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The objective of this thesis is to explore how women are represented in the Chinese TV serial in 2020’s and 

do the chosen scenes of the serial contribute to construct a positive image of and support patriarchal ideology. 

The data used for this thesis is from the Chinese TV serial Find yourself (xiayizhan shi xingfu), and eight 

scenes of it have been chosen for detailed analysis. The serial is aired in 2020, and it is in Chinese. The serial 

is a romantic comedy addressed for women in Mango online streaming service. The duration of the scenes are 

from less than two minutes to approximately six minutes and they feature different characters. In the serial, 

the protagonist, a 33-year-old single and a ‘leftover’ woman, is desperately trying to find love in an urban 

setting in Shanghai. A leftover woman (Shengnü) is an urban, over 27 years old, highly educated unmarried 

woman, who according to Chinese media, is a social problem. While the female protagonist of the serial is 

pondering her choices regarding a partner; she is also pondering choices between traditional patriarchal values 

and modern individualism. 

 

I have chosen film analysis as a method as it seems to provide the clearest ways and means to analyze my 

research data so that it is possible to seek answers for my research questions. The analysis is made from a 

feminist perspective. As the theoretical background I am going to draw on semiotics and Third Wave feminist 

as well as post-feminist works about feminist film theory and representations of women. 

 

Patriarchal values in China still promote traditional patriarchal marriage patterns and values women as 

housewives. As Chinese TV serials reflect the society, these values can be seen also in the serial chosen for 

this thesis. In China, the media has never been completely free and the CCP has regulated it since the days of 

Mao Zedong. Because of this, the representations of women are carefully thought out. 

 

Based on my analysis I found out that the serial Find Yourself seems to contribute to patriarchal ideology and 

structures. The most prominent patriarchal structure in the scenes was the promotion of traditional hypergamy. 

Also, women characters of the serial were constantly portrayed in need of a husband. In the scenes the 

inferiority of women was created in different cinematic means, such as camera angles, feminine backgrounds 

and music choices, mise en scene and appearance of the characters.  

 

For further research it would be fruitful to study how has the CCP’s ideology and cultural leadership affected 

the contribution to patriarchal ideology in the serial. Also, a study about the CCP’s objectives of mass 

persuasion in entertainment addressed to women would be an interesting example of further research of this 

topic. Another interesting point for examination would be research about audience reception. An interview as 

a method would reveal what women are feeling about the promotion of patriarchal marriage patterns and about 

the ‘leftover’ representation of women in the serial. 
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1. Introduction 
 

My interest toward this specific topic began when I noticed that Chinese TV dramas had arrived on 

the Netflix online streaming platform for international audiences to enjoy. When I first started to 

watch this Chinese romantic TV drama, named Find yourself (xiayizhan shi xingfu), I decided that it 

would be suitable data for my thesis. I searched the original version from Chinese Mango TV 

streaming service and noticed that the serial was dubbed differently and there were scenes missing 

and added in the international version. Because of this I chose to analyze the original Chinese version 

and not the adapted version in Netflix. 

The serial constantly portrayed single women as ‘leftover’ women (shengnü). After a closer 

inspection of the age crisis women had in the serial, the reason was not the age itself but aging without 

a marriage. After closer inspection of the ‘leftover’ phenomenon in Chinese TV dramas, it revealed 

to be much wider sociological discourse, tightly intertwined with patriarchal allocations of gender 

roles, marriage, housewives, birth rates, imbalanced sex ratio, and women’s employment, than a mere 

media representation of women in romantic TV serials. However, the approach of this thesis is not 

sociological as it concentrates on the media representations and patriarchal ideology. 

The term ‘fiction’ suggests that the stories regarded as such are often as simple entertainment, 

separated from real life people are living in (Gledhill and Ball 2013, 336). In China, however, the 

media have never been completely free (Cai 2016a; Ma 2014). It has always been utilized by the 

Chinese Communist party (CCP) and its vast propaganda apparatus. Media representations in the 

state media’s cultural productions are thus carefully thought out. Even though Chinese media have 

cooperated with the commercial industry from the times of Opening Up reform, TV serials with 

traditional values are regarded as preferable, thus getting the permission to be aired easier (Kong 

2008, 88). Every TV serial goes through an inspection of enormous propaganda and censoring 

apparatus before it can be aired (Zhu, Keane and Bai 2008, 10). In regard to the topic of my thesis, 

the constant presence of the Party makes this topic even more interesting. 

Patriarchal values have remained in Chinese society even though China has gone through various 

phases before it became a socialistic nation with Chinese characteristics (Harrel and Goncalo 2017).  

Patriarchy itself is a complex term and it has different definitions depending on who uses it, and for 

what purpose the term is used (Sechiyama 2013, 7). In this thesis the concept of patriarchy in which 

feminist research have added meanings is used in Chinese context. 
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Women have been represented in the media in many ways in different parts of the world. Western 

world’s basic representations of women have been ‘vamp’, ‘dumb blonde’ and ‘super woman’ with 

career and children (Macdonald 1995, 14). The Chinese counterparts have been ‘lotus feet’ which 

represents women with bound feet, ‘iron girl’ or ‘female warrior’ in the times of Mao, and ‘leftover 

woman’ more recently (Yu 2021, 248). The serial chosen for this case study features the ‘leftover’ 

representation. 

In the Find yourself serial, the protagonist, 33-year-old single and a ‘leftover’ woman, He Fanxing is 

desperately trying to find love in an urban setting in Shanghai. She has two men who are interested 

in her and she struggles to choose between them. When the protagonist of the serial is pondering her 

choices in regard of partner, she is also pondering choices between traditional patriarchal values and 

modern individualism. As the serial is aired 2020, it is fruitful for examining gender equality in 

contemporary China’s TV dramas.  

1.1. Structure of the thesis 

 

In the first part of this thesis, research made of this topic is introduced. Because Chinese media is 

undoubtedly a crucial part of the leftover phenomenon, it is important to explain how Chinese media 

works and how it is related to the invention of specific media representations of women. Also, studies 

about women’s representations in Chinese media are inspected in order to provide information of 

how the character and purpose of the representations have changed along with the changing society.  

In addition to a brief introduction to Chinese media, the literature review of the thesis also contains 

closer examination of the leftover phenomenon. It is crucial to keep in mind that the leftover 

phenomenon which is introduced in the thesis is about representations in media and it should be 

separated from real society. Even though the reasons for this media representation come from the real 

world and Chinese TV serials are reflecting societal problems (Cai 2016b; 6), in this paper the focus 

is on fictional women in the media. In this part of the thesis, the questions of what exactly this media 

phenomenon is and what purpose it possibly has are answered. 

In the second part of the thesis, the theoretical background for the analysis is introduced. This part 

includes theories about representations by Stuart Hall and brief introduction to representations of 

women specifically in TV serials. Also, feminist theories and ways of utilizing them in film analysis 

are introduced. Lastly, melodrama as a women’s genre is introduced. 
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Third part of the thesis includes methods and the research process. Film analysis as a method is 

introduced and why it is suitable for this thesis is explained. Also, the research process of the analysis 

is explained in detail. 

In the fourth part of the thesis, the Chinese TV serial which is used as a case study for my analysis is 

introduced. This part of the thesis offers a broader context of the serial so that the scenes which are 

more closely analyzed do not remain isolated from the narrative of the serial. After this, the eight 

scenes which were chosen for more detailed analysis are introduced.  

1.2. Objective of the thesis and the research questions 

 

The objective of this thesis is to explore how the serial Find yourself (Xiayizhan shi xingfu) 

contributes to patriarchal ideology of male dominance through the representations of women and 

through the signs and meanings produced in chosen scenes. Studies from feminist perspective are 

necessary until the gender equality in society is achieved and the purpose of applying feminist 

perspective in this thesis is to increase critical awareness of gendered media representations and this 

way encourage for struggling against gender discrimination. Through semiotic analysis I seek to read 

produced meanings ‘against the grain’ and strive to bring out powers and ideologies that contribute 

to hierarchical gender relations.  

Even though the data of analysis is a TV serial from China with its specific narrative structures and 

cultural characteristics, I argue, that Western theories of representations, semiotics and film theories 

with feminist perspective can also be useful for analyzing and discussing about the Chinese romantic 

urban TV drama genre. This is because Chinese TV drama has experienced ‘Hollywoodization’ after 

the Opening Up reform which means that a significant number of strategies used in production are 

adopted from Western cinema (Ma 2014, 527).  As a result, Chinese romantic serials have similarities 

with Western soap operas. According to Brunsdon (1997), viewing soap operas requires from its 

audience familiarity with the genre specific conventions, and competencies associated with the 

responsibility for managing the private sphere (Brunsdon 1997, 17). This applies also for soap opera’s 

Chinese counterpart, even though TV serials from the West and China are produced in very different 

cultural environments and socially acceptable codes are thus different. These topics will be more 

closely examined later in this thesis.  

Because the chosen method for the analysis is a film analysis, this thesis is specifically interested in 

the filmic means used in the serial, representations and produced signs and meanings which might 
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contribute to or contradict the patriarchal ideology. Translating from Chinese to English is made by 

me. 

For the analysis, I have constructed following research questions:  

- How are women represented in the chosen scenes of the serial and how is this related to 

patriarchal ideology? 

- Do the chosen scenes contribute to construct a positive picture of and support patriarchal 

ideology? 

- What filmic tools and techniques are used to do so? 

 

1.3. Premise of the thesis 

 

The theoretical background of this thesis is based on Third Wave feminism, from early 1990s to the 

2000s, and post-feminism from 2001 onwards. Chinese patriarchal culture still lacks any positive 

concepts for describing independent career women who do not fit into traditional domestic roles, 

and still advocates the ‘male-as-superior’ pattern of marriage (To 2013, 2). Because of this, basic 

assumption in this thesis is in accordance with Third Wave feminist thought in which issues which 

oppress, and limit women should be highlighted (Doughty and Etherington-Wright 2018, 174). The 

basic assumption goes in accordance with Annette Kuhn who describes women’s social position in 

a way that women are subordinated by the social relations of patriarchy or male domination (Kuhn 

1994, 4).  

Post-feminism’s focus on the other hand is on ‘difference’ and diversity, and women’s struggles in 

the public sphere (Doughty and Etherington-Wright 2018, 174-175). Even though, post-feminism is 

a very contested term and is overloaded with different meanings (Gill 2007b, 147), the term is used 

in this thesis. Post-feminism does not polarize feminism and femininity, it focuses on difference and 

diversity, and issues such as unequal pay, violence, and sexual abuse (Doughty and Etherington-

Wright 2018, 175). Feminist film theory has been blamed to be Eurocentric and that it suppresses the 

historical, economic, and cultural contradictions among women (Shohat 2003, 52). That is why this 

thesis also utilizes post-feminist thoughts which strive to be more inclusive and believes that 

suppression of women should be inspected in a context of other groups (Doughty and Etherington-

Wright 2018, 174).  

