can only be achieved under the current development of Chinese animations as 

discussed by Lamarre. In the following section, these shifts will be further examined through 

analyzing dystopian futurity and queer sentiments in Green Snake (2021), the second installment 

of White Snake trilogy. 

 

2.2 Dystopian World-building and Sino-no-futurism  

Of the three films Light Chaser adapted from The Legend of the White Snake, the latest one 

White Snake: Afloat (2024) was most closely related to the original plot. In the canonical version, 

Xiao Bai (the white snake) falls in love with the human scholar Xu Xian in Song dynasty during 

her exploration of the human world with her sister Xiao Qing (the green snake), only to be 

eventually subjugated by Fa Hai, the monk who enforces the taboo against inter-species romance. 

In contrast, White Snake (2019) and Green Snake (2021) radicalized the narrative by reshaping its 
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temporal and thematic settings. The former draws upon Liu Zongyuan’s essay “The Snake-

Catcher’s Tale” to center on how Xiao Bai and Xu Xuan (Xu Xian in his past life) transcend the 

binary opposition between humanity and the snake clan; together, they forge a romantic bond and 

rebel against an imperial advisor who exploits the peasantry through forced snake-hunting. The 

latter, meanwhile, chronicles Xiao Qing’s journey after she is defeated by Fa Hai and 

subsequently banished to a dystopian realm called Asura City. 

The narrative structure of the “White Snake Universe” deliberately creates a temporal gap 

between the first and second installments. By omitting the most canonized folklore and fast-

forwarding directly to Xiao Qing’s odyssey in a dystopian space, the producers signal a clear 

ambition to prioritize original world-building. While a brief prologue of the Song Dynasty 

backstory suffices for Chinese audiences steeped in the legend, this elliptical storytelling may 

leave international viewers who lack the cultural schema struggling to reconstruct the prequel’s 

context. This intentional design suggests a possibility to transcend the conventional discourses of 

human-yaoguai (妖怪 , Chinese monsters) antagonism and engage with deeper questions of 

temporal fluidity. 

After Xiao Qing descends into an unknown realm, she is first confronted by a painting 

populated with densely packed, exaggerated, and eyes-closed laughing faces (see Fig. 1).  

 

Figure 1. Yue Minjun’s painting in Green Snake (2021) 
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They are a hallmark of Yue Minjun’s most renowned works which are variations of his 

self-portraits. Yue is a contemporary Chinese artist who have focused on depicting political 

issues in a radical and avant-garde manner. The visual repetitions of corporeality in his paintings 

resonates with the Terracotta Warriors, where an illusion of individuality is constrained by a 

standardized, collective manufacturing process. This tension illuminates the intricate dialectic 

between the singular physique and the body politic. The ubiquitous smile, as an extension of 

“postmodern melancholy,” functions as a response to the political climate of post-1989 China. 

By mirroring Foucault’s notion of panopticism, the compartmentalized compositions and 

homogenized expressions illustrate how self-censorship operates within a society, as individuals 

self-regulate to satisfy the demands of collective uniformity (Ho 2013, 221-226). The subtle 

visual reference to this avant-garde contemporary art suggests a possibility that Asura City is 

more than a purely fictional, mythical realm, but rather a site that somehow reflects chaotic 

political struggles in the contemporary society.  

   Following the encounter with Yue’s painting, what Xiao Qing witnesses in the following 

scene are a myriad of skyscrapers, empty roads and destroyed cars, an obvious simulacrum of a 

21st-century metropolis. However, she is immediately attacked by a non-human creature and 

rescued by a mysterious masked man. As the narrative unfolds, Xiao Qing discovers that Asura 

City is a liminal space that aggregates individuals from diverse spatio-temporal backgrounds 

whose unfulfilled desires were too profound to enter the cycle of reincarnation at the moment of 

death, while her supernatural powers are also suppressed. Thus, the city exists outside of secular 

temporal order and dissolves the traditional interspecies hierarchy, forcing humans and yaoguai 

into a shared struggle for survival. 

Moreover, Asura City is plagued by periodic disasters, such as floods and tornadoes, purging 

its inhabitants and forcing Xiao Qing to explore effective ways to leave the place and find Xiao 

Bai again. As the story progresses, Xiao Qing learns that escape from Asura City requires leaping 
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into the Pool of Void, a place that allow her to relinquish her obsessions and surrender her 

memories to enter the cycle of reincarnation. Obsession functions as the film’s central conceit, 

one deeply intertwined with temporality: the denizens of Asura City are those who cling to an 

unfulfilled past, refusing to renounce desires that have long since withered. If obsession is 

conceptualized as an arrested past, and reincarnation, marked by the severing of previous 

memories, as a future devoid of history, then Xiao Qing’s refusal to leave the city at the cost of 

her memories about Xiao Bai renders her a “futureless” being. This thematic complexity is 

further emphasized by the figure of the mysterious, nameless man. Suffering from a temporal 

amnesia that conceals the very obsession binding him to this realm, he is unable to enter 

reincarnation, existing instead as a being that merely holds the present. 

Temporality is a major element in the discourse of “Chinese Dream”. Mythologically-

themed animation serves as an ideal medium for examining questions of national identity, insofar 

as myth functions as a form that encodes social experience and consolidates collective identity 

(Caschera 2024, 300). In addition, in their analysis of the intricate temporality intrinsic to myth-

related Chinese animations, Whyke and Brown (2023, 115–16) highlight the growing visibility of 

the “Chinese Dream” as a discourse that has gradually permeated various forms of cultural 

production. They argue that this discourse encapsulates a symbolically celebrated past and 

present while emphasizing a technologically driven future, thereby allowing the nation to reclaim 

its historical glory within a modernized framework of “Chinese characteristics”. This is most 

explicitly manifested in contemporary Chinese 3D animated blockbusters, which leverage rapidly 

advancing technology to anchor and revitalize traditional narratives.  

However, Green Snake presents a stark departure from this celebratory technological 

discourse, utilizing its unique world-building to express a profound skepticism toward the 

“Chinese Dream” paradigm. Rather than a glorified vision of national progress, the film 

constructs Asura City as a dystopian “non-place”, an anarchic urban wasteland where the 
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architectural logic of the contemporary metropolis is stripped of its order and meaning. 

Meanwhile, the important places such as the “Pool of Void” and the “Ruguo Bridge” are infused 

with ancient Buddhist motifs that signify existential uncertainty rather than cultural triumph. The 

presence of high-tech weaponry and CGI-enhanced spectacles does not reclaim historical glory 

but instead illustrating the precariousness of a society where both ancient demons and modern 

humans are indiscriminately consumed by the natural law of Asura City, which is recurring 

catastrophes. Crucially, Xiao Qing’s ultimate victory in the Black Wind Cave is predicated not on 

the mastery of technology or magic, but on the painful abandonment of Xiao Bai’s ribbon, a 

material relic of the past. By forcing its protagonist to let go of external artifacts to survive, the 

film suggests that the relentless acceleration of modernity and technological empowerment may 

lead to a loss of self and a fragmented reality. In this sense, Green Snake functions as a critique of 

the very technologically driven future that other blockbusters seek to canonize. 

This critical stance in Green Snake resonates with what Ge Zhang (2021) terms “Sino-no-

futurism”. The notion rejects the Western-centric concept of “Sinofuturism,” which emerged 

from the same Oriental impulse that used to label China as barbaric (Conn 2020, 66) and now 

depicts China’s future as a dehumanized, technologically accelerated machine. Asura City in 

Green Snake is a dumping ground for the “material and affective excesses” (Zhang 2021, 95) of 

different eras, and its sociotechnological time unfolds in relation to the metropolis’s technological 

development, yet is filled with a sense of perpetual ordinariness, an unending every day. In this 

way, Asura City resembles the urban-rural fringe Zhang discusses, which produces a state of “no-

futurity,” exemplifying what Christophe Thouny (2009, 116) calls a “quotidianized apocalypse”: 

a condition marked by the absence of departure, destination, or return. The dystopian world 

portrayed in the film also reflects how Zhang maps this logic onto the experience of COVID-19 

lockdowns, characterizing it as a poetics evacuated of hope and thick with foreboding, structured 

around an ending that is perpetually postponed. Within this framework, the apocalypse is no 
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longer a singular event to be feared, but a recurring condition that constantly arrives yet never 

truly concludes (Zhang 2021, 96-97). 

 

2.3 Queering the Snake Sisterhood  

In numerous interviews, the producers of White Snake trilogy were asked if they deliberately 

incorporated more mature themes to challenge the public perception that Light Chaser Animation 

was primarily devoted to juvenile content (Chen 2019). This shift is particularly evident in the 

first film’s erotic scenes, which depict sexual intimacy between Xiao Bai and Xu Xuan, and in the 

character designs that emphasize provocative elements to heighten the female characters’ sexual 

appeal.  

As a response, directors Huang Jiakang and Zhao Ji claimed that White Snake aimed to 

promote selfless, devoted romantic love in a fast-paced contemporary society, while also guiding 

audiences to discover the different forms of beauty in its diverse female characters; moreover, 

they stated that they sought to challenge domestic stereotypes that animations are only for 

adolescent spectatorship (Chen 2019). Meanwhile, the co-production with Warner Bros. may also 

have influenced the comprehensive overhaul of animation styles. 