My own cultural standpoint is acknowledged in this thesis. According to Charmaz (2017) Western 

worldviews, methodological assumptions, and taken-for-granted, dominant and individualist ways of 

thinking might affect the objectivity of the research. In cultural studies, it is crucial to bear in mind 
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that the researcher’s own culture and standpoints matters. By honoring tradition in addition to only 

celebrating the new, it is possible to see cultural differences in a more objective way (Charmaz 2017, 

36-37). In this thesis, traditional refers to authority, patriarchy, familism and dependence and modern 

refers to individualism, rationality, independence, freedom, and equality. 

2. Chinese media 
 

In China, media has always been a crucial element for legitimating the Party-state and educating the 

public all the way from the days of Mao Zedong (Cai 2016a; 84). From the very beginning, when 

television was first launched in 1958, television was utilized efficiently for the party's propaganda. 

Chairman Mao Zedong regarded mass media as a weapon for class struggle, thus the first TV station 

in China was no doubt exclusively political. It was mainly used for spreading socialist values, such 

as Marxism, Leninism, and Maoism. During the cultural revolution, Chinese TV was almost 

completely isolated from the rest of the world and all foreign productions were regarded as the ‘poison 

of Capitalism’. (Xu 2015, 98.)  

Since the Opening Up reform in 1980s and especially from 1990s onward, China’s media industry 

has experienced decentralization as the main investor in TV drama changed from the state to the 

private capital. This commercialization with the widening channel capacity ensured annual revenues 

by using advertising. (Zhu, Keane and Bai 2008, 10.) Because of this, propaganda-oriented TV 

dramas changed their focus from collective causes and social and economic reforms to domestic 

sphere and encounters in life of ordinary people (Cai 2016b; 1). After the decentralization of media, 

Chinese audiences were redefined from masses to consumers, and different channels could be 

organized around appeals to different sub-audiences and specific demographic groups (Zhu, Keane 

and Bai 2008, 13; Ma 2014, 527). Chinese media also focused more on individualistic than structural 

problems, thus suggesting individual solutions for institutionalized problems (Ji 2015, 1060). 

Ma Weijun (2013) argues in his article Chinese Main Melody TV Drama: Hollywoodization and 

Ideological Persuasion, that Chinese TV dramas transform direct propaganda into ideological 

persuasion, and that way, market’s demands and propagandistic strategies can be efficiently 

combined. In his article Ma presents how Chinese socialistic TV drama once lost its audiences, but 

through commercialization and with full support of the government successfully became the new 

dominant genre attracting hundreds of millions of viewers. Because of this, dominant cultural 

products could not anymore use direct propaganda, but had to instead, in a pleasurable way, convince 

people by using ideological persuasion, mystification and naturalization. Strategy for this 
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transformation was adopted from Hollywood by Chinese film director Xie Jin. Thus the main melody 

strategy for hidden propaganda was born, equipped with new rhetoric techniques and expressive 

strategies. (Ma 2014, 523-527.)  

In 1987, the official slogan: “propagate the main melody and uphold diversity” was launched by the 

National Conference for Cinematic Production (Zhu, Keane and Bai 2008, 5). The CCP started 

actively utilizing printed media and mass entertainment such as films and TV for spreading 

ideological messages and promoting its cultural leadership in order to maintain political stability and 

consensus within Chinese societies (Cai 2016a, 84).  

Currently, supervision of media is done by the State Administration of Radio, Film, and Television 

(SARFT) which controls media content with combination of legal and administrative supplements 

which are defined by the Broadcast Regulations (Guangbo dianshi guanli tiaoli), enacted in 1997, 

the Provincial Regulations on Television Drama Censorship (Dianshiju shencha zanxing guiding) 

from 1999, and the Television Drama Regulations (Dianshiju guanli guiding) from 2000. The state 

has a maximized control over TV drama production from conception to screening. First, a TV product 

must be produced by a licensed television drama unit. Before a television drama could be produced 

its script must pass an initial proposal review done by the SARFT and in the end, also pass the 

censorship by SARFT. After this process it can receive a distribution license. There is, however, an 

ongoing risk of being withdrawn if the media product causes displeasure within the party leadership. 

(Zhu, Keane and Bai 2008, 10.)  

2.1. Chinese TV drama 

 

Chinese TV dramas are one of the most popular TV formats in China and because of that TV dramas 

can also have a big influence on its audience. The huge popularity of TV drama is utilized efficiently 

by both the market and the state as both are cooperating in order to keep TV as an ideological and 

cultural tool. This channel of maintaining social stability and established moral order has been proved 

effective. (Cai 2016b, 2-4.) 

Before TV dramas, Chinese cinema was the most popular myth-making channel in popular media. 

That is why nowadays TV dramas feature the same codes, conventions, and narrative structures as 

cinema. In addition, Chinese prime-time TV dramas are made by well-known film directors and 

feature popular movie stars. (Zhu, Keane and Bai 2008, 3.)  

Western TV drama and Chinese TV drama originated from different narrative traditions and have 

different social functions. Unlike in Western soaps, before the 1990’s private concerns of family life 



 

7 

 

were rarely the central subject of matter in Chinese TV serials. Yearning was the first melodrama 

which concentrated on family life and the domestic sphere. It was made by the Beijing Television 

Arts Center in 1990 and reached phenomenal popularity. After the Yearning, more and more serials 

focused on daily life of contemporary urban families and heavy production of sub genres emerged. 

The most prominent subgenres regarding family relations were “urban romances” (dushi qinggan ju), 

“family values dramas” (jiating lunli ju), and “dramas of urban ordinary folk” (dushi pingmin ju). 

(Kong 2008, 75-76.)   

Chinese TV dramas reflect people’s concerns and transformation of urban society (Kong 2008, 77). 

The state’s cultural bureaucracy can be seen in background in most of the media production as 

Chinese TV dramas invariably include an underlying political message which is intertwined with the 

narratives of the drama (Brady 2009, 442). The state’s influence can be seen all through to the most 

personal and private level, and it has even tried to manipulate unmarried people to rush into marriage 

by using filial piety as an excuse (Jiang and Gong 2016, 220).  

According to Kong (2008), Chinese TV drama is currently reflecting deteriorating traditional family 

structures and shifting moral values because of the fragile foundations of Chinese family structures 

which are based on revolutionary socialist ideas which have been exposed to materialistic and 

individualistic temptations. Thus, official media awards usually go to commercial TV dramas that 

promote conservative family values and go in accordance with the government’s vision of social 

stability. (Kong 2008, 78, 88.)  

Chinese entertainment and media still play a significant role in shaping public opinion (Feldshuh 

2017, 39). Through TV dramas, the Chinese state strives to achieve divergent goals, by cultivating a 

mature TV audience with critical thinking habits and promoting social morality (Cai 2016b; 2). By 

responding to real social events and shifts in cultural attitudes and values, TV drama presents a 

multiplicity of meanings and offers a space for the society to engage in cultural debates (Zhu, Keane 

and Bai 2008, 13). 

2.2. Representations of women in Chinese TV 

 

In the 80's and 90’s in the new era of revolution, there emerged representations of “young and modern 

miss” and “smarter older woman”. Commercials were full of females of all ages as retailers as well 

as customers and most importantly, they were presented without their male peers. According to Croll 

(1995, 109) this was fully intentional. Chinese media was also showing posters of attracting baby 

girls as a desired only child, cherished by her happy and smiling parents. This was to advocate family 
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planning and encourage families to value their daughters. The Women’s Federation initiated an 

educational campaign to convince women to explore their full potential and emphasized that also 

daughters could participate in economic and political activities on a daily basis equal to sons. (Croll 

1995, 109, 115.)  

From 1993 to 2004, Chinese state media concentrated on family relationships, and moral dilemmas 

facing the middle-age. In these urban romance serials, the context often was women’s romantic and 

family relationships, while the narrative focused on women’s self-identity and inner growth. These 

serials often provide consolation for viewers and successfully portray the emotional world of the 

female characters, sometimes also helping them through a difficult transition within capitalist-

consumer society. This was due to an emergence of women writers, who could bring their own 

personal experiences of women’s issues and family relationships. For example, divorced women 

formed a strong sisterhood, and the protagonist of the serial Lipstick transforms from naïve and weak 

wife to independent career woman. (Kong 2008, 77-78, 80.) 

Before the leftover representation of women emerged in 2007, “pink drama” (fenhong dianshiju) was 

a popular subgenre which dealt with women who are single and have no children with successful 

careers. These educated and independent women enjoyed Westernized lifestyles in cosmopolitan 

cities. According to Huang (2008), they represented a generation which has grown up since the late 

1980’s. “Pink drama” TV serials’ themes include individual-centered modernity and consumerism 

and they already dealt with women’s empowerment and shifting gender identities. This genre derived 

from “pink culture” which refers to women who have benefited from better education and 

employment opportunities. Representations of these women in the media are supposed to encourage 

women to spend their salaries on commodities that symbolize elegance and independence. In the end 

pink dramas offered representations of preferred femininity. (Huang 2008, 103-105, 114.)  

As I have demonstrated elsewhere, representations of women in Chinese state media have had 

different agendas. Women have been portrayed as urban and independent consumers, traditional stay 

home moms or desperate leftover women. According to Sun (2008), same time, women are often also 

portrayed as useful citizens for the modern state. In many TV dramas, representations of women who 

have been laid off from state’s factory work because of the nationwide restructuring of state 

enterprises, are now working as positive role models and are happy that they have been mobilized. In 

TV dramas these happy women are having an opportunity to concentrate on improving their personal 

quality. This reinforces the thought that Chinese state media constantly use media as a guidance for 

women. By shaping women’s attitudes to accept losing jobs as a natural and inevitable outcome in 

life, women become useful for both, to the state and to the market. (Sun 2008, 96-97.)  
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3. Patriarchy in China 
 

3.1. Patriarchy and marriage patterns  

 

According to Sechiyama (2013), there are two elements in patriarchy of the gender axis. Sexual 

inequality based on an unequal distribution of power which places men in a superior position and 

predefined gender roles within a society. Gender and sex are terms which should not get mixed. While 

‘sex’ refers to biological differences, ‘gender’ refers to social difference which are socially 

constructed. Mixing of these two concepts might seem natural as social roles and distribution of 

power seem to be determined by biology. (Sechiyama 2013, 1, 19.)  

In China, there is a complex interplay between patriarchal Confucian legacy and an official ideology 

of gender equality (Maurer-Fazio, Rawski and Zhang 1999, 55). Gender roles were divided so that 

women belong to the private sphere and men in the public sphere (Sechiyama 2013). Women are free 

to go work outside the private sphere, but only as long as their reproductive work will be done 

successfully. As a result, women suffered a double burden of labor. Because working while being a 

housewife gives women more leverage to discuss power relations within the household, it is not 

totally tolerated in patriarchal societies. (Sechiyama 2013, 40, 44, 48.) 

In China, there has been extremely rapid urbanization, industrialization, and mass education after the 

economic reform in the 1980s. (Ji 2015, 1058). The development of the private sector of the Chinese 

market economy, offered individuals new lifestyles and choices which enabled individuals to pursue 

their desires of material comforts and freedom (Yan 2011, 44). Despite this socioeconomic 

development, there has also been a resurgence of patriarchal Confucian traditions, and the seemingly 

impressive process of gender equality is now halted if not declining (Ji 2015, 1058). An early marriage 

and bearing children are still universal and a must thing to do in China (Ji 2015, 1058; Pimentel 2000, 

35). Marriage in China is regarded as late marriage for women from 25 years onward and for men 

from 27 years onward (Guo, et al. 2015, 112).  

Patriarchal ideology urges women to find a husband and settle down instead of climbing up the social 

ladders (Yu 2021, 261). Thus, a wife’s high education might cause marital difficulties (Pimentel 2000, 

38). Men often tend to marry younger women as cultural tradition in China values women’s youth 

and dependence. Because of that, the pressures to find a marriage partner while young are much 

stronger for women. Social norms still favor traditional hypergamy as an ideal marriage where a man 

would be knowledgeable, and a wife would be beautiful. Because of this traditional gender norms 

still regulate gender relations in family life and marriage mainly delivers the cultural norm where the 
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breadwinner is a male. Even though women’s mobility has increased tremendously in the public 

sphere, men have not entered in the private sphere, thus household work and other female-dominated 

occupations have remained mainly for women. However, also dual-income families have been the 

norm in China, as society in China is a combination of modern and traditional. (Ji 2015, 1059-1060, 

1065-1066.)  

Nowadays young women in China are resisting the state’s public push to get married and start a 

family. According to the South China Morning Post, Marriage and having children produce a huge 

stress for young women. Even though the majority of generations Z’s parents and the government 

promote the traditional thought of happiness through marriage, young women prefer to live for 

themselves. As a result, men’s willingness to get married is significantly higher than women’s in 

today’s China. (He 2022.)  

3.2. The ‘leftover’ woman 

 

The ‘leftover’ representation of women in media seems to be a tip of the iceberg, as it can be 

approached from economic, institutional, social, and demographic aspects. Reasons behind the 

representation comes from changing gender dynamics within society and transformations of urban 

society. (Feldshuh 2017, 39, 50.) 

Hannah Feldshuh (2017) has studied the leftover woman phenomenon in her article Gender, media, 

and myth-making: constructing China’s leftover women. Feldshuh examines sociological research on 

Chinese marriage patterns and compares the results with the representations of leftover women in 

Chinese contemporary media. According to her, a leftover woman (Shengnü) is an urban, over 27 

years old, highly educated unmarried woman, who according to Chinese media, is a social problem 

(Feldshuh 2017, 39). In 2007 the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China officially 

formalized the term ‘shengnü’ (剩女) and after that, Chinese state media have promoted it actively 

through different media sources (Fincher 2014, 3).  

According to Feldshuh (2017), by normalizing and de-problematizing the ‘leftover’ representations 

in popular media, the distinction between performance and gender will be blurred, suggesting that 

gender is inherent and not created. Thus, accepting ‘leftover’ as a self-identification could restrict 

women and preserve patriarchal hierarchies. Feldshuh points out that discourse of ‘leftover’ women 

in media should be understood as a process of myth making that polices and underpins patriarchal 

structures, as in her studies she found out that even though media constructs and reinforces how the 
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term should be received and interpreted, these representations of ‘leftover’ women do not match with 

social reality. (Feldshuh 2017, 40, 42.)  

Also, Fincher (2014), argues in her book “Leftover Women: the resurgence of gender inequality in 

China” that the ‘leftover’ phenomenon is a state-sponsored campaign which is intended to resurgence 

gender inequality in post-socialist China. According to Fincher, the ‘leftover’ discourse is invented 

by the government in order to achieve its goals of promoting marriage, population planning and 

maintaining social stability. Fincher also emphasizes that the ‘leftover’ phenomenon is not only for 

stigmatizing women to marry young or have children, but also because of preserving traditional 

patrilinear heritage of assets. As women are often making compromises with buying a marital home 

under the pressure to become a ‘leftover’ woman. (Fincher 2014, 3-6, 73.) 

Feldshuh argues in her study that ‘leftover’ discourse is a retaliation to women’s empowerment and 

changing gender dynamics. Linguistically this term can be used as a tool for motivating women to 

get married and Feldshuh sees the term as a threat of being labeled as ‘leftover’. According to 

Feldshuh, the term ‘leftover’ is a clear example of gender bias in contemporary China. Feldshuh 

summarizes in her study that the term ‘leftover’ devalues women’s educational achievement, 

strengthens social pressure on women to marry and minimizes objections to the sexist nature of the 

term itself. (Feldshuh 2017, 39-40, 42, 50-51.)  

According to Yu (2021), abolishing the one-child policy in 2015 is evidence of demographic 

problems, which could be solved by mobilizing women through the media. Linguistically leftover 

women are often dehumanized as expired food products because of the traditional patriarchal thought 

that women’s value depends on their reproductive functions in marriage. Single women are often 

referred metaphorically to fighters as they are either fighting against the norm of heterosexual 

marriage, or still in the battlefield trying to find a husband. (Yu 2021, 249, 257, 260.) 

According to Ji (2015), Popular media frames ‘leftover’ women as selfish, picky and only interested 

in men with wealth. She argues in her article Between Tradition and Modernity: ‘Leftover’ women in 

Shanghai that leftover women have elements of both modernity and tradition as women are pursuing 

their own ambitions and negotiating between marriage and career. (Ji 2015, 1057-1058).  

Guo, et al. (2015) have stated that ‘leftover singles’ are a real social problem. In their study of single 

women, delaying marriage disturbs social harmony and stability. In their article they are comparing 

contemporary China’s educational level and reproducing level to Song dynasty’s equivalent statistics. 

They are also providing suggestions for alleviating the late marriage issue. According to them, the 

time spent for education is time taken from marriage, thus high-level education decreases the 
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opportunity of marrying. According to them the leftover single problem could be solved by lowering 

the educational expectations when hiring employees. Also, active reminding about the risks of giving 

birth at older age and showing realistic ideals of marriage age through media could fix late marriage 

problems. (Guo, et al. 2015, 111, 120.) 

4. Theoretical background 
 

4.1. Representations 

 

According to Stuart Hall, representation connects meaning and language to culture. It uses language 

to represent the world meaningfully to other people, as it is an important part of the process where 

meaning is produced and exchanged between members of a culture. For conveying meanings 

effectively between people, the speaker and the listener should share the same semantic nuances in 

social, cultural, historical, and political ground. For this thesis the constructionist approach of 

representation theories is utilized, as it distinguishes the real material world where people exist from 

the symbolic one, where processes and practices are structured through representation, meaning and 

language. In the constructionist approach people constantly construct meaning by using concepts and 

signs, thus things or objects do not have themselves any fixed, final, or true meaning. With this 

premise this approach recognizes the public, cultural and social character of language. (S. Hall 2013, 

1, 5, 11.) 

Stereotyping is representational practice for signifying, in which people are reduced to a few, simple, 

widely recognized essential characteristics, which are then represented as fixed by nature. 

Stereotyping distinguishes the normal from abnormal by reducing, essentializing, naturalizing and 

fixing the ‘difference’ of representation. By exaggerating or simplifying a specific group’s particular 

characteristics, stereotyping simplifies them. Stereotypes have tight connection with difference and 

power and more specifically with symbolic power. (S. Hall 2013, 247, 249.)  

According to Macdonald (1995), as the media has an important role in setting stereotypes and 

promoting a limited number of role models, the influence of the media is encouraging men and 

women to adopt behavior that reinforces gender-specific roles. This way, gender roles are internalized 

as part of one’s identity and gender-specific behavior is seen as appropriate. Stereotyping usually 

intensifies the offense of groups with an already disadvantaged position. Stereotypes work by being 

plausible, just like ideology. (Macdonald 1995, 13.)  
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4.2. The spectacle of the ‘other’ 

 

According to Stuart Hall (2013), the division of the ‘we and others’ is a compelling theme in popular 

culture. According to him, the ‘otherness’ signifies all that we are not. This way of representing 

difference is based on stereotyping where a simplification is used for representing one significant 

feature or a dualistic confrontation. In the most simplistic way, the world is divided between us and 

others, heroes, and villains. When representations are dealing with difference, they evoke emotions, 

shape attitudes, and mobilize fears in very deep levels, thus, the thought of the ‘otherness’ is necessary, 

but also dangerous. This is because the same visual representation can carry different and sometimes 

even opposite meanings depending on the viewer. The ‘otherness’ is often stereotyped negatively and 

involves the question of power. Often, people who do not belong to the majority are labeled as ‘them’ 

and not ‘us’ and are suffering from the connotative reading of representations. (S. Hall 2013, 215-

219.) 

Women stand in patriarchal culture as signifiers for the male other, not as makers but as bearers of 

meaning (Mulvey 1989, 15). Women are regarded as social ‘others’ from men, and according to 

Anderson (1999), as a ‘second sex’. This means that women are represented as social dependents 

who function through their connections to men. Women are not seen as independent social actors but 

as someone’s wives, mothers or in occupational roles. (Anderson 1999, 43.)  

4.3. Feminist perspectives for film theory 

 

Laura Mulvey (1989), a feminist film theorist’s notes she writes in her book Visual Pleasure and 

other pleasures are still valid for this thesis. She argues that feminist theory of popular culture pays 

political attention to how and where women are positioned in relation to language and dominant 

cultural production. Within popular arts and visual representations women have been largely 

subjected to patriarchal ideology, which is made up of assumptions about sexual difference and 

women’s proper place in society. feminism in film is still part of a wider collision between feminism 

and patriarchal culture. (Mulvey 1989, 75, 111, 121.) 

Feminist film studies seek to notice patriarchal structures which often would be unnoticed and 

naturalized or taken granted. Representations in film strive to conceal the constructed nature of the 

image, for example an apparent imitation of the social world, by perpetuating the illusion that 

spectators are being shown what is “natural”. In other words, the media naturalizes gender differences. 

(Kaplan 1990, 13.) 
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Feminist film analysis concentrates on presences as well as absences of women’s representations. 

This means that the ways in which women are represented and roles they construct are equally 

important than the ways how women are not represented or do they appear at all. Feminist film theory 

can operate at the textual level and the level of context. It can also operate at the level of production 

itself. (Kuhn 1994, 71.)  

Feminism strives to formulate an opposition to cultural sexism and discover a means of expression 

that diverges from products that have depended exclusively on masculine concept of creativity 

(Mulvey 1989, 111). For feminists, media has become a major instrument of ideological domination 

(Gledhill and Ball 2013, 344). In film analysis, semiology attempts explain how meanings are 

produced in a film and how film communicates. In feminist perspective of film analysis, women’s 

discourse in films is suppressed so that women’s real signification has been replaced by connotations 

that serve patriarchy’s needs. (Kaplan 1990, 15, 18.)  