Whether their visual choices aimed to appeal to a more mature audience or to fit a more 

globalized cultural context, the first and third installments perpetuate a heteronormative paradigm. 

In contrast, the second installment, Green Snake, presents a queer-oriented perspective by 

portraying ambiguous sentiments between the sisters, Xiao Bai and Xiao Qing. 

In Green Snake, Xiao Qing’s journey to escape Asura City is primarily accompanied by a 

mysterious man who keeps his face concealed behind a mask. He later reveals a physical 

appearance identical to that of Xiao Bai and claims to have lost most of his memories upon 

arriving in Asura City, searching for the true object of his obsession. As the narrative unfolds, his 
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identity becomes further complicated when monsters disclose that his appearance is sustained 

only by a magical mask, leading Xiao Qing to suspect that he has been deceiving her. However, 

after Xiao Qing ultimately escapes from Asura City and returns to the contemporary city of 

Hangzhou, she discovers Xiao Bai’s hairpin and realizes that the mysterious man is one of Xiao 

Bai’s countless reincarnations, each of whom has sought her across different eras. 

The plot initially gestures toward the possibility of a romantic development between Xiao 

Qing and the mysterious man, only to ultimately reassert the mutual obsession between Xiao Bai 

and Xiao Qing. This emotional dynamic that oscillated between romantic love and sisterly 

devotion opens up a space for a potentially queer reading of their relationship. 

To a certain extent, the production team of Green Snake adopts a risk-averse narrative 

strategy by meticulously avoiding the taboo of explicit homosexual representation, instead 

utilizing subtle homoerotic affects and an ambiguous plot to imply queer possibilities. Several 

discussions on Chinese social media have already addressed this issue. When the directors were 

asked about the possibility of queer representation, their response remained deliberately 

ambiguous and largely evasive. They stated that, since Xiao Qing and Xiao Bai do not belong to 

the human race and are therefore not constrained by the traditional gender binary, their 

relationship may be understood as friendship, familial affection, or romance. At the same time, 

they argued that it would be overly reductive to categorize their bond within any single relational 

framework (Chen and Liu 2021). Regarding the Chinese dangai (耽改, television adaptations of 

male-male romance novels) industry, Shana Ye (2022, 1595) contends that such works adopted a 

strategy of “queer opacity”. This tactical ambiguity allows commercial entities to capitalize on 

queer desires while maintaining a non-homosexual facade to preempt further state censorship. A 

primary example is Word of Honor (2021), in which the central male-male bond is desexualized 

and legitimized through a heteronormative familial framework, positioning the protagonists as co-
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parents to an adopted child (Ye 2022, 1600). Following its viral success, the series was 

appropriated by state media to promote traditional Chinese culture and soft power, which was 

also a paradigm for danmei (耽美, a culturally specific Chinese term for male-male romance 

fiction) adaptations until the 2022 crackdown. This phenomenon is theorized as “brand 

nohomonationalism” (Ng and Li 2022, 615), a discourse that deploys Boys’ Love works in 

service of nationalist objectives. Green Snake, as an animated blockbuster combining national 

style with queer potential, can similarly be read through the lens of brand nohomonationalism. Its 

strategic affective ambiguity attracts younger audiences invested in fandom cultures, yet its 

refusal to render the relationship explicitly queer safeguards the film from regulatory risk. In this 

way, queer desire is commodified while remaining discursively containable within acceptable 

ideological boundaries. 
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3. Chapter Two: Nezha Fever: the Rebirth of the National 
Hero in 21st Century and Digital Nationalism 

Jiaozi’s Ne Zha series is adapted from the legendary figure whose mythos has evolved 

across centuries of Chinese history. Originally an Indian deity introduced via Buddhist scriptures 

in Tang Dynasty, Nezha’s persona and biography became more defined and concrete in the Ming 

Dynasty novel Investiture of the Gods (fengshen yanyi 封神演义, 1567-1619). In this classic 

iteration, Nezha is the third son of General Li Jing; after accidentally killing the son of the East 

Sea Dragon King, he commits a ritualistic suicide as an act of ultimate retribution. His mother 

Madame Yin later builds a temple and statue in his honor, which Li Jing destroys, marking the 

definitive rupture of their father-son bond. After his reincarnation under the guidance of Master 

Taiyi, Nezha seeks revenge against Li Jing (Jin and Wang 2023, 40). 

  Nezha figure has become one of the mostly used cultural icons in contemporary Chinese-

language cultural productions across different regions. In live-action cinema, representations 

range from Nezha Is Born (nezha chushi 哪吒出世, 1927) produced by the Great Wall Film 

Company, to the Hong Kong feature film Nezha (nezha 哪吒, 1974), and even to Tsai Ming-

liang’s Rebels of the Neon God (qingshaonian nezha 青少年哪吒, 1992), whose Chinese title 

directly invokes Nezha. In animation, beyond the canonical Nezha Conquers the Dragon King 

(nezha naohai 哪吒闹海 , 1979), produced by the Shanghai Animation Film Studio to 

commemorate the 30th anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic of China, there are 

also the animated television series The Legend of Nezha (nezha chuanqi 哪吒传奇, 2003-2004) 

and the 3D animated feature I Am Nezha (woshi nezha 我是哪吒, 2016) (Whyke and Mugica 

2021, 391). Together, these works demonstrate the sustained adaptability and symbolic vitality of 

the Nezha image across media forms and historical moments. 
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Among the aforementioned works, many scholars have contrasted Nezha Conquers the 

Dragon King with Jiaozi’s Ne Zha series, particularly highlighting their divergent constructions 

of the Nezha figure. Some critics online have even argued that the latter presents an excessively 

demonic portrayal, one that potentially challenges conventional definitions of heroism. This 

chapter first examines how Ne Zha series reconfigures the concept of family within a postsocialist 

Chinese context. It then analyzes the multi-layered corporeality of Nezha, ultimately discussing 

how a 21st century national antihero is established through the works. Lastly, the chapter focuses 

on the online controversies arisen from the series. 

 

3.1 The Failed Attempt to Revolutionize the Family 

While familial conflicts remain a paramount theme in ancient Nezha stories, many post-

1970s animations have marginalized this theme in favor of action-oriented plots. Examples 

include The Legend of Nezha, which centers on his rivalry with Lady Rock, and various Japanese 

anime that recast him in combat roles. He appears as a superhuman in X/1999 (1996), and as a 

giant mecha fighting the “Organization of the Earth” in Mobile Suit Gundam Wing (1995) 

(Shahar 2015, 71). Both the 1979 animated film and Jiaozi’s Ne Zha series, however, still engage 

in a sustained exploration of the notion of family, yet they articulate it in fundamentally different 

ways. 

The first half of Ne Zha 1 (nezha zhi motong jiangshi 哪吒之魔童降世, 2019) primarily 

explores Nezha’s rebellious nature and the way his family embraces his flaws. The film 

intentionally grants him an unconventional aesthetic: characterized by smoky eye makeup, shark-

like teeth, a slouching posture, and a defiant expression. This visually shows the influence from 

the demonic orb that was wrongly implanted in him at his birth. Furthermore, the narrative is 

punctuated by a series of short stories illustrating the disturbances Nezha caused within Chentang 
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Pass, the very locality under his parents’ administrative authority and military protection. 

Although his behavior often goes against traditional moral standards and sometimes even seems 

antagonistic, the narrative presents these moments as humorous rather than as real acts of villainy. 

More significantly, Nezha’s parents consistently frame these troubles as private familial matters. 

To understand this general plot design, a preliminary examination of the film’s portrayal of 

Nezha’s domestic structure is necessitated. 

  The film is set in a fictionalized ancient era, Nezha’s family nevertheless reflects key 

characteristics of a contemporary Chinese household. Both parents are preoccupied with their 

respective professional responsibilities, and the family initially appears as a quasi-nuclear unit 

that concentrates almost all of its emotional investment on their only child. Although it is later 

revealed that Nezha has two elder brothers, Jinzha and Muzha, they remain largely absent from 

the narrative, reinforcing the impression of an only-child, child-centered family structure. The 

other protagonist Ao Bing’s family forms a clear contrast with Nezha’s: he is portrayed as the 

sole child of an extended family, raised under strict rules to become an elite burdened with the 

expectation of leading the family out of their current difficulties. 

The condition of Nezha’s family indicates a typical family phenomenon in postsocialist 

China that has been thoroughly studied by Yunxiang Yan (2003). In his research on the 

transformation of Chinese villagers’ families, Yan emphasized the “rise of the individual” since 

1990s as a consequence of the undermining parental power in China (220). He stated that one 

major feature of this phenomenon is young Chinese villagers’ ability to grow a sense of 

entitlement and expressing their personal desires, more precisely, they have become increasingly 

conscious of what they “deserve”, both inside and outside the family (224). He further explained 

that, although the young Chinese in the collective era were encouraged to challenge patriarchal 

norms at home, they lacked real autonomy in public life. When the state later withdrew support 

for local public spheres while still suppressing social self-organization, public life deteriorated to 
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a larger extent. Excluded from civic participation, villagers retreated into the private realm, 

responding to social problems with indifference or passive compliance, leading to a gradual 

erosion of their sense of communal and interpersonal responsibility across both public and private 

spheres (235). 