According to Jiang and Gong (2016), it is crucial to pay attention to the representations and gender 

stereotypes in media, as it affects the formation, activation, and moderation of gender roles (Jiang 

and Gong 2016, 215). Stereotypes of women are regularly made for men’s liking and offer a very 

limited number of representations (Geraghty 1991, 13). According to Kuhn (1994), stereotyped 

images of women in media in which women are young, in shape, glamorous, beautifully dressed and 

made up are culturally constructed and even oppressive, as they create an image of ideal woman, 

which is unattainable for most women, but they still see as important to achieve such appearance. 

Such images also objectify women as they support an ideological construction of women as objects. 

This way, women are socially predefined by their beauty and attractiveness thus the representations 

of women are made for the gaze and enjoyment of men. (Kuhn 1994, 5-6.)  

According to Macdonald (1995), averted gaze and absence of facial expressions refuses access to the 

woman’s own view of herself and enables her to be admired as an aesthetic object. This way, an 

objectified woman is inviting spectators to stare unchallenged and evokes them to narrative 

speculation. By hiding all facial expressions, and thus all signs of her personality, women’s 

representations can be used to signify symbolically whatever intended matter. (Macdonald 1995, 106.)   

These representations can be seen as ‘everyday sexism’ and it is an immediate concern for feminists, 

as for spectators, these representations which are constructed in the same way as their referents in a 

‘real world’ appears to duplicate their everyday ways of experiencing the world. In films however, 

the realistic appearance of representations is made by using certain conventions of cinematic 

significations and codes and not by real similarity with their counterparts in real society. These codes 
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are made so that the film seems uncoded so that the spectators often are unaware they are making 

meanings while watching the film. For them, all meanings seem to be already in the film. (Kuhn 1994, 

119, 127.)  

Everyday pornography according to Caputi (1999) and McRobbie (2009, 17) is still visible as it is 

normalized by media. According to Caputi (1999), women do rarely occupy roles which possess 

social power (Caputi 1999, 58). For example, men tend to occupy higher status jobs as managers and 

CEOs (Macdonald 1995, 69). Instead, women are often portrayed negatively as belittling, 

condemnatory or victimized. In the media, men are socially addressed as superior while women are 

as inferior. Power is highly sexualized, and in order to be more powerful, male partners should be 

taller, stronger, richer and older. Women on the other hand, are smaller, weaker, passive, and 

physically dominated by men. (Caputi 1999, 58, 61-62.)  

4.4. Post-Feminist theories and representations of women 

 

According to McRobbie (2009), the subordination and inequality of women have changed 

prominently but is still unequivocal and substantial and the global and patriarchal system of economic 

power and domination is still unchallenged. In her book Aftermath of Feminism: Gender, Culture and 

Social Change, McRobbie introduces concepts which combines elements of feminist sociology and 

cultural studies and attempts to map out post-feminist popular and political culture in UK framework 

(McRobbie 2009, 2, 6.) 

According to McRobbie (2009), in nowadays cultural productions there are a whole repertoire of new 

meanings implemented to imply that feminism is already ‘taken into account’. Women’s 

representations are products of modernity as they are free to enjoy city’s pleasures, earn wages and 

spend them, and have sexual freedom. They benefit from transformed institutions as they have better 

chances to educate themselves. (McRobbie 2009, 12.)  

However, in the West as well as in China women’s representations are still desperate for finding a 

husband (Feldshuh 2017, 38; McRobbie 2009, 12). This need of finding a partner is created in films 

by emphasizing the fear of loneliness and by the stigmatization of being single, and by becoming 

isolated and marginalized from happy couples. Yet these representations are avoiding overtly 

traditional men. McRobbie highlights that women are able to find their right partner in the end after 

they have fulfilled certain requirements. Usually these requirements include being independent, 

standing up against demeaning comments, being humorous, not being angry or critical of men, 

appealing vulnerability, and desiring for love and motherhood. (McRobbie 2009, 20-22.)   
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In Chinese context, in addition to all of the above mentioned, women in TV dramas often are rewarded 

with husbands and families for valuing family over their career or education. Marriage is presented 

as women’s primary goal and high educational level and career are conflicted. This is emphasized as 

in TV serials socioeconomic hypergamy is still crucial when choosing a marriage partner. Single 

women are often portrayed as anxious to get married and worried that the expected timeline for having 

children will pass. This is usually reinforced with social pressure presented by the protagonist’s 

families and especially mothers. In the serials women usually have two options, conforming to 

patriarchal marriage patterns or stay single forever. (Feldshuh 2017, 38, 43-45.) 

Women’s representations in the media have a crucial need of being youthful. According to McRobbie 

(2009, 24), this is made by portraying women in an immature girlish way which is made by for 

example giggling like a little girl. This way of portraying women lessens the need of taking women 

seriously (McRobbie 2009, 24). Gills (2007), calls this phenomenon as ‘girlification’ in which adult 

women promotes female children as desirable sexual icons (Gill 2007b, 151). 

In the Chinese context, the media’s hierarchical power of women’s appearances places women’s 

youth on top, and older women, regardless of good shape, should not be seen as sexy (Wen 2015, 

361). Also, sexually innocent, female protagonists whose intelligence is downplayed gives the 

essential image of the strong hero and needy heroine (Gill, Gender and the Media 2007a, 235, 237). 

According to Hayward (2013), female’s sexual innocence can be subtly brought up by using 

backlighting. By placing the light behind the female protagonist, it gives her a halo effect, which 

implies her virginity and purity. Female and male protagonists are often shot differently with different 

lighting and colors. This is used as a strategy for gender differentiation. (Hayward 2013, 180.) 

Women’s representations which are not sexually innocent causes male fury and aggression, as women 

are not anymore, passive, grateful recipients of male sexual passion. Women no longer stick to rules 

as they can be portrayed as empowered and independent and even in some cases become pregnant in 

order to satisfy their own maternal longings. The independence of women cannot go too far as 

women’s representations should hold visible fragility and keep up the feminine vulnerability in order 

to remain desirable to men. This is one example of post-feminist masquerade. For example, by 

knowing all the fashion rules but remaining unsure of oneself and by being eager to please, women’s 

representations entice handsome and dominating men. Post-feminist masquerade works as a 

compromise in which powerful and attractive women are measuring their own capacities in the work 

world. Other examples of post-feminist masquerade figures are phallic girl and global girl. 

(McRobbie 2009, 36, 78-79.) 
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According to Hayward (2013), masquerade in films means that females are portrayed as ultra-

feminine. It helps them to survive in patriarchal society by colluding with the male by overstressing 

her feminine traits such as appearance and gestures. Narratively, masquerade often helps women to 

get what they want. (Hayward 2013, 136-137.) 

As a counterweight for working women, some of the women’s representations still belong to the 

private sphere. Nowadays the patriarchal structure of the nuclear family is structured in a modern way 

so that the male is still the breadwinner, but his wife is seemingly equal to him as she has chosen 

herself to stay home (McRobbie 2009, 35). According to Gill (2007), all practices which are 

independently chosen, present women seemingly as autonomous agents and free from inequalities 

and imbalances of power. This avoids an interesting question about representations and subjectivity 

as empowered women coincidently want socially constructed mass-mediated ideals of beauty and 

social roles just to ‘please themselves’. This has caused self-surveillance and self-discipline among 

women. (Gill 2007b, 154-155.)  

Also, in contemporary romantic fiction one of the often-used strategies is still that the female 

protagonist’s feelings are constantly proved to be false. A relevant example of the strategy would be 

a scene where the female protagonist first resists a man’s attempt to kiss, but right after melts in his 

arms in ultimate happiness. This is based on the thought about women saying no they actually are 

meaning yes. (Gill, Gender and the Media 2007a, 222.) 

According to Gill (2007), In romance genre the female protagonist’s representation’s difference from 

other female characters of the serial must be noticed by the male protagonist. In these serials women’s 

most important achievement is to find a husband, but their greatest fault, however, is to actively 

attempt to do so. Another visible feature according to Gill is that even though in romantic TV serials 

female friendships are portrayed as strong, other women are still always represented as competitors 

thus cannot be fully trusted. (Gill 2007a, 222, 236-237.)  

4.5. TV serials and soap operas, women’s genre? 

 

Genre refers to a group of individual fictions which are grouped together by their similar plots, 

stereotypes, settings, themes, style, or emotional effects. From the name of a specific genre the 

audience may have certain expectations about the kind of stories and characters the media product 

will offer. Every genre has its own conventions which are based on combinations of rules or codes, 

signifiers or signs which together constitute the genre. Genres are not only standardizing the 

production site, but also strives to stabilize an audience. This way, by using genres, a specific media 
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production has a greater chance to reach its intended audience and hopefully, develop a bond with 

that audience. (Gledhill and Ball 2013, 347, 350.)  

The targeted audience, for whom the serial is speaking to, helps to unveil if the media product is 

gendered. By addressing a specific genre for a specific group of spectators, media producers are 

assuming who they are, and categories them in different subject-positions. This affects the way how 

the product is constructed and how it is speaking to its addressed viewers. Considering the subject-

positions of a media product, one can reveal how it is covertly gendered and has positioned women 

in a subordinate position. (Gledhill and Ball 2013, 366-367.)  

Soap operas and romantic TV dramas can be classified as a women’s genre and as a melodrama 

because they focus on the private sphere and widens it also outside from domestic settings 

(Macdonald 1995, 69). Basic genre characteristics of Western soap operas and Chinese romantic 

urban TV serials are remarkably similar. Of course, the nature of social problems and the ways of 

how things are handled have significant cultural differences between Western soap operas and 

Chinese TV dramas. The subjects of matter in both are usually ups and downs of family or community 

life and personal relationships, and character types are diverse and from different social positions. In 

both genres settings and locations are home interiors and public spaces such as coffee shops or 

workplace. Plots are usually about jealousies, hidden secrets, social problems, and infidelities, just to 

mention a few. (Gledhill and Ball 2013, 348.)  

There are myriad reasons why TV dramas are extremely popular among women. According to 

Geraghty (1991) one of the main reasons is that TV serials value and recognize the emotional work 

which women carry out in the private sphere. By reflecting personal problems, melodrama constantly 

offers a variety of emotional relationships which allow the audience to see how a particular situation 

or emotion can or should be handled. In addition, the emphasis of the series is not on action, but on 

talk. The slow development instead of immediate response and delayed retribution instead of instant 

effect makes the drama positively irrigating and unmanly. (Geraghty 1991, 41,43.) 

4.6. Stereotyping women by using language  

 

According to Mills (2012), through language, it is possible to unveil workings of patriarchal 

ideologies and representations, as language is constituting one’s identity and role. There are patterns 

in linguistic usage which are discriminatory, and which systematically treats women differentially. 

By challenging these patterns, it is possible to reveal commonsense stereotypes and norms as well as 
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ideologies of gender which seem self-evident. While film theorists see screen as a site of struggle, 

feminist linguistic theorists see language as one. (Mills 2012, 8-9.)  

According to Macdonald (1995), language is one of the demonstrations of how people distribute 

power. This division has powerful practical consequences in suppressing women’s complaining of 

domestic work or childcare and constructing domestic violence as a ‘private’ matter. Excluding 

‘women’s topics from acceptable discourses has wider social effects, as still today ‘women’s talk’ 

about hardship of life seems to remain hidden from public exchange. The sisterly conversations 

between women are often held in some private places aside from the public sphere. These 

conversations usually include complaints of current life situations and exchanging feelings. By 

avoiding this kind of ‘women’s talk’ in media gives audience more unisex appeal. Also, women rarely 

have conversations about serious issues without men present. (Macdonald 1995, 47, 54, 64-65, 71.) 

According to Macdonald (1995), Gossiping in TV dramas is usually seen as female discourse. It 

usually includes malicious talking about other people’s lives and emphasizes the eternal rivalry 

between women. Gossiping in TV dramas can be also used for putting women down and belittling 

usually only women’s everyday domestic matters. The media often claims that women tend to gossip 

every time they talk together. In TV dramas gossip is used to endorse women’s genre’s designation 

as ‘women’s talk’ and accusing women of gossiping is one way to demean their discussions. In TV 

serials, gossiping is often used for filling in viewers, who haven’t seen all the episodes. Another way 

of demeaning women’s communication is to call their communication nagging. Gossiping and 

nagging are more social than linguistic constructs. (Macdonald 1995, 54-56.) 

5. Case study 
 

5.1. Context 

 

In this thesis, the Chinese TV drama, Find yourself (xiayizhan shi xingfu) is analyzed. The name of 

the serial was originally Senior girl’s first love (Zishen shaonü de chulian). It was first aired in China 

26th January 2020 by Hunan TV. It is a romantic comedy directed by Ding Ziguang and written by 

Shui Qianmo and Wang Xiongcheng. It stars Victoria Song, Song Weilong, and Wang Yaoqing. 

(China Entertainment Network 2020.) The series is also available on Netflix, but the Netflix version 

for international audiences, and the original version have different dubbing apparently because of 

culture differences. In this paper, I am going to analyze the original version of Hunan TV, broadcast 
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by Mango satellite TV. Mango TV is a part of Mango Super Media which is a state-controlled video 

platform on the internet (Mango TV n.d.). 

The serial concentrates on 32-years-old He Fanxing’s story. She is a director of administration at a 

design company and searching for love. Yuan Song, a young intern at the same company, as well as 

Ye Luming, CEO of an advertising agency are both pursuing her, but He Fanxing, inexperienced 

regarding love and relationships, is struggling to choose between them. Yuan Song is ten years 

younger than He Fanxing who is concerned about how her parents and others in a community might 

see their relationship. Ye Luming on the other hand, is handsome, rich, and 37-years-old, thus in 

appropriate age. For Fangxin, the choice between these two men is not merely about love, but also 

choice between traditional and modern, as expectations are that she should uphold traditional 

marriage patterns. 

In the serial, He Fanxing has two close friends, and a twin brother. All of them are in a different life 

situation and have their own side plots in the serial. Song Xue is Fanxing’s closest friend. She works 

as a professor at the same university as Fanxing’s twin brother. She also has her own TV show where 

she operates as an expert and an arbitrator. She is in a relationship but does not want children. Yang 

Xiaoyu is a mother and expecting her second child. She is pondering leaving her job and staying 

home with children. Her relationship with her husband has a crisis during the series. He Canyang, 

Fanxing’s twin brother is single, and dating multiple women during the series. Unlike his sister, He 

Canyang does not have any rush to marry.  

The plot pattern and narrative of the serial are similar with most serials addressed to women. There 

are multiple and interweaving storylines, and most of them are concentrated on managing personal 

life. There are hidden secrets and their exposure, social problems within the community and family, 

jealousies, misunderstandings, and especially attempts to find suitable partners. Most of the crucial 

conversations about life and marriage are happening between colleagues from Fanxing’s workplace. 

These women are Cong Xiao, Qingqing (25) and Xiao Bai (29), all looking for love as well.  

Fanxing tries to fall in love with Ye Luming, who seems to be a perfect match for her, but in the end, 

she breaks up with him, as she admits she is unable to do so. After many misunderstandings and 

attempts to fall in love, Fanxing resigns from her job and opens a flower shop while waiting for Yuan 

Song to come back from overseas, where he left to study.  

The serial seems to be a melodrama. It is romantic, urban, and as earlier was mentioned in this thesis, 

it resembles Western soap opera in many ways. It is, however, a quality TV drama, which can be 

streamed online with or without interrupting commercials. Advertising in the serial is handled by 
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heavy product placement. Unlike soap operas, where the start of the serial has usually been long 

forgotten (Gledhill and Ball 2013, 348), and no ending in sight, this serial has clear beginning and 

ending. Each episode is approximately 45 to 55 minutes, and as in serials often, the ending of each 

episode tends to be a beginning of the next. There are 42 episodes together in one season. The serial 

is set in Shanghai, where according to Da (2004), gender equality is ranked highest in China, and 

women are often in charge of the family finances, while men take more part in housework and 

caretaking for their children (Da 2004, 139). According to Ji, Shanghai is also the most Westernized 

city in mainland China (Ji 2015, 1063).  

5.2. Data used for the detailed analysis 

 

For more detailed analysis I have chosen eight scenes from the serial Xiayizhan shi xingfu. These 

scenes were chosen based on their ability to provide examples for demonstrating cinematic means of 

producing meanings which are inspected then from feminist perspective. The durations of the scenes 

are from less than two minutes to approximately six minutes and they feature different characters. As 

my first research question is about the representations of women in the serial, every scene naturally 

includes one or more women characters.  

The first scene chosen for detailed analysis is also the very first scene of the whole serial. It starts at 

01:01 and ends at 03:26. The duration of this scene is 2 minutes and 25 seconds, and it features two 

characters, the protagonist He Fanxing and a man she is on a blind date with. They are having a 

conversation about their situations in life. This scene is set in a big and spacious café, in Shanghai 

and continues then with a monologue of the protagonist while showing the city.  

The second scene for my analysis is also from episode one. The duration of the scene is 5 minutes 

and 55 seconds, the scene starts at 03:27 and ends at 09:22. takes place in the workplace of the 

protagonist, featuring He Fanxing, her best friend, and subordinate coworkers. The scene is set in 

Fanxing’s workplace, first in Fanxing’s own office, then at the open office and at the end in the coffee 

corner of the office. Fanxing is first having a conversation with Xiao Bai, then her best friend through 

phone and lastly eavesdropping on her colleagues. While they are having a conversation, Fanxing 

overhears it accidentally while taking copies in the office. In the last part of the scene, four women 

aged from 25 to 30 are discussing their own and other women’s lives. They do not know that Fanxing 

is also hearing what they say.  

The third scene is also from episode 1. It starts at 10:13 and ends at 12:02 and the duration of the 

scene is 1 minute and 49 seconds. The scene features Ye Luming, who is one of Fanxing’s two suitors, 



 

22 

 

his secretary and office workers, who are working for Mr. Ye. The scene starts with Mr. Ye’s 

secretary’s and Mr. Ye’s meeting at the reception of the office and continues then in the open office 

and ends with Mr. Ye entering his own office room. The scene introduces Mr. Ye to the audience for 

the first time.   

The fourth scene is also from episode one. The duration of this scene is 1minute 50 seconds, and the 

scene starts at 38:04 and ends at 39:54. Fanxing is walking on the street in Shanghai but will be 

stopped by a woman who has arranged a wedding photoshoot on the street. Fanxing must wait until 

a few photos are taken and then continue her walk. This gives time for Fanxing to ponder her life 

choices about waiting for true love instead of settling someone suitable. First, she is depressed by her 

loneliness but at the end of the scene she gets her hopes up again. But right then a window cleaner’s 

bucket of water falls on her head.  

The fifth scene is from episode four and starts at 37:25 and ends at 40:05. The duration of the scene 

is 2 minutes 40 seconds. The scene is set on the rooftop of a tall building where one of the main 

woman characters of the serial Cai Minmin is going to have her birthday party. She is 20 years old, 

and she is a university student. She is having a conversation with her uncle, 37 years old Ye Luming. 

Cai Minmin talks with her uncle about her crush and how she is going to confess her love in public 

at her birthday party. 

The sixth scene is also from episode four. It starts at 42:14 and ends at 46:50. The duration of the 

scene is 4 minutes and 36 seconds. The scene is set in Fanxing’s workplace and more specifically in 

a closet for office supplies. The scene features Fanxing and a young intern Yuan Song. In the scene 

they are seeing each other at the office for the first time after they have spent the night together. In 

the beginning the scene Fanxing is in the walking closet of office supplies by herself but soon after 

her young admirer enters the closet as well. They are having a conversation about their relationship 

and last night together. 

The seventh scene is from episode sixteen. It starts at 34:06 and ends at 43:12 and the duration of the 

scene is 9 minutes and 6 seconds. The scene is the longest from chosen scenes, but it also includes 

parts in which there are only long conversations which are not fruitful for my analysis. The scene 

features Fanxing, her twin brother Canyang, Fanxing’s two best friends and Fanxing’s brother’s 

girlfriend. In the scene Fanxing is worried about losing her job but the theme of the scene changes to 

jealousy and rivalry between women. 

The eighth scene is the last scene of the serial. It is from episode 42 and the scene starts at 32:40 and 

ends at 35:13. The duration of the scene is 2 minutes and 33 seconds. The scene features the 
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protagonist Fanxing and her young boyfriend Yuan Song. The scene starts showing Fanxing working 

in her own flower shop as she has resigned from her managerial position in the design company, and 

now owns a flower shop. While she waters the flowers, she is talking on the phone with Yuan Song, 

who is studying in Germany for two years. At the end of the scene Yuan Song appears at the flower 

shop as a surprise and the couple is hugging happily.  

6. Methods and research process 
 

This thesis analyses how chosen scenes and representations of women are contributing to patriarchal 

ideology through film analysis from feminist perspective. I have chosen film analysis as a method as 

it seems to provide the clearest ways and means to analyze my research data so that it is possible to 

seek answers for my research questions. Film analysis seems to be a proper method also because 

according to Mikos, it can be used for analyzing specific case studies and for analyzing single scenes 

which provides an example for demonstrating textual structures from a specific viewpoint (Mikos 

2014, 413). 

My data is an audiovisual media product; thus, film analysis works as a base for my analysis. Along 

with the film analysis I am going to draw on semiotics and Third Wave feminist as well as post-

feminist works about feminist film theory and representations of women in order to analyze the data 

comprehensively from feminist perspective. As feminist analyses of the media usually, the analysis 

of this thesis also involves examining representations and textual practices in order to unveil patterns 

of inequality, domination and oppression (Gill 2007a, 7). From Third Wave feminist theorist I am 

going to draw on Annette Kuhn’s work as well as Ann Kaplan’s, Myra MacDonald’s and Jane 

Caputi’s works. From post-feminist theorists I am going to draw on Rosalind Gill’s and Mc Robbie’s 

works.  