Yan exposes that the changing function of the family and the turn toward individualism in 

the postsocialist period are deeply rooted in state policies, which leave individuals standing alone 

“between the power of the state and the market,” with the family becoming “the only source of 

protection, belongingness, and meaning” (Yan 2018, 209). Coming along with this trend was 

what Yan called “descending familism” with a clear sign of child-centeredness (Yan 2018, 184). 

In Ne Zha 1, the narrative as a whole emphasizes Nezha’s transformation through the 

support of his family and his teacher; in other words, the crucial familial conflicts that were 

intrinsic to Nezha’s personal development in the original myth are almost entirely absent. One of 

the most pivotal moments occurs in the film’s climax: throughout the story, Nezha repeatedly 

disrupts his surroundings, causing chaos even when attempting to help. Upon discovering that his 

parents concealed the truth that he bears the demonic orb, he casts a transformation spell, 

escalating the destruction in Chentang Pass and fleeing the place. However, when Nezha realizes 

that his father has chosen to bear the celestial tribulation on his behalf to prevent his destined 

death, he is deeply moved and returns to protect the townspeople. This suggests that, although 

Nezha once exhibited the potential to subvert patriarchy, he ultimately reaffirms the Confucian 

ideal of filial gratitude. 

 On the other hand, Nezha’s sense of agency is nurtured through his father’s unwavering 

support. His famous line, “Who you are is for you alone to define, that is the lesson my father 

taught me!” highlights a conceptual irony. While he asserts a self-defined identity, he 

simultaneously attributes the origin of this self-sovereignty to his father’s teachings, suggesting 

that his rebellion will eventually be overcome and be transformed through familial validation. 
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Such a causal relationship is further developed in Ne Zha 2, where Nezha is able to fully unleash 

his potential and defeat the final antagonist only after his mother’s self-sacrifice. 

Nezha’s growth in the film vividly delineates the complexity of children’s “personhood” in 

postsocialist China. Under the combined forces of the state, the market, and global capitalism, the 

normative framework shaping individual conduct in Chinese society has undergone a profound 

transformation: from the Confucian and collectivist ideal of guai (乖, behaved) to a post-1980s 

individualist ethic that emphasizes rights and self-realization. This emerging configuration of 

personhood exhibits a stratified and interwoven character, blending Confucian ideals, 

revolutionary aspirations, and postsocialist visions. Consequently, the contemporary Chinese 

subject is inherently “divided”, compelled to negotiate autonomous moral choices within a dense 

entanglement of new and old ethical paradigms that are often in tension with one another (Chen 

and Lau 2021, 676–678). 

Another significant aspect of Nezha’s familial relationships is that, in the traditional Nezha 

narrative as well as in Nezha Conquers the Dragon King, he tends to regard his immortal master, 

Master Taiyi, as a paternal figure and ultimately resolves major crises with his guidance, whereas 

in Jiaozi’s version, Taiyi is relegated to a secondary position. 

The negotiation of the father figure is significantly more complicated in Dragon King. The 

Oedipal structure originally rooted in Nezha story (Macdonald 2016, 138) was weakened in the 

1979 film, for instance, Madam Yin never appeared and was only implied to have given birth to 

Nezha at the beginning of the film, functioning solely as a medium for Nezha’s emergence; 

meanwhile, the absence and replacements of paternal figures were further highlighted:  

Nezha is first born as an egg and becomes a tiny human after Li Jing cuts it open. He only 

transforms into a normal-sized child when Master Taiyi arrives and performs divine magic. Li’s 

inability to discipline Nezha is first suggested in this scene and reaffirmed later, when the dragons 
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force him to execute his son in compensation for Ao Bing’s death. Although Li raises his sword 

and condemns Nezha for endangering the family, he ultimately cannot strike and lets it fall. 

While his hesitation may signal lingering paternal affection, these repeated failures to kill his son 

can also be read as symbolizing the collapse of patriarchal authority within the family. Master 

Taiyi, on the other hand, diminished Li’s patriarchy power and took over the father’s role 

(Macdonald 2016, 142), especially when he was the crucial character who gave Nezha 

suggestions about battling the dragon king Ao Guang and resurrected Nezha after his suicide. It 

affirms Sean Macdonald’s (2016, 142) view on the film’s construction of “a subversion of 

patriarchy by another form of patriarchy”, where Nezha has never fully detached from the 

shadow of male elders. 

There is also an obvious absence of the patriarchal leader in two plots: when Ao Guang went 

to Heavenly Palace to file his complaints, Nezha disguised himself as the Jade Emperor to 

mislead him, while the real emperor never appeared to answer Ao Guang’s complaints. This is 

the moment when Nezha temporarily usurped the apex of authority. In addition, in the final scene, 

the crowd that celebrates Nezha’s victory over the dragons does not include Li Jing, and the 

audience is left unaware of Li’s whereabout. McDonald (2016) interpreted the subsequent scene, 

in which Nezha rides his deer and hastens on his way, as a prelude to confront Li Jing, with the 

freeze-frame shot suggesting the “future, still unresolved, conflicts” (172). Whatever narrative 

development the plot may have implied, it clearly tends to avoid a more serious antagonism 

between father and son. This can also be comprehended as an incapability to imagine a new form 

of family structure after a complete overthrow of the previous one.  

Produced shortly after the end of the Cultural Revolution, Dragon King could easily be 

associated with significant political incidents and characteristics of the period, despite the 

animator’s explicit denial of certain political allegories, such as the four dragons representing the 

Gang of Four (Fu 2022, 180). Nezha’s voice which is fully filled with righteousness could arouse 
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audience’s memories of young revolutionary heroes in yangban xi（样板戏 , revolutionary 

operas), which made him connect more closely to the proletariat than the ruling class which 

included his father (Jin and Wang 2021, 42). By discussing how young Chinese tend to be framed 

as an essential part of the national polity which frequently conflicted with their previously 

traditional, family-focused responsibilities, Jing Jin and Cathy Yue Wang believed that Nezha in 

Drgon King united with the working class and alienated himself from the family line (43). The 

figure of Nezha after his rebirth in the 1979 film is completely parentless and familyless, 

reminiscent of the Maoist era, during which young people were encouraged to stand in solidarity 

with the working and peasant classes and to denounce their parents and blood-related elders if 

they were suspected of having bourgeois tendencies. 

While Dragon King as one of the tribute films (xianli pian献礼片) to the 30th anniversary of 

the founding of People’s Republic of China only shattered the unsatisfactory, feudal family 

structure without providing a concrete vision of its rebuilding, Ne Zha 1 somehow outlined the 

emerging pattern of post-reform-and-opening-up Chinese families which have greatly returned to 

private lives and familial interactions, hence reducing the portion of public life. 

 

3.2 Bodily Waste, Gendered Corporeality and the Body in Crises 

During a foreign interview, Jiaozi explained his consideration during the design of Nezha: 

[…]in this new era, we have to develop new stories that fit the spirit of the 
times. My latest adaptation of Nezha story is no longer a one-dimensional 
righteous hero; he’s a more complicated character that’s both good and evil, 
closer to a real human being. Like any regular person, he has concerns and 
doubts about his own fate. By him resisting fate, it will resonate with the 
audience in a more convincing manner. (Pond 2019) 

 What he tried to express is the desire to normalize and secularize the Nezha figure, a 

farewell to the once perfect portrayal of a national hero. The ultimate result might have differed 

from this claimed plan in two perspectives: firstly, the privileged social status Nezha possessed 
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was never abandoned or upended in the film, and secondly, the unruliness of Nezha and the film’s 

humors were mostly established on vulgar depictions, for instance, Nezha accidentally sets 

Taiyi’s pants on fire, and Ao Bing had to use the Sea Demon’s snot to remove toxins from his 

body. This attempt failed to please many audiences, according to the low-rated reviews on 

Douban—the most widely used platform for Chinese netizens to comment on films: “The film 

treats low-quality contents as a source of humor” (mayi meiwenti, 2019); “the film’s jokes are 

perpetually vulgar and oblivious to themselves, repeatedly mocking stutterers, overweight 

individuals, and effeminate men” (saga moduo xiongmaosang, 2019); “it presents sheer rudeness 

as if it is a special personal trait” (dongbai hao guozhi, 2024).  

More interestingly, a considerable number of reviews have coincidentally condemned the 

film’s ubiquitous toilet humor, namely “jokes of shit, urination and fart” in the Chinese context, a 

direct reference to humors related to bodily waste. This can be read as a direct reference to the 

public urination scenes that appear repeatedly across the film series. In Ne Zha 1, Nezha first 

urinated toward a large rock to reveal his contempt toward Master Taiyi; whereas in Ne Zha 2, 

Nezha accidentally passed urine into the vessel containing the celestial brew, which was later 

drunk by the immeasurable immortal elder. This became one of Nezha’s most iconic gestures, as 

we have seen it featured in promotional materials such as online posters (See Fig. 2).  

 

Figure 2. Ne Zha 1 poster 
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Excretory themes are often considered to be a strategy for breaking social taboos, allowing 

satirists to achieve their purposes through offending propriety (Clark 1974, 43–44). Marzena 

Keating and Joanna Łapińska (2024, 228) referred to Bakhtin’s concept of grotesque body, 

discussing how it disregards restrictions, using its physiology to contest the authorities and to 

push beyond its own boundaries. In addition, they drew on Mary Douglas’s theory of dirt that 

suggested filth transgresses social order, challenging moral values and rules that are often 

justified by fears of harmful contagion (229). Relevant analysis is inspiring, because the context 

of Nezha’s urination in the film frames this act as a strong rejection of authoritative power and as 

a sign of his capacity for transcendent forces, thereby reaffirming his position as a young hero. 

Such a “scatological gaze” (Gross 2009, 18) disrupts established order and linguistic norms and 

connects fluidity and polymorphousness of body onscreen directly to the “body-out-of-control of 

spectator” (25). It is noteworthy, however, that the depictions of bodily waste in Jiaozi’s film 

series are distinctly gendered in nature, a feature made especially evident in a short promotional 

video for Ne Zha 1, which incorporated characters from Monkey King: Hero Is Back (2015), 

another highly acclaimed Chinese 3D animated work. In this video, the character Jiang Liuer 

repeatedly asked Sun Wukong about Nezha’s gender, to which Sun consistently replied, 

“female.” However, when the two characters entered a modern restroom, they encountered Nezha, 

who stood beside them and began to urinate, while Jiang Liuer attempted to peek at Nezha’s 

lower body, suggesting a potential discrepancy with Sun Wukong’s earlier claim (see Fig. 3).  
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Figure 3. the promotion video of Ne Zha 1 featuring characters from Monkey King 

These examples deliberately employ male sexual characteristics to generate humor, 

illustrating that the production team’s creativity is closely bound to a highly gendered knowledge 

structure, which constructs a performance of masculinity. 

  Yiman Wang (2023) has provided a queer interpretation of the Dragon King version Nezha 

in terms of gender and species, stating that “Nezha’s affective queering power consists precisely 

in their uncategorizable dwelling between gender norms and between the human and the more-

than-human” (179). She argues that the conversation between Li Jing and the servant—“Is it a 

boy or a girl?” “I can’t tell what it is.”—suggests Nezha’s gender ambiguity and thus liberates 

him from gender heteronormativity (179). However, the subsequent scene, which exposes 

Nezha’s genitals, immediately clarifies his biological sex, undermining the claim of gender 

ambiguity. In Ne Zha 1, the scene of Nezha’s birth does not specify the gender; it is not until 

Madam Yin calls him “son” that Nezha’s biological sex is confirmed, with the urination scene 

further reinforcing this. 

The gendered elements of the repetitious urination scenes in Jiaozi’s film series echo Judith 

Butler’s (1993) discussion of gender performativity. As she suggested, sex operates not merely as 

a norm, but also “part of a regulatory practice that produces the bodies it governs”; in other words, 
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practices whose regulatory force becomes evident as a form of productive power (1). What is 

more, Butler mentioned that “sex” should be understood not as a natural, fixed feature of the body 

but as an ideal that becomes material only through ongoing, enforced repetition of regulatory 

norms. In this sense, Nezha’s urination which was performed publicly with exaggerated bodily 

force no longer simply represents a childish, comical behavior, but rather a reiteration of 

gendered norms that materialize “boyhood” itself. The display of bodily waste therefore 

continuously produces and naturalizes male corporeality and masculinity. This repetition is 

necessary precisely because the process of materializing sex is never fully successful; bodies 

never entirely conform to the norms meant to shape them. The gaps and instabilities in this 

process create openings for norms to be reworked, allowing the very regulatory forces that 

construct sex to be challenged and potentially transformed (Butler, 1-2). Butler also pointed out 

that, the subject comes into being through acts of exclusion and abjection, generating an “outside” 

that is essential to its formation. This abjected exterior is, paradoxically, already internal to the 

subject as the very repudiation that founds it (Butler, 3). Thus, the urgent need to repeatedly 

present Nezha’s urination reveals the instability of the very gender norms it tries to secure. 

Masculinity here must be compulsively reperformed because it never fully materializes; its 

coherence depends on a continual repudiation of what threatens to unsettle it. Nezha’s 

scatological gestures both construct and expose the fragility of male corporeality, revealing that 

the foundational exclusions upon which masculinity rests can always be reworked. 

Another relevant aspect of corporeality concerns Nezha’s metamorphosis in the film’s 

climax, where, after reciting the spell from Shen Gongbao, he not only grew into an adult body 

entirely different from his former one but also became a giant, fully unleashing the power granted 

by the demonic orb. Some interpreted the metamorphosis as a proof that Nezha’s form of a child 

has merely been a consequence of being suppressed by the cosmic rings, and that his giant adult 

body represents his true form (Jin and Wang 2021, 45). Yet the instability of Nezha’s corporeality 
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warrants attention: as shown in Ne Zha 1, his first transformation into a giant caused him to lose 

consciousness, and it was only during his second one when he resolved to save the people of 

Chentang Pass that he was able to exert control over the power granted by his metamorphosis. 

The plots might have illustrated that both the immature and supposedly mature states of the male 

hero are accompanied by crises, specifically manifested through violence and destructive powers. 

In fact, his growth trajectory was filled by violent incidents he causes in Chentang Pass including 

razing houses and pranking local children, but all these actions are treated as comedic elements 

within the film. While the director Jiaozi stated that the original Nezha myth was overly brutal, 

reflected historical limitations and seemed unsuitable for contemporary underage audience 

(Huang 2025), his own film series also highly relied on frequent representations of complicated 

violent scenes.  

The inclusion of graphic scenes in animations which were assumably for underage audience 

has been discussed by Yiman Wang (2025) in her analysis of Cats and Peachtopia (2018), in 

which she begins by citing a review criticizing the film for causing traumatic experiences due to 

its plots, which frequently placed the protagonist in life-threatening situations. By focusing on 

nature and ethics of computer graphics and discussing how they are (and should be) perceived, 

she was pushed to consider if an animated figure who “does not exist as a physiological entity 

and who, logistically speaking, is not capable of suffering or death” (209). While similar ethical 

problems can exist in non-3D animated films (whether they are cel animations, digital ones, etc.), 

what makes this problem stand out in 3D works is that the technology they adopt and the 

intention behind their productions both lead them to generate characters and environments that 

are highly close to reality, with the computer-generated (CG) technology positioning itself as a 

groundbreaking creative tool that generates content through projected simulation rather than by 

imitating reality (210), and thus explicitly imparts a sense of realism to the audience. Still, the cat 

protagonist’s experience presents the potential for harm only visually and narratively, and the 
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algorithmic nature of the technology ultimately negates any real ontological risk (213). Through 

linking the juvenile hero with accumulated violence and exposing Nezha’s multi-layered 

corporeality to the audience, the film cultivates a new framework for imagining and constructing 

a contemporary national hero, one who remains perpetually in a state of growth and becoming. 

The attempt of creating a new national hero also evokes the long-lasting discourses of national 

style: Mcdonald argues that national style discourse initiates a way of understanding Chinese film, 

including animation, by situating it within specific cultural and political contexts. This 

perspective frames Chinese animation more as a “collective political practice” and “ethnographic 

image” than as an aesthetic or purely artistic endeavor. By distinguishing political practice from 

aesthetic practice and emphasizing ethnographic representation over artistic imagery, Wu 

positions animation production within broader cultural and political collectives (McDonald 2016, 

82). 

 

3.3 Digital Nationalism and the 3D Animation Controversies 

The enormous success of Ne Zha series not only elevated its production team to national 

prominence but also generated online controversies that further consolidated and amplified digital 

nationalist discourse in China. The online space has long been a battlefield for Chinese netizens 

to express their nationalist and patriotic sentiments since the introduction of the Internet to PRC 

in the late 1990s. Wu Jing, Li Simin and Wang Hongzhe (2019) summarize three waves of 

nationalist netizens, namely the “Internet-driven people’s nationalism” (37), “patriots as 

‘informed public’ and ‘game players’” (38), and the latest wave, “the fan-led expedition” (41), 

marking the transformation of the nature and composition of Chinese online nationalists. While 

the digital campaigns mentioned in their studies predominantly targeted international affairs and 

aroused hatred toward foreign nations—for instance, the Diaoyu Island dispute between China 
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and Japan and the anti-China protests in Indonesia—recent controversies, however, have involved 

more and more internal criticisms directed at domestic affairs. 

During the Covid-19 pandemic, Xi Jinping, the president of People’s Republic of China, re-

emphasized the idea he had proposed in 2013: “Tell the China Story Properly, Disseminate 

China’s Voice Properly”. This discourse indicates and reinforces the desire of the Chinese to 

articulate their national identities but is in the meantime “designed in such a way as to embody a 

specific system of knowledge and truth claims” that tends to suppress the rights for negative 

narratives to circulate both nationally and around the globe (Wang 2020, 4). This perspective 

inevitably functions as a filter through which a majority of Chinese netizens evaluate and 

interpret local cultural products, ensuring that the works conform to core socialist values. 

  Under such a circumstance, the following discussions aims to compare controversies over I 

Am What I Am series with that of Ne Zha series.  

I Am What I Am 1 narrates how Gyun, a left-behind youth in Guangdong, strengthens his 

body and rebuilds his self-esteem through learning lion dance, a traditional Chinese performance 

in which dancers imitate a lion’s movements to bring good fortune. The second installment 

follows Gyun as a migrant worker in Shanghai, struggling to earn money for his father’s medical 

bills. While the first film centers on the revival of the traditional lion dance, the sequel shifts the 

narrative toward the world of kung fu: Gyun enters a high-stakes fighting tournament to challenge 

professional fighters, confronting new pressures such as the commercialization of tradition. 