6.1. Film analysis 

 

According to Mikos (2014), in film analysis, the task of analysis is to find out how the perspectives 

of production and reception of the audience meet. From the perspective of reception aesthetics, film 

analysis provides understanding of the symbolic material of the film as well as understanding the 

media contents as communication. Films or television programs do not offer complete meanings, but 

instead develop semantic and symbolic potential. By reflecting the conditions and structures of 

society it offers for individuals, different possible ways of reading them. How viewers perceive 
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characters of the film, depends on the meanings and identity in society and everyday life. (Mikos 

2014, 409, 411, 416.)  

In film analysis, the premise is that all used forms of representations and all systems of signs are up 

to investigation, and everything we see through the camera is important and purposely chosen to be 

significant. According to Mikos, the cognitive purpose of film analysis can be divided in five different 

levels of analysis: content and representation, narration and dramaturgy, characters and actors, 

aesthetics and configuration, and contexts. These can be investigated in every film and instead of 

analyzing all of them, the analysis can also be confined to a single level or use several of them. 

However, each level always relates to others. (Mikos 2014, 412-414.) 

When analyzing the content and representations, the question of how they are presented and how they 

contribute to the construction of societal reality and the production of meaning is crucial. Analyzing 

representations and content in films also means analyzing the film’s ideological components as 

dominance and power become visible in them. In the analysis level of narration and dramaturgy, 

situations and events are linked together with the persons and surroundings in a specific scene and 

employ storytelling strategies such as typical staging to draw audiences into stories. This way the 

scene is made for example comical or exciting thus the audience’s cognitive and emotional activities 

are stimulated. Analyzing characters of the film is also crucial as different characters undertake 

different roles in films and have an important function in the framework of representations. (Mikos 

2014, 413-417.) 

When analyzing contents, representations, narrative and dramaturgy, and characters it is necessary to 

demonstrate specific filmic means. These formal and stylistic means of configuring moving images 

guide viewers emotionally and steer them to specific aspects, thus transports them into different 

moods. Sometimes this all happens without the viewers being aware of it. When analyzing formal 

and stylistic means, the focus of analysis is on how camera angles, light, sound, music, editing and 

mise en scene, which refers to all elements which are introduced into the scene, relate to each other 

and how they relate to analysis levels introduced earlier in this chapter. These aesthetic techniques 

are also called filmic codes which are essential for producing meaning. (Mikos 2014, 417-419.) 

Semiotic coding has a powerful impact on audience response, and it is crucial for filmmakers to 

consider carefully their choices within the film. For achieving desired semiotic meaning, different 

aesthetic and technical choices are adopted while making a film. (Doughty and Etherington-Wright 

2018, 88-90.) 
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6.2. Research process 

 

I started my research process by watching the serial as a whole without any specific perspective or 

preconceptions. After watching the whole serial, I had an overall picture of the narrative and of the 

structure of the serial. This allowed me to watch it again from feminist perspective, focusing more 

closely to the characters of the serial. I watched the whole serial once again, taking notes about scenes 

in which there might be imbalanced power relations. There were presumably a lot of them so I started 

to watch them more closely and divide them into scenes, which might be fruitful for my analysis, and 

scenes which would not provide as many working examples. After this phase of my research process, 

the number of scenes to be analyzed was still too great for this thesis. I started to leave out scenes 

which were too long and had relatively little essential material in them. In the end I ended up choosing 

eight scenes which seemed to provide the most fruitful examples for my analysis.  

First, I concentrated on the mise en scene i.e basic settings of the scenes and content in the frame in 

chosen scenes. I studied where the characters were placed and how they were behaving, for who they 

were talking for, what they were talking about and in what manner. I also focused on the camera 

angles and what the camera shows and as importantly, what not. This way I repeatedly watched my 

scenes focusing on one aspect at the time until I got all necessary notes from them.  

Second, I watched my chosen scenes with utmost concentration on the characters, what they represent 

and how. I paid attention to their visual appearance, gender, age, and their possible role in the scene 

and analyzed if they contributed to patriarchal ideology. I watched the scenes many times focusing 

on one character at the time. By using feminist film theories and the concepts introduced in theoretical 

background part of the thesis, I tried to analyze how the main women characters are represented from 

feminist perspective.  

Last, I concentrated on the scenes as a whole and analyzed the atmosphere and mood, how it has been 

created and why. I inspected the relation of the music to the behavior of the characters. I also checked 

once again camera angles, if something was left missing. This way I watched the scenes repeatedly 

so many times that the analysis could be made in a comprehensive way. 
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7. Analysis  
 

7.1. Scene 1, Episode 1 (01:01-03:26) 

 

In the first scene of the serial1 the protagonist, 32-years-old He Fanxing is on a blind date. Before any 

visual picture is shown there is only black background and the voice of a man who is having a date 

with Fanxing. At this point there is no background music, which emphasizes the importance of the 

lines the man is saying. While only black screen showing, he is evaluating Fanxing’s eligibility to 

become someone’s wife. This reveals that the crucial part of the narrative of the serial will be the 

protagonist’s efforts for finding a partner and a husband. This goes well in accordance with Gill’s 

(2007) notes that the most important achievement for women in contemporary romance fiction is to 

find a husband (Gill, Gender and the Media 2007a, 222).    

Right after2, the black background disappears, and the picture emerges, and major key piano music 

starts to play in the background while the high-key lighting is used for achieving naturalistic light. 

These aesthetic and technical choices together strive to keep the scene uncomplicated and uplifting 

yet make the narrative realistic (Doughty and Etherington-Wright 2018, 91). Fanxing is shot medium 

closeup from a high angle, which is used for creating emotional response, and making the subject 

seem vulnerable and diminished (StudioBinder 2021). The camera shot is focused on Fanxing and 

the background is blurred. With this high angle shot framed only to Fanxing, the man who is 

completely left outside the frame continues speaking about their advanced age of 32.3 Fanxing has a 

light smile on her face as she silently listens to the man speaking. Her silence is a cinematic 

convention in which dominating male order rules over passive females thus the man is advancing the 

narrative while Fanxing has been made a spectacle (Mulvey 1989, 20). Here, however, it seems that 

the silence is also used as a strategy for resisting patriarchy as it is a way to cope in situations where 

oppressive male male order analyzes, judges or dissects women (Kaplan 1990, 98-99). By smiling 

she is striving to stay pleasant which implies her eagerness to please and her inferior role (J. Hall 

1984, 66).  Framing and focusing the shot only to Fanxing allows viewers to speculate about her 

thoroughly while listening to the man speak. Combination of the high angle and mentions about 

Fanxing’s old age emphasizes Fanxing’s vulnerability and gives psychological vantage point for the 

characters outside the frame thus in this case, for the man who is speaking (StudioBinder 2021).  

 
1 01:01 EP1 
2 01:08 EP1 
3 01:29 EP1 
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The second camera angle is shot behind the man’s shoulder showing what he is seeing.4 The shot is 

eye level shot thus has a neutral perspective. In the shot, Fanxing sits on the opposite side of the table 

and the sun is reflecting slightly from the large window just behind Fanxing’s head. The lighting 

slightly makes her face difficult to see which makes the shot realistic as it is showing what the man 

sees and the sun is dazzling his vision slightly. In addition to reinforcing the realistic manner of the 

narrative, it also implies her sexual innocence by making a halo effect around her head (Hayward 

2013, 180). Fanxing’s representation in the scene seems to go in accordance with socially constructed 

ideals of beauty. She is skinny and has a youthful face without a single wrinkle. As, she is wearing 

top branded clothes, an outfit which reveals her bare shoulders slightly and red lipstick, her 

representation also seems to be in accordance with post-feminist thought about empowered women’s 

freely made choices to dress up for men’s liking just for themself (Gill 2007b, 154). The camera is 

still focused on Fanxing but this time the man is also inside the frame showing the distance between 

them. However, the man leisurely leans back while talking and disappears from the frame5 while 

Fanxing stays in her pose with a serious face. This implies that the topic of the narrative of finding a 

partner and getting married is not that serious matter for the man as it is to Fanxing as a woman. Even 

though they are the same age. 

Next6 Fanxing is shot outside the window, showing that the scene is set in a high-end café with white 

tablecloths. Together with her top branded clothes, the setting seems to imply that socially she belongs 

to the upper middle class. Camera changes right away to the original shot also from high angle but 

focused and framed only on Fanxing. When the man who is once again left outside the frame calls 

Fanxing a ‘leftover’ woman, Fanxing’s only reaction is a small movement of her finger with a 

beautiful ring on it.7 It is shot with extreme close-up. Using close-ups as a camera angle creates 

empathy for the character (Doughty and Etherington-Wright 2018, 90). The ring on the other hand 

seems to signify Fanxing’s financial independence but at the same time, also imply that Fanxing’s 

independence and ability to buy beautiful jewelry does not bring her happiness.   

After the conversation, an aerial shot from a very high angle is used.8 It shows the table, Fanxing 

from front and the back of the man. The distance of the shot shows the very high room height, and 

the focus of the camera is on the lamps so that everything behind those is blurred. The shot indicates 

that the blind date is over. The man soon disappears from the shot9 while everything else in the image 

 
4 01:42 EP1 
5 01:43 EP1 
6 01:46 EP1 
7 02:04 EP1 
8 02:11 EP1 
9 02:15 EP1 
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stays the same. The scene continues with Fanxing’s monologue as a narrative voice while the shot is 

still the same. The combination of the narrative voice and the shot gives the audience a picture that 

Fanxing sits by the table even though the man has left, and the date is over. His leaving from the café 

is left out of the scene, but Fanxing’s serious facial expression and her position with hand under her 

chin while keeping an elbow on the table implies that the date was not successful.10  

After the man has left the café Fanxing is shot from eye level instead of high angle shot as there is no 

need to emphasize power relations anymore.11 Fanxing’s staying at the café after the date seems to 

imply that failure of the date had a bigger impact for her as a woman than it had for the man. An 

alternative meaning of Fanxing’s staying alone in the café seems to be that even though she is 

independent and beautiful, she is still a ‘leftover’ woman, left alone and unhappy without a partner. 

As Fanxing’s appearance has no sign of being too old, nor has it visible signs that would reveal her 

‘leftover’ status, the scene implies to the audience that not finding a partner in time can happen to any 

woman. Especially independent and beautiful women like Fanxing.   