The logic of this story—which is also the central metaphor adopted in the whole film 

series—is “a salted fish turning over”. This is a Chinese slang that refers to the underclass turning 

their life around, in which the bodily narratives in the film create a national allegory and resonate 

the notion of “the young China” proposed by modern Chinese intellectual Liang Qichao (Ren 

2021, 79).  
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Both of them touched upon the theme of traditional Chinese culture but ultimately received 

completely opposite commentaries, with the former being criticized as a ruhua (辱华, humiliating 

China) work and the other being deemed as a great opportunity to showcase China’s rising soft 

power and end Western cultural hegemony.  

 

3.4 Imagining the Global and the Obsession on Cultural Competitions 

  The case of Ne Zha Series, together with the case of I Am What I Am, exemplifies two sides 

of the same coin, since the former attracts similar patriotic trend online. While both installments 

of this series became blockbusters, it was not until the second installment came out in 2025 that 

we started to see more visible patriotic activism. The Weibo Hot Search List regarding Ne Zha 2 

is fully filled by a large number of phrases about the box office of the film, for instance, “Ne Zha 

2 real-time box office”, “Ne Zha 2 global box office” and “Ne Zha 2 has reclaimed the daily box 

office crown”, showing Chinese netizens’ concern about the popularity of the film.  

Meanwhile, as Ne Zha 2 rapidly climbed the box-office charts, online users actively 

mobilized peers to rewatch the film, framing repeat viewings as a collective effort to break global 

box-office records and challenge the long-standing dominance of Disney and Pixar, viewing Ne 

Zha as a new cultural weapon to showcase the nation’s growing soft power. Such a film-watching 

fever is also reflected in Chinese netizens’ interest on how Ne Zha 2 has performed abroad, which 

also appears in Weibo Hot Search List with keywords such as “Ne Zha 2’s overseas box office is 

well on its way to surpassing 100 million” and “Ne Zha 2’s box office surpasses 14.4 billion—

why has the overseas market response been lukewarm?”  

The situation became more complicated when it was reported that international releases 

of Ne Zha 2 encountered several technical issues, leading to numerous cancellations. For example, 
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the first screening of the IMAX version of Ne Zha 2 in Sydney was cancelled without explanation, 

despite having sold hundreds of tickets (bancheng KeMeng 2025).  

This phenomenon interpellated nationalist sentiments among Chinese netizens, fostering a 

collective drive to surpass existing box office milestones. Paradoxically, while domestic 

discourse framed this as a triumph over external suppression, English-language media outlets 

simultaneously refuted claims regarding the existence of a Western ban on Ne Zha 2, noting that 

Trinity CineAsia had announced the film’s release across multiple territories in Europe, while 

AFP debunked false claims of a U.S. ban (Cheng 2025). Although neither side offered a fully 

substantiated account of the situation, Chinese influencers who specialize in patriotic content 

frequently foreground narratives of foreign suppression of Chinese cultural products. Such 

framing is designed to generate discussion, evoke national pride, and cultivate resistance toward 

foreign cultural influence. In doing so, they are also able to translate nationalist sentiment into 

digital visibility and commercial gain. 

A myriad of influencers on Chinese social media platforms have spread false or extreme 

geopolitical narratives to stir nationalist anger. In 2021, for instance, numerous repetitive short 

videos on Douyin utilized a common “proud-to-be-Chinese template” (Zhang and Ma 2023, 904). 

By showcasing alleged “Sino-Japanese border scenery”, these videos fostered a sense of fortune 

in being born in a powerful country, contrasting China’s stability with the war-torn realities of 

nations like Syria or Afghanistan. This strategic fabrication of a non-existent land border spread 

anxiety that taps into anti-Japanese memories dating back to the Second Sino-Japanese War, 

encapsulating how shared memories are mobilized to consolidate nationalist emotions. 

These contents frequently appropriate and repackage narratives from state media, 

orchestrated by organizations that manage multiple influencer accounts to exploit patriotic 

discourse for profit. Even when official outlets such as the Communist Youth League sought to 

curb this form of grassroots nationalism by labeling it “business patriotism,” regulatory 
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intervention often proved counterproductive. As Rongbin Han (2019, 347) argues, state control 

and censorship can inadvertently intensify online activism, prompting netizens to develop 

increasingly sophisticated “digital hidden transcripts” to evade surveillance and contest official 

narratives. In this context, nationalism has become less exclusively state-led and more 

spontaneously articulated by online publics, thereby challenging the state’s monopoly over 

nationalist legitimacy and ideological authority. 

Such misleading messages which pervaded Chinese internet has caused the boycott of 

Captain America 4 within the nation as a payback. Being one of the hegemonic film company, 

Marvel usually produces works which receive huge supports from Chinese audience, and China is 

one of the major contributors to their box office earnings. However, the situation has shifted in 

2025, when the Chinese public has focused more on promoting local productions which led them 

to treat foreign cinematic works as a threat. For instance, many theatres intentionally scheduled 

midnight screenings to limit attendance, and one theater displayed a slogan reading, “To 

support Ne Zha 2, we have temporarily decided not to screen Captain America 4.” (Shupian 2025) 

Besides, a growing number of Weibo users who usually produce film recommendation contents 

launched videos with a deep analysis on Ne Zha 2’s political metaphors, claiming that it strongly 

satirized the US, claiming that The Jade Void Palace symbolizes the White House. (liangse 

fengjing ga 2025) 

In the case of Ne Zha 2, Chinese audiences appeared to emphasize the film’s perceived 

political symbolism—particularly its implication of resistance to Western hegemony—more than 

its narrative or aesthetic qualities. The film-watching frenzy, and the discourse that accompanied 

it, reflects the construction of a renewed collectivist myth, one that resonates with Mao Zedong’s 

call to “surpass Britain and catch up with the United States” during the Great Leap Forward in 

1957. Such rhetoric reveals the persistence of a competitive, Cold War-shaped logic in which 

cultural production becomes entangled with transnational rivalry and national ambition. When 
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discussing the construction of a national identity, Florian Schneider (2018) highlights that every 

group requires “others” to maintain the stability and strength of the group (38), while 

contemporary Chinese nationalism exemplified how elites use mass communication to create an 

imagined community with emphasizing the existence of the “other”. Apart from the fact that 

nationalism united society under Mao, “the current discourse of a CCP-led Chinese nation 

overcoming a ‘century of humiliation’ at the hands of foreign forces is very much rooted in more 

recent patriotic education campaigns”; moreover, CCP rediscovered nationalism as a unifying 

force, using it to legitimize itself and promote China’s “road to revival (fuxing zhi lu 复兴之路)” 

(53). 

  In Fabienne Darling-Wolf’s 2015 study, she analyzes the dominant position of American 

films around the globe: as depicted by her Japanese and French interviewees, Hollywood 

productions were a major part of their collective memories, despite their awareness of the cliché 

nature of the plots, the cutting-edge technology and high-quality productions sometimes lead 

them to look down local cultural works. American films play a key role in spreading the concept 

of “American Dream” and building the global imagination, however, many cultural consumers 

can still distinguish between the “‘America’ of the global imagination and the United States as an 

actual geopolitical entity.” (130) This dynamic is presented in China where netizens grow up 

witnessing the success of Hollywood films eventually develop a desire for nationalist narratives 

in response to the globalized media landscape. 

 

3.5 What should a Chinese Look Like: Ruhua, Self-representation and 
National Identities 

Aside from the fact that both Ne Zha series and I Am What I Am series centered on the 

promotion of a national style, this theme has not stirred up netizens’ attention as much as other 

issues. In the case of I Am What I Am, netizens mainly criticized the portrayal of the characters’ 
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physical appearances. Under the keyword “I Am What I Am” on Weibo, the majority of posts 

discuss how the characters’ faces are designed very uniquely that they did not fit in mainstream 

aesthetic standards, whether from a defensive or opposing perspective. As shown in Figure 4, the 

protagonists have smaller, slanting eyes and wider pupillary distance, whereas other famous 

animated works such as White Snake (2019) and New Gods: Nezha Reborn (xinshenbang: nezha 

chongsheng 新神榜: 哪吒重生, 2019) as shown in Fig. 5 and Fig. 6 present characters with quite 

different facial features from that of I Am What I Am. 

 

Figure 4. the protagonists of I Am What I Am 1 

 

Figure 5. the protagonist of White Snake (2019) 
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Figure 6. the protagonist of New Gods: Nezha Reborn (2021) 

This unfamiliarity, as some have argued, somehow aroused disturbing reminiscence of 

Western stereotypes toward Asian populations such as the infamous fictional character Fu 

Manchu, and the racist specter of the Yellow Peril.  

Among all the negative comments regarding the protagonists’ physical appearances, the 

most commonly used term is ruhua (辱华) which literally means “humiliating China”. It is 

usually directed at foreign insults but has been increasingly widespread in domestic incidents in 

China, for instance, Three Squirrels, a Chinese food brand, was strongly criticized for deliberately 

applying Orientalist and stereotypical makeups to models in its 2021 advertisements (Hou 2021). 

Criticisms emerged in Weibo can be categorized in two types: 

Firstly, some Weibo users think that the portrayal of characters in this film series is, whether 

it intends to insult Chinese audience or not, very ugly and unpleasant. As the user @Wanwan-

huaniaofengyue (@绾绾-花鸟风月 2024) condemned, “Did these artists got hurt by beautiful 

women or handsome men when they were young? Why do they hate beauty so much, or have 

they just never seen anyone good-looking?” (Wanwan-huaniaofengyue 2024) What is more, some 

including @PandaPADA (@潘达 PADA) even used the term Down syndrome to suggest that the 

protagonists share similar physical traits with individuals affected by the condition, showing a 

strong inclination of disease stigmatization. (PandaPADA 2025) This term is also frequently 
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mentioned in discussions in BiliBili, a famous video platform of China, which sometimes 

transforms into the homophone “tang (糖, sugar)” and coined words such as “tang baby” and 

“tang person” (tiandizhimen 2025; annebaby_001 2025). 

Secondly, some users believed that the production team was inconsiderate and insensitive 

toward the Chinese market, ignoring the general taste of the Chinese audience. A renowned TV 

show director named Wang Hailin commented on I Am, claiming that, such uncommon portrayal 

of characters’ looks are assumed to be disliked by Chinese audience that the creators should have 

taken such sentiments into account before the production and official released of the films (Wang 

Hailin 2025). As described by Wang, “it is fundamentally a market issue that can easily escalate 

into an uncontrollable ideological problem.” (Wang Hailin 2025) The emphasis on the necessity 

of taking the general public’s opinions into account during film production aligns with the fact 

that a “Chinese national style” has historically been an implicit requirement in the production of 

animated films in China. 

The controversy gradually intensified, as more and more netizens who had not even watched 

the films began condemning them online, with some even resorting to fabrication to discredit the 

works. The Weibo user @zhen-liubao (@真-柳堡) summarized a timeline of how I Am What I 

Am has been defamed (zhen-liubao 2025). According to his research, not only did many netizens 

use insulting language to attack the films, but some also photoshopped original images from the 

film to mislead others, reinforcing the impression that the characters were deliberately drawn with 

particularly eerie characteristics. He also mentioned that some netizens pretended to be 

professional artists to criticize the works for being unrealistic, while others spread false rumors 

claiming that the production team had made insulting remarks about people from Guangdong 

during interviews. 
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The hostile reviews described above have all pointed to the perspectives of whether the 

works are sufficiently realistic or have shown an attitude of serving the people’s needs. Ironically, 

it is in fact the director’s interviews, rather than the works themselves, that show strong alignment 

with the netizens’ expectations. The director Sun Haipeng stated that it was decided in the 

beginning that I Am would adopt realist methods in terms of artistic style and narrative to tell the 

stories of ordinary people (Wu 2021). His team have tried to prevent the work from resembling 

Disney movies such as Mulan and planned to make the films “distinctly Chinese and aligned with 

the common sense of Chinese people” (Sun 2022). Besides, when the dispute about “ruhua” 

worsened online, one of the major artists of I Am, Tiantong, shot a short video to explain the 

reasoning behind their character design, emphasizing that the protagonist Gyun was designed in 

such a way that he would look ordinary, promoting the belief that every ordinary person will have 

a “lion spirit” (Shisan Entertainment Talk 2024). Such a claim, as well as the declaration of rights 

protection they posted in Weibo which responded to the long-standing hatred toward the works 

online, seemingly further enraged Chinese netizens and pushed another run of nationalist acts. 

The pursuit of realism seems to be the key factor to the online rage: compared to other 

Chinese animated films which focus on fantasy or myths that do not involve real-life incidents 

and characters, it is much easier for the audience of I Am to link up their own experience to the 

content of the film. They are more sensitive about how they themselves—part of the broader 

Chinese community—are represented and perceived. While there is no clear consensus or 

template for the correct way to portray the Chinese, people are more likely to recognize the kinds 

of content that displease them. 

Whether or not properly presenting the people and reality has been a central criterion for 

judging the quality of literature and artworks since the establishment of the People's Republic of 

China, with those failing to meet the standards often falling into political persecution. However, 

the direction of public opinion was mostly controlled by the authorities. The case in I Am 
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suggested otherwise: the film series has been closely collaborated with key government 

institutions, including the Publicity Departments of the Chinese Communist Party in Beijing and 

Guangdong, while official digital medias such as CCTV News also published news reports 

complimenting the style of the series, illustrating that the work may have been strongly approved 

and advocated by the party. This fact is however unpersuasive to netizens that expressed hatred 

toward the works and fails to eliminate the “ruhua” accusation. This indicates a misalignment of 

aesthetic perceptions among the production team, the authorities and certain local audience, but at 

the same time captured the growing agency and autonomy of the people to distinguish between 

the good and bad by themselves.  

This resonates the well-known digital Chinese nationalist campaigns called “Diba 

Expedition” occurred 2016 and 2019, during which Chinese netizens used VPNs to bypass the 

Great Firewall and use negative comments to flood the social media accounts of celebrities whose 

political stances were seen against PRC’s core values. This activism was largely participated in 

and led by the so-called “Little Pinks,” which refers to young radical patriots with abundant 

fandom experience. According to Wang Zhe (2019), when the Communist Youth League asked 

online Chinese patriots to “post the Long March in accordance with the introduction of the 

Central Committee of the Communist Youth League” during their digital activism on foreign 

websites, hardly any netizens responded, and it seems that most participants in the campaign 

preferred creating their own collective excitement without interventions from the authorities (61).  

The self-generated nationalist sentiments and the subsequent actions can be seen as a form of 

participatory surveillance: when Xiaoning Lu (2017) analyzes the counter-espionage film Might 

of the People (1950), she points out that the Communist protagonists is supported by a socialist 

modernity—participatory surveillance—against Kuomintang’s technologized surveillance; that is 

to say, many supporting characters who play key roles in identifying the spies are all ordinary 

people instead of heroic Communist cadres. In the film, the surveillance practices of Communist 
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Party are “embedded in everyday activities and are carried out in the quotidian space”, portraying 

the people not as passive subjects being monitored, but as active political agents responsible for 

surveilling potential spies (26). Chinese netizens who contributed to the “ruhua” controversy 

surrounding I Am What I Am behave in quite similar ways, as they also actively engage in 

identifying domestic works that are potentially not beneficial to the nation, but they exhibit a 

much more complicated tension with the government compared to those in the socialist period 

and in the meantime strengthening the construction of national identities. 
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4. Conclusion 

Through the study of Chinese 3D animated blockbusters, one can observe not only the 

transformation and contemporization of “national style” within cultural productions but also how 

a generation of Chinese audiences, coming of age in a postsocialist state, uses animation as a 

medium to fortify national identity and manifest nationalist desires. 

Admittedly, 3D blockbusters offer only a glimpse into the vast landscape of Chinese 

animated works; however, they explicitly reflect the complex tensions and collaborations between 

state authorities, animators, production studios, and spectators. While the trend of returning to 

ancient Chinese myths in animation is largely driven by commercial imperatives, it also resonates 

with the state’s ambition to rejuvenate the national cultural industry and expand the influence of 

the national narrative as a core component of the Chinese Dream. Nevertheless, these 

reconfigured narratives frequently diverge from purely propagandistic functions, instead 

demonstrating a more pluralistic narrative orientation. While the Ne Zha series constructs an 

antihero that negotiates new familial values and gender performativity, the White Snake trilogy 

suggests a dystopian temporality, a sense of Sino-nofuturism, and explores the queer potential in 

the relationship between the snake yaoguai sisters. 

As traditional Chinese animators were forced to bid farewell to the Chinese School in the 

late 1990s and lament its inevitable decline, they likely could not have foreseen that thirty years 

later, the industry would face not only the ascent of 3D technology but also the emergence of AI-

generated animation, which threatens to fundamentally upend the creative ethics of the industry. 

The questions surrounding the future of Chinese animation remain contested and should continue 

to be interrogated. 



 

47 

Bibliography 
Annebaby_001 (@annebaby_001). 2025. “两个都像糖宝”. [Both of them look like Down 

syndrome patients.]. Bilibili, February 11. https://b23.tv/30jSjO2 

Bancheng KeMeng (@半程 KeMeng). 2025. “《哪吒 2》悉尼首场 IMAX，上百人空等一小
时被告知取消，影院无解释，有人特地请假坐往返两小时火车赶来看。当事人要求加

场！但影院称后面要排 15 天《美国队长》。当事人：美队没人买票，为什么不能排
哪吒？” [Sydney’s first IMAX screening of Ne Zha 2 was a total disaster. Hundreds waited 
for an hour only to be told it was canceled—no explanation given. Some even took leave and 
spent two hours on a round-trip train ride just to be there. When fans demanded extra 
screenings, the cinema refused, saying they’re booked out for Captain America 4 for the 
next 15 days. One fan snapped: “No one’s even watching Captain America, so why can’t 
you give the slots to Ne Zha 2?]. Weibo, February 10. 
https://weibo.com/6572756723/5132603027883246 

Berry, Chris, and Mary Ann Farquhar. 2006. China on Screen: Cinema and Nation. New York: 
Columbia University Press. 

Box Office Mojo. n.d. “Ne Zha 2.” Box Office Mojo. Accessed March 5, 2026. 
https://www.boxofficemojo.com/release/rl1613856769/. 