The scene continues while Fanxing’s narrative voice is going on. Changing to aerial shot of the city 

of Shanghai the visual image is supporting Fanxing’s narrative voice as the buzzling city and the sky 

above appears to be all accelerated signifying the acceleration of time in women’s lives after turning 

30.12 Next,13 the time has jumped as in the scene, Fangxing’s narrative voice-over is still going on 

while the visual image is showing already a next day morning where Fanxing is taking bus to her 

workplace. The fact that she is taking the bus to her workplace indicates her lower position compared 

to her suitor later in the serial as he is always driving his own brand-new car instead of using public 

transports. This seems to naturalize women’s inferior position in society. Before she steps to the bus 

her whole figure is shown along with the bus stop and other people. She is wearing a bright red tight 

skirt and black extremely high heeled shoes. Her makeup is flawless, and she is carrying a quality 

paper bag which seems to be a shopping bag from some expensive boutique. She is once again 

working as an example of McRobbie’s concept of post-feminist masquerade (McRobbie 2009, 78) or 

Kuhn’s concept of everyday sexism (Kuhn 1994, 119). While sitting in the bus her narrative voice 

still goes on and Fanxing watches out from the window, gazing outside with a slight smile. Her gazing 

enables the audience to stare at her unchallenged and evokes them to narrative speculation 

(Macdonald 1995, 106).  

 
10 02:19 EP1 
11 02:20 EP1 
12 02:30 EP1 
13 02:44 EP1 
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In this scene, patriarchal structures of the society are included in a subtle way as the man is having a 

privileged position over Fanxing because of the camera angles and because he is entitled to evaluate 

Fanxing’s eligible to get married. The ‘leftover’ term works as a punishment for refusing to submit 

the codes that define her place according to patriarchal demands (Kaplan 1990, 7). The man of the 

scene was made relaxed, and he even makes a small sound of amusement14 while Fanxing is made 

more anxious as she is sitting the whole scene in the same position, hands before her holding a coffee 

cup without drinking it. Her silence implies that she is not enjoying the date and is instead enduring 

the man, yet she does not argue against the man and lets him keep his opinions. This reveals that they 

have different social roles and different expected patterns of behavior based on sexual difference.  

7.2. Scene 2, Episode 1 (03:27-09:22) 

 

The second scene of episode one starts with a shot of Fanxing’s office showing to the audience that 

she is executive director of the office.15 This is essential in regard to the narrative as it brings up the 

financial independence and career orientation of the ‘leftover’ representation of Fanxing. Her office 

is decorated with light colored furniture, green plants behind the desk and red roses on the table 

keeping the scene feminine and homely. Her female colleague enters the office and Fanxing tells her 

assigned work duties that she should complete next. Talking about work in a professional manner 

supports Fanxing’s representation as a competent career woman. However, the scene’s narrative is 

not about the work thus after talking professionally 30 seconds,16 their conversation changes to 

Macdonald’s concept of ‘women’s talk’ in which ‘sisterly’ dialogue is usually held in the private 

sphere, in this case in Fanxing’s homely office as a substitute (Macdonald 1995, 64). Being loyal to 

melodrama narrative, the colleague starts talking about men, her personal relationships, and her old 

age for finding a partner. In the serial she is 27 years old. The scene goes along with Macdonald’s 

note that women rarely talk about serious issues other than women’s problems which are trivialized 

by confining them in private conversations between women, without men present (Macdonald 1995, 

71).  

The purpose of this conversation is to show that Fanxing’s situation as working in a managerial 

position and being a ‘leftover’ woman is not desirable. Fanxing’s colleague is three years younger 

than Fanxing and already complaining about her old age. This makes Fanxing seem to be in an even 

worse situation in life. It also downplays Fanxing’s achievements in her career as the scene only 

 
14 01:55 EP1 
15 03:28 EP1 
16 03:40 – 04:11 EP1 
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emphasizes her old age. This downplaying is essential for Fanxing’s representation as the purpose is 

to emphasize that for women career and marriage prospects are conflicted (Feldshuh 2017, 45). When 

Fanxing reminds her colleague that she is older than her, her colleague is made to look like she has 

forgotten that17 and hurries off from the office. This conversation is not advancing the plot, and it is 

held in the beginning of the first episode, which indicates that it works as an exposition of Fanxing’s 

character thus the other characters of the scene are defining her representation. Light and humorous 

music in the background together with Fanxing’s smile keeps the scene humorous and uplifting even 

though Fanxing’s situation in life is described as almost desperate by her colleague. Both women are 

dressed up with skirts and high heels with red lipstick. 

The scene continues with Fanxing’s phone ringing.18 While talking on the phone, she is walking 

through the office. Fanxing’s best friend is calling and once again, the conversation works to form a 

comprehensive picture of Fanxing’s character. Essential part of the conversation is that it also 

emphasizes that Fanxing’s situation as a ‘leftover’ woman is not desirable as it brings up the fact that 

Fanxing has not experienced first love. This brings up her sexual innocence which makes her 

desirable for men and props up the male protagonist’s power and dominance later in the serial as he 

will be the hero who will make her a real woman (Gill 2007a, 236). At the end of the scene Fanxing 

brings some office supplies to her male colleague’s workstation.19 Once again, the conversation is 

not about work but revealing that one of their female colleagues has found a husband.  

In terms of camera angles, this scene does not offer too many working examples of unequal power 

relations in regard to gender. The camera angle mainly ensures the smooth temporal and spatial flow 

by using eye-line match which means that a shot shows someone to look offscreen while another shot 

shows what she sees (Chaudhuri 2006, 24). In the background is an open office with workstations. 

The background music is light and uplifting muzak with some office sounds.   

Next part of the scene, which is still located in the office, starts when Fanxing goes to copy some of 

her papers at the copier.20 She is shot from behind some decorative bars of the office which predicts 

that something relevant will happen behind them in a way that she might not see it. Almost same time 

voices of four female colleagues having a conversation begins to be heard. The decorative bars 

mentioned earlier seem to prevent them from seeing that Fanxing is listening to their talk. Right after 

the talking starts, the camera angle is behind Fanxing’s shoulder showing her perspective.21 The 

 
17 04:32 EP1 
18 04:42 EP1 
19 05:50 EP1 
20 06:38 EP1 
21 06:48 EP1 
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decorative bar of the office highlights the distance between Fanxing and other women speaking. This 

distance seems purposefully made as Fanxing’s representation in the serial is the most individualist 

and independent while for the other women obeying patriarchal ideology seems a natural thing to do 

and who sees patriarchal marriage patterns genuinely as their own goals in life. The distance 

distinguishes Fanxing from other women of the scene.   

The scene continues with shot and reverse shots between women who are having the conversation. 

However, they are very often shot behind the decorative bars as a reminder that this is Fanxing’s 

perspective and that she is seeing and hearing this conversation. This continuity editing indicates 

dialogue, not just between the talking women but also between them and Fanxing, even though 

Fanxing is not saying anything verbally. Occasionally Fanxing’s facial expressions are shot. She 

seems to be amused about the conversation the other women were having22 and at one point she looks 

like she could not believe her ears23. This makes Fanxing’s representation different from other women 

and emphasizes her independence. 

These female colleagues are sitting in the coffee corner of the office. As the conversation is happening 

in a small space, aside from the public side from the office, it emphasizes the stereotyped ‘women’s 

talk’ which ensures that women’s problems stay in the private sphere (Macdonald 1995, 54). The 

mise en scene includes coffee pots and cups, different table utensils, and other appliances which 

signifies kitchen and the domestic sphere. For making my point it is crucial to mention that in other 

parts of the serial where men are talking about similar issues, they are situated in bars, high end 

restaurants and spaces similar to cigar rooms which signifies the public spheres addressed only for 

men. This trivializes women’s concerns as once again women’s conversation is held in a substitute 

of the private sphere. Even though this space for conversation seems to be free from male colonization, 

it is male centered culture what these women are producing in the scene. As they are talking about 

their hurry of finding a rich husband and how they have reached the ‘leftover’ status, they are 

constituting a realm in which they are defined by dominant patriarchal ideology and order. This 

dominant order is controlling what choices there are available for these women and their concerns 

regarding getting married are serving patriarchal needs (Kaplan 1990, 18).  

These colleagues are Xiao Bai 29, Cong Xiao 27, Xiao Zeng 27 and Qingqing 25. Three of them are 

representing single women, from whom two are also representing ‘leftover’ women. Qingqing, 25 

represents women who are young, just graduated from university and in the best age of finding a 

 
22 08:28 EP1 
23 07:10 EP1 
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future husband. Xiao Zeng, 27 is currently pregnant after dating two months. All the women are made 

up with red lips and tight skirts and high heels. They are young and beautiful. Once again producing 

the representation of women with everyday sexism. In the serial, men in the same office, however, 

are dressed much more casually, which seems to naturalize the thought that men are judged on 

performance and women based on appearance as women are socially predefined by their 

attractiveness (Kuhn 1994, 6). 

Characters of the scene are set so that Zeng who is pregnant and getting married is located alone on 

the other side of the table and the other three single women on the other side.24 This seems to be 

purposely arranged as allows the other three single women to watch her with admiration. This 

arrangement seems to highlight the fact that she has achieved something that the other women have 

not. Same way, Fanxing is located far from other women and especially from Zeng, who has already 

achieved her goal in life.  

Ending of the scene supports Macdonald’s note of women’s tendency for gossiping in melodramas 

(Macdonald 1995, 54). The conversation changes literally to gossiping as they are starting to talk 

about Fanxing behind her back.25 They all lean more closely towards each other, and Xiao Bai 

whispers how it would be the worst if she also ends up like Fanxing. That is, over 30, inexperienced 

in love and still single. However, the camera angle behind her shoulder showing Fanxing between 

the decorative bars reveals that Fanxing still hears what they are saying. Fanxing’s facial expressions 

show that the words are hurting her even though no empathy producing close-ups are used. Gossiping 

in the scene seems to remind the audience or fill up part-time watchers that Fanxing is a ‘leftover’ 

woman and in addition the worst kind. This is to show the audience that too much independence and 

modernity is not looked at in a positive way in society. The placement of the characters, the gossiping, 

and the lack of empathy in camera angles together removes Fanxing from ‘us’ and makes her the 

‘other’.  

The music in the background stays the same uplifting major key throughout the whole scene. The 

lighting once again brings realism to the narrative but in this scene, it is more warm and homely. In 

the end of the scene, despite the discouraging conversation, an uplifting atmosphere is tried to 

preserve by making the scene humorous. “Actually, I love our executive He (Fanxing). After all she 

is the only woman in our office who is older than me.”26 Between the two sentences, there is a crucial 

pause in which background music has a slight pause, Qingqing nods exaggerated, and Cong Xiao is 

 
24 07:50 EP1 
25 08:51 EP1 
26 “我还是很爱我们的贺主管的，毕竟我们公司女生里面，就她比我年纪大。” 09:10 EP1 
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sipping her tea. Then Xiao Bai continues and causes amusement in others except in Fanxing, who 

makes gestures like stabbing herself in heart.27 This is shot once again behind the decorative bars, 

emphasizing that other women do not see her.  