Butler, Judith. 1993. Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex”. New York: 
Routledge 

Caschera, Martina. 2024. “The New Era of Sino-American Coproduction: ‘Chinese National 
Culture’ in White Snake (2019) and Over the Moon (2020).” International Journal of Afro-
Asiatic Studies 28: 299–323. 

Chen, Changye 陈昌业. 2015. “Zhuiguang yu Wang Wei zhe san nian: mojian, lianqi, ju san dao 
neili” 追光与王微这三年：磨剑、练气，聚三道内力. [Chasing Light and Wang Wei in 
the Past Three Years: Forging the Sword, Cultivating Inner Strength, and Assembling Three 
Sources of Power]. Huxiu 虎嗅 . January 27. https://m.huxiu.com/article/109875.html. 
Accessed February 14, 2026. 

Chen, Chen 陈晨. 2019. “Zhuanfang ‘Bai she: yuanqi’ daoyan: yong CG zhanshi dongfang 
qiyun” 专访｜《白蛇：缘起》导演：用 CG 展现东方气韵. [Interview | Director of 
‘White Snake’: Expressing Oriental Charm through CG]. The Paper 澎湃新闻. January 16. 
https://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_2854992. Accessed February 20, 2026. 

Chen, Chen, and Liu Jing 陈晨 柳静. 2021.“‘Qing bai’ jiujing shi shenme ganqing? ‘bai she 2’ 
daoyan zheyang jieshi” “青白”究竟是什么感情？《白蛇 2》导演这样解释 . [What 
exactly is the relationship between Qing and Bai? The Director of Green Snake Explains]. 
The Paper 澎 湃 新 闻 . August 3. 
https://m.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_13866890?from=. Accessed February 23, 2026. 



 

48 

Chen, Shih-Wen, and Sin Wen Lau. 2021. “The New Chinese Individual: Confronting the 
Divided Self in Ne Zha: Birth of the Demon Child.” Asian Studies Review 45(4): 674–689. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10357823.2021.1884647. 

Chen, Yuanyuan. 2017. “Old or New Art? Rethinking Classical Chinese Animation.” Journal of 
Chinese Cinemas 11 (2): 175–88. https://doi.org/10.1080/17508061.2017.1322786. 

Cheng, Carina. 2025. “European Cinemas Did Not Boycott Chinese Blockbuster ‘Ne Zha 2’.” 
AFP Fact Check, March 20. https://factcheck.afp.com/doc.afp.com.372B6ZQ. Accessed 
December 12, 2025. 

Clark, John R. 1974. “Bowl Games: Satire in the Toilet.” Modern Language Studies 4(2): 43–58. 

Conn, Virginia L. 2020. “Sinofuturism and Chinese Science Fiction: An Introduction to the 
Alternative Sinofuturisms (中华未来主义) Special Issue.” SFRA Review 50 (2–3). Accessed 
March 6, 2026. https://sfrareview.org/2020/09/04/50-2-a0conn/. 

Darling-Wolf, Fabienne. 2015. “Imagining the Global: Transnational Media and Global 
Audiences.” In Imagining the Global: Transnational Media and Popular Culture Beyond 
East and West, 124–141. University of Michigan Press. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv65sw7r.10. 

Dirlik, Arif. 1989. “Postsocialism? Reflections on ‘Socialism with Chinese Characteristics.’” 
Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars 21 (1): 33–44. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14672715.1989.10413190. 

Dongbai hao Guozhi (@东百好果汁). 2024. “…又把没素质当个性了...” […it presents sheer 
rudeness as if it is a special personal trait…]. Douban, August 25. 
https://www.douban.com/doubanapp/dispatch/movie/26794435?dt_dapp=1 

Du, Daisy Yan. 2021. “Epilogue: Socialist Legacy in the Digital Age.” In Chinese Animation and 
Socialism: From Animators’ Perspectives, edited by Daisy Yan Du, 257–66. Leiden and 
Boston: Brill. 

Fu, Guangchao 傅广超. 2022. Shanghai meiyingren koushu shi (juan yi) 上海美影人口述史
（卷一）  [Oral History of Shanghai Animation Studios, Vol. 1]. Beijing: zhongguo 
chuanmei daxue chubanshe.  

Gong, Danyun 龚丹韵. 2025. “Donghua IP chuhai, nan zai nali” 动画 IP 出海，难在哪里. 
[Animation IP Going Abroad: What Are the Challenges?]. Jiefang Daily 解放日报. April 28. 
https://www.news.cn/ent/20250428/a8c29c3ba6ba43c3bcc8eb28062246ac/c.html. Accessed 
February 16, 2026. 

Gross, Zoe. 2009. “Excremental Ecstasy, Divine Defecation and Revolting Reception: 
Configuring a Scatological Gaze in Trash Filmmaking.” Colloquy 18: 16–37. 



 

49 

Hall, Stuart. 1980. “Encoding/Decoding.” In Culture, Media, Language: Working Papers in 
Cultural Studies, 1972–79, edited by Stuart Hall, Dorothy Hobson, Andrew Lowe, and Paul 
Willis, 127–37. London: Routledge. 

Han, Rongbin. 2019. “Patriotism without State Blessing: Chinese Cyber Nationalists in a 
Predicament.” In Handbook of Protest and Resistance in China, edited by Teresa Wright, 
346–360. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing. https://doi.org/10.4337/9781786433787 

Ho, Louis H. 2013. “Yue Minjun: Iconographies of Repetition.” Modern Chinese Literature and 
Culture 25 (2): 219–48. 

Hou, Qijiang 侯奇江. 2021. “dongfang zhuyi de ‘mimiyan’ VS fuquan zhi de mianxiang xue” 东
方主义的 “眯眯眼 ”VS 父权制的面相学  [Orientalist ‘Slit Eyes’ vs. Patriarchal 
Physiognomy], The Paper 澎 湃 新 闻 , December 31. 
https://m.thepaper.cn/kuaibao_detail.jsp?contid=16077998&from=kuaibao. Accessed 
February 1, 2026 

Huang, Zhemin 黄哲敏 . 2025. “piaofang qiji beihou, ‘motong' nezha shengmingzhong de 
sanchong duanlie” 票房奇迹背后，‘魔童’哪吒生命中的三重断裂" [Behind the Box 
Office Miracle: The Three Ruptures in the Life of the ‘Demon Child’ Nezha].” The Paper 澎
湃 新 闻 , February 16. 
https://m.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_16077998?from= .Accessed November 20, 2025. 

Jin, Jing, and Cathy Yue Wang. 2023. “Taming the Rebellious Child: The Adaptation of Nezha in 
Three Chinese Animations of the Socialist and Post-Socialist Eras.” Children’s Literature in 
Education 54: 39–54. 

Keating, Marzena, and Joanna Łapińska. 2024. “Shit Happens on the Big Screen: Faecal Motifs 
in Contemporary Film.” New Review of Film and Television Studies 22(1): 226–246. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17400309.2024.2304612. 

Lamarre, Thomas. 2017. “The Animation of China: An Interim Report.” Journal of Chinese 
Cinemas 11 (2): 123–39. https://doi.org/10.1080/17508061.2017.1325121. 

Lent, John A., and Ying Xu. 2010. “Chinese Animation Film: From Experimentation to 
Digitalization.” In Art, Politics, and Commerce in Chinese Cinema, edited by Ying Zhu and 
Stanley Rosen, 111–26. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press. 

Liangse fengjing ga (@两色风景嘎). 2025. “看了一些关于哪吒 2里对美帝的影射讨论，比如
一目了然的美元符号、绿卡、病毒、白宫……后来老登狂暴化了也很有北美摔角手内
味儿。那样的话可以做得更彻底点，比如鹿童可以是驼鹿，仙鹤改为白头海雕。” 
[I’ve read some discussions about the references to the U.S. in Ne Zha 2—like the obvious 
dollar signs, green cards, viruses, the White House… Later, Lao Deng going berserk also 
really had that North American wrestling vibe. If they wanted to push it further, for example, 
Lutong could be a moose and the crane could be changed to a bald eagle.]. Weibo, February 
3. https://weibo.com/1286189071/5129951699534517 



 

50 

Lu, Xiaoning. 2017. “The Might of the People: Counter-Espionage Films and Participatory 
Surveillance in the Early PRC.” In Surveillance in Asian Cinema: Under Eastern Eyes, 
edited by K. Fang, 1st ed. New York: Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315647708. 

Macdonald, Sean. 2016. Animation in China: History, Aesthetics, Media. London and New York: 
Routledge. 

Maoyan 猫 眼 . n.d. “Zootopia.” Maoyan 猫 眼 . Accessed March 5, 2026. 
https://piaofang.maoyan.com/movie/246286. 

Mayi mei wenti (@蚂蚁没问题). 2019. “…弱智当好笑…” […the film treats low-quality 
contents as a source of humor…]. Douban, July 19. 
https://www.douban.com/doubanapp/dispatch/movie/26794435?dt_dapp=1 

Ng, Eve, and Xiaomeng Li. 2023. “Brand Homonationalism: Guofeng (‘National Style’) 
Framings of Boys’ Love Television Series in China.” Asian Studies Review 47 (3): 613–30. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10357823.2022.2142933. 

Pond, Steve. “How the Chinese Animation Industry Stepped Up with Oscar Entry ‘Ne Zha’.” 
Yahoo! Entertainment, November 21, 2019. https://www.yahoo.com/entertainment/chinese-
animation-industry-stepped-oscar-015533895.html. Accessed November 20, 2025. 

Ren, Xiaoshan 任晓珊. 2023. “xiongshi shaonian zhong de duochong shenti xushu” 《雄狮少
年》中的多重身体叙述 [The multi-layered corporeal narratives in I Am What I Am (2021)]. 
Wenyi lilun piping 文艺理论批评, 01: 77–87. 

Saga moduo xiongmaosang (@萨嘎摩多熊猫桑). 2019. “…至于笑点，永远低俗而不自知，
片里翻来覆去地嘲笑结巴、胖子和娘娘腔…” […the film’s jokes are perpetually vulgar 
and oblivious to themselves, repeatedly mocking stutterers, overweight individuals, and 
effeminate men…]. Douban, July 21. 
https://www.douban.com/doubanapp/dispatch/movie/26794435?dt_dapp=1 

Schneider, Florian. 2018. “Nationalism and Its Digital Modes”, In China’s Digital Nationalism, 
25-56. New York: Oxford University Press.  

Shahar, Meir. 2015. Oedipal God: The Chinese Nezha and His Indian Origins. Honolulu: 
University of Hawai’i Press. 

Shisan shuo yule十三说娱乐. 2024. “xiongshi shaonian 2 shexian ruhua re zhengyi, yuanhuashi 
chumian huiying: zhongguo ren bujiu zhang zheyang”《雄狮少年 2》涉嫌辱华惹争议，
原画师出面回应：中国人不就长这样？[I Am What I Am 2 Sparks Controversy over 
Alleged Insult to China; Concept Artist Responds: “Isn’t This What Chinese People Look 
Like?”], Sohu 搜 狐 , December 28. https://www.sohu.com/a/842917538_121200919. 
Accessed February 1, 2026 



 

51 

Shupian. “jiyan le! meiguo duizhang 4 canzao gefa yingyuan dizhi, manwei guanfang lianfa 2 
tiao xuanchuan pian” 急眼了！《美国队长 4》惨遭各大影院抵制，漫威官方连发 2条
宣传片 [Getting desperate! Captain America 4 faces a boycott from major cinemas in China, 
and Marvel releases two more trailers]. NetEase News 网易新闻 , February 24. 
https://www.163.com/dy/article/JP5TGD4O0556BHO6.html. Accessed February 1, 2026. 

Song, Fung Yuk. 2021. “A Tradition of Political Propaganda.” In Chinese Animation and 
Socialism: From Animators’ Perspectives, edited by Daisy Yan Du, 231–43. Leiden and 
Boston: Brill. 

Thouny, Christophe. 2009. “Waiting for the Messiah: The Becoming-Myth of Evangelion and 
Densha Otoko.” Mechademia 4 (1): 111–29. 

Tiandi zhimen (@天地之门). 2025. “确实没看出来区别，糖丸了”. [There really is no 
difference, (they give me) so much Down syndrome vibe]. Bilibili, February 11. 
https://b23.tv/30jSjO2  

Timeline 时间线杂志. 2013. “Zhuiguang donghua bu shi Zhongguo de Pixar” 追光动画不是中
国的 Pixar. [Light Chaser Animation Is Not China’s Pixar]. Light Chaser Animation 追光动
画. September 6. http://www.zhuiguang.com/?p=115. Accessed February 15, 2026. 

Wang Hailin (@汪海林). 2025. “我个人觉得，雄狮少年是美术风格问题，有一段时间，就
是流行这种风，这种细眼睛造型是否辱华，有人说是，有人说不是，但客观上，很多

中国人不喜欢这个造型，觉得是辱华的。那么，创作者其实是要考虑到这种情绪的，

你应该没有辱华的想法，只是喜欢这种画风，但你是个商业片，应该迅速调整。这不

是个专业领域内部的学术问题，其实是个市场问题且很容易演变成不可控的意识形态

问题。” [Personally, I think the issue of I Am What I Am is more about its art style. For a 
period of time, this kind of style—especially the narrow-eyed design—was popular. 
Whether it is offensive to Chinese people, some say yes, some say no, but objectively, many 
Chinese viewers dislike it and see it as insulting. Creators actually need to take this 
sentiment into account: you might have no intention of being offensive and simply like the 
style, but if you’re making a commercial film, you should adjust quickly. This isn’t really an 
academic issue within a professional field; it’s a market problem that can easily escalate into 
an uncontrollable ideological issue]. February 11. 
https://weibo.com/1497714867/5132988084656819 

Wang, David Der-wei. 2020. Why Fiction Matters in Contemporary China. Brandeis University 
Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv176ktfn. 

Wang, Yiman. 2023. “Reanimating the Socialist Child—Queerly: The Sideways of a Chinese 
Animation Nezha Naohai.” Journal of Cinema and Media Studies 62(3): 176–182. 

Wang, Yiman. 2025. “When a Cat Flies: Futures of 3D Animation through Cats and Peachtopia.” 
In Chinese Animation: Multiplicities in Motion, edited by Daisy Yan Du, John A. Crespi, 
and Yiman Wang, 206–220. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 



 

52 

Wang, Zhe. 2019. “‘We Are All Diba Members Tonight’: Cyber-Nationalism as Emotional and 
Playful Actions Online.” In From Cyber-Nationalism to Fandom Nationalism: The Case of 
Diba Expedition in China, edited by Liu Hailong, 53–71. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. 

Whyke, Thomas William, and Joaquin Lopez Mugica. 2022. “Calling for a Hero: The 
Displacement of the Nezha Archetypal Image from Nezha Naohai (1979) to New Gods: 
Nezha Reborn (2021).” Fudan Journal of the Humanities and Social Sciences 15: 389–409. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40647-021-00335-5. 

Whyke, Thomas William, and Melissa Shani Brown. 2023. “Re-Animating Chinese Myths: 
Mythology and/as Mythologies in Contemporary Chinese Animation.” In Chinese Film in 
the Twenty-First Century, edited by Corey Schultz and Cecília Mello, 114–35. London: 
Routledge. 

Whyke, Thomas William, Joaquin Lopez Mugica, and Melissa Shani Brown. 2021. 
“Contemporizing the National Style in Chinese Animation: The Case of Nezha (2019).” 
Animation 16 (3): 157–74. https://doi.org/10.1177/17468477211049354. 

Wu, Jing; Li, Simin and Wang, Hongzhe. 2019. “From Fans to ‘Little Pink’: The Production and 
Mobilization Mechanism of National Identity under New Media Commercial Culture.” In 
From Cyber-Nationalism to Fandom Nationalism: The Case of Diba Expedition in China, 
edited by Liu Hailong, 32–52. Abingdon: Routledge. 

Wu, Weihua. 2018. Chinese Animation, Creative Industries Digital Culture. New York: 
Routledge. 

Yan, Yunxiang. 2003. Private Life under Socialism: Love, Intimacy, and Family Change in a 
Chinese Village, 1949–1999. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 

Yan, Yunxiang. 2018. “Neo-Familism and the State in Contemporary China.” Urban 
Anthropology and Studies of Cultural Systems and World Economic Development 47(3/4): 
181–224. 

Yan, Zhenhui. 2022. “My People, My Country: A Chinese ‘Main-Melody’ Omnibus Film and Its 
Spectatorship.” Journal of Chinese Cinemas 16 (3): 329–41. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17508061.2022.2114733. 

Yau, Shuk-ting Kinnia. 2019. “From March of the Volunteers to Amazing Grace: The Death of 
China’s Main Melody Movie in the 21st Century.” Jump Cut: A Review of Contemporary 
Media, no. 59. https://ejumpcut.org/archive/jc59.2019/KinnieYauMainMelody/index.html. 

Ye, Shana. 2023. “Word of Honor and Brand Homonationalism with ‘Chinese Characteristics’: 
The Dangai Industry, Queer Masculinity and the ‘Opacity’ of the State.” Feminist Media 
Studies 23 (4): 1593–1609. https://doi.org/10.1080/14680777.2022.2037007. 

You, Chengcheng. 2022. “The Demon Child and His Modern Fate: Reconstructing the Nezha 
Myth in Animated Fabulation.” Animation 17, no. 3: 286–301. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/17468477221114365. 



 

53 

Yu, Hongmei. 2008. The Politics of Images: Chinese Cinema in the Context of Globalization. 
PhD diss., University of Oregon. 

Yu, Hongmei. 2013. “Visual Spectacular, Revolutionary Epic, and Personal Voice: The Narration 
of History in Chinese Main Melody Films.” Modern Chinese Literature and Culture 25 (2): 
166–218. https://www.jstor.org/stable/43492536. 

Zhang, Chi, and Yiben Ma. 2023. “Invented Borders: The Tension Between Grassroots Patriotism 
and State-Led Patriotic Campaigns in China.” Journal of Contemporary China 32 (144): 
897–913. https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2023.2167054. 

Zhang, Ge. 2021. “Sino-no-futurism.” Verge: Studies in Global Asias 7 (2): 92–99. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/vrg.2021.0006. 

Zhen-liubao (@真-柳堡). 2025. “雄狮少年遭遇的舆论困境发展过程一览——” [A Brief 
Overview of the Public Opinion Challenges Faced by I Am What I Am]. February 22. 
https://weibo.com/1773107341/51369318909263208 

 