Scenes located in the office,28 seem to imply that career might be one of the reasons Fanxing still is 

a ‘leftover’ woman. The purpose of the whole office scene seemed to be forming Fanxing’s 

representation as a ‘leftover’ woman. Characters of the scene defined Fanxing and her situation in 

life solely through her single status while all other aspects of life are ignored. The scene itself belittles 

Fanxing’s position as a manager as her duties during her workday were copying some papers, 

delivering a few supplies and telling her female colleague briefly what to do next. Most of the scene 

thus most of the workday was spent talking about men, and women’s age crisis, and gossiping. Even 

though in the serial female representation is occupying managerial position and not only jobs from 

service sector, but her work input is also trivialized, which limits her social power restricts her 

representation for obtaining s superior position in relation to men (Caputi 1999, 58).   

7.3. Scene 3, Episode 1 (10:13-12:02) 

 

Third scene which is analyzed introduces Mr. Ye, Fanxing’s suitor to the audience. It starts when his 

secretary walks across the office to meet him.29 She is skinny and young, wearing black high heels 

and a tight-fitting black suit with trousers. Her lips are bright red and her make up is comparatively 

dark. Her appearance is in accordance with mass mediated ideals of beauty and constructs an image 

of an ideal woman. Her representation also supports an ideological construction of women as objects 

as she is creating an image which is unattainable for most women. She appears to be made up for the 

gaze and enjoyment for men (Kuhn 1994, 5-6). The full shot from different angles is used showing 

her figure while she approaches the main door of the office.30 

Mr. Ye, the CEO of the company arrives.31 He is shot from behind and the camera moves from his 

feet to head while he is walking with slow motion, and a lounge-like music starts to play when he 

steps in. The sound of his footsteps is emphasized, and they even echo a little. He raises his hand to 

touch his hair and at the same time the image flashes with the sound of the camera like someone was 

taking photographs of him. He has leather shoes and a briefcase, and he is wearing a perfectly fitting 

suit. Narratively, this all is meant to create Mr. Ye’s representation as a perfect husband regarding 

 
27 09:20 EP1 
28 03:28 – 09:27 EP1 
29 10:13 EP1 
30 10:14, 10:25, 10:38 EP1 
31 10:58 EP1 
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hypergamy. His outfit signifies assets and money, his importance, and with his spectacular arrival 

this all signifies his social power. He literally arrived as he owned the place. He is the CEO. 

The scene continues with him passing his secretary without stopping and he does not even take a look 

at her.32 His secretary starts to walk almost next to him slightly further back, while talking with him. 

She is watching Mr. Ye and following him while Mr. Ye is only watching forward while speaking. 

This makes the distribution of power unequal as Mr. Ye has the power to set the pace. He turns a 

couple of times so that the secretary must follow him. They are shot from the front using eye level 

medium two shot33 so that they can be in the same frame at the same time. Mr. Ye is walking before 

his secretary thus dominating the image. This way, the image highlights Mr. Ye’s height and power 

over his secretary. While they are walking through the office, all the other workers stand up and bow 

to Mr. Ye.34 At the end of the scene Mr. Ye opens the door to his office and enters without caring if 

the secretary is coming or not.  

The purpose of Mr. Ye’s arrival as a spectacle is not to objectify him the same way as his secretary 

was objectified earlier in the scene. Instead, the purpose of the filmic techniques used in his arrival 

was to promote his dominating and social power as well as his potential of being a perfect husband. 

In the scene, the occupational roles go well in accordance with Caputis’ (1999) thought about men 

being socially superior while women are addressed as inferior (Caputi 1999, 58). Also, Macdonald 

notes that men usually occupy higher status jobs (Macdonald 1995, 69). In the scene the male is the 

CEO, and the female is his secretary, his subordinate. The male dominance and power are visible in 

the scene also in framing. He is watching only forward while listening to his secretary and has the 

power to set the pace.     

In the scene distribution of power seems inequal. The scene can also be read in the way that Mr. Ye 

is just rude as if his position would be occupied by a woman, power relations would be between boss 

and subordinate. However, placing a man for occupying this superior position has been a deliberate 

choice, thus it contributes to patriarchal ideology of male domination. In addition, narratively, Mr. 

Ye’s position as a CEO is essential as his representation must fulfill his part of being the most 

successful character of the serial in order to maintain patriarchal ideology of hypergamy so that he 

would be the most promising candidate for becoming Fanxing’s husband.    

  

 
32 11:10 EP1 
33 11:15 EP1 
34 11:24 EP1 
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7.4. Scene 4, Episode 1 (38:04-39:54) 

 

The scene is set in the streets of Shanghai and Fanxing is stepping out of a taxi.35 She is walking the 

street and suddenly a woman asks her to wait a moment as there is a wedding photoshoot going on in 

the middle of the street. The camera angle focuses on Fanxing and soon after a reverse-shot is showing 

what Fanxing is seeing. There is a beautiful wedding couple posing for a photoshoot.36 They are made 

as a perfect pair as the groom is taller than the bride, and the bride is beautiful and skinny, in a big 

expensive looking and white Western style wedding dress and long veil. They are stereotypically 

representing dream weddings. Fanxing is then shot behind the couple’s shoulder so that the couple 

and one photographer is visible while the camera is focused on Fanxing and her depressing look 

down.37 Background of the scene minor key piano music is played, creating a melancholic mood in 

the scene.   

The scene seems to indicate that Fanxing too could have this marriage bliss if she would consent to 

patriarchal norms. It also reveals that Fanxing too deep inside is also hoping to get married, even 

though she is independent and refuses to hurry. Fanxing’s representation is changing from the ‘other’ 

to closer to ‘us’ as this side of her is shown. That is, her consenting to taken-for-granted patriarchal 

patterns like the majority of women. This reveal is intended to increase empathy towards Fanxing.    

Right after Fanxing is shot from shoulder close up and her narrative voice starts.38 She looks down, 

looking like she could start crying at any moment. While her narrative voice is pondering if it is 

alright to want to date at her old age, she is gazing absently. Soon the woman from earlier tells her 

that she can go now as the couple is watching the taken pictures. The shot is again from behind the 

wedding couple so that they are inside the frame, but the camera is focused on Fanxing and her timid 

position with hand together in front of her.39 The shoulder shot is used even though there is no verbal 

conversation. The showing of the couple in the same frame but with fair distance from Fanxing 

emphasizes her loneliness, as the couple is standing tightly together. Also, the weather is windy and 

cloudy with the minor key music.    

Fanxing then starts to walk past the couple, but the shot remains the same. The couple is still in the 

frame as Fanxing passes them looking humble and vulnerable. Fanxing watches the couple while 
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walking and the camera angle changes to close-up focusing Fanxing’s face.40 The music gets louder 

at the background intensifying the melancholy in the scene. With all this the purpose is to evoke 

empathy in the audience. Alternative emotions that the scene might also evoke would be pity and fear 

of becoming such a lonely and sad ‘leftover’ woman. While walking away from the couple they are 

still in the background of the frame highlighting how lonely Fanxing is.41 The wedding couple is left 

behind and at the same time Fanxing’s facial expression brightens, and she starts to smile slightly for 

her own thoughts.  

After passing the couple the scene changes more uplifting as the music changes to major key, 

background changes from the married couple to greenery, and Fanxing’s narrative voice is getting 

full of hope.42 Uplifting the mood of the scene seems necessary in regard of the genre.43 However, 

not too much hope is created for Fanxing as right when she gets all her hopes up and finds a positive 

state of mind, a bucket of a window cleaner’s water falls on her head. This seems to be a humorous 

ending for the scene, as the uplifting music gets out of tune and humorous music starts to play right 

after. The real purpose of the humorous ending is however, to return Fanxing back to reality and 

imply that Fanxing’s hopes about true love instead of settling on someone suitable in her age is absurd. 

Last shot of Fanxing in the scenes is a high angle shot where Fanxing is watching up to the camera 

all soaked and trying to see where the water came.44 The music and the scene end there.  

This scene contributed to the patriarchal values in an entertaining way as it combined melancholy 

with uplifting ending. However, regardless of the small glimpse of hope in the middle of the scene, 

the scene started as well as ended with codes which signified women’s proper place in a society. First, 

the wedding couple signified true happiness and the life goal women should achieve. Fanxing’s 

dejected expressions made getting married look even more desirable. The mise en scene was arranged 

so that Fanxing was most of the time behind the couple alone while around the couple there was a 

photographer and other staff. This polarization emphasizes the undesired position of being unmarried 

and Fanxing’s lack of happiness.   

In the ending of the scene, Fanxing was disgraced in the middle of the street in front of other people. 

passersby of the scene happen to be a young couple holding hands. This was made in a humorous 

way because making scenes humorously remove liability from the producers and shifts the 

responsibility of how meanings are interpreted to the audience (Feldshuh 2017, 41). It also hides the 
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real purpose of the unfortunate ending of the scene. The bucket of water seemed to signify the reality 

which hits hard when one is dreaming too big. As the point of Fanxing’s monologue while this all 

happens was that she does not want to settle for someone just suitable, the falling bucket of water 

seemed to encourage the opposite. In the symbolic way, the bucked worked as a threat for other 

women and as a punishment for Fanxing for not taking anyone suitable even though she already is a 

‘leftover’ woman. The message seems to be that if one does not want to be hit by a reality because of 

unrealistic hopes of finding a true love, one should settle for someone suitable before ending up in a 

‘leftover’ category. The whole scene was about consenting to patriarchal values and marriage patterns. 

For settling just suitable men seems to be a proposed solution for the ‘leftover’ problem. 

7.5. Scene 5, Episode 4 (37:25-40:05) 

 

In this chosen scene, 20 years old Cai Minmin is talking with her uncle Mr. Ye who is 37 years old 

and one of the two suitors of Fanxing. The scene starts with a close up shot of stairs which Cai Minmin 

and Mr. Ye are climbing up in order to see a rooftop celebration venue for Cai Minmin’s birthday 

party. The camera zooms out slowly and while first Cai’s feet is showing and then Mr. Ye comes 

behind her. At this point, the camera shows him entirely and changes to a high angle long shot, 

showing them and the spectacular view of Shanghai in background.45 This shot shows how high-end 

the celebration venue is and emphasizes its expensiveness. Mr. Ye also tells Cai Minmin that she 

could have any kind of decoration as she wishes. As Mr. Ye is going to pay the party, the 

expensiveness of the venue also props up his power and dominance (Meyers 1999, 61). While they 

are having a conversation, the camera works with basic shot – reverse shot combination with slight 

change in high and low angles to emphasize the height differences of Mr. Ye and Cai Minmin. 

 

In the scene, Cai Minmin is dressed up in a very girly way with branded clothes which highlights her 

youth. She is wearing sneakers and a girly ponytail, minimal makeup and a plaster on her nose. Her 

appearance emphasizes her childishness and girly cuteness. However, her legs and thighs are totally 

bare thus, sexualizing her despite the girly look. This is an example of Gill’s thought of ‘girlification’ 

(Gill 2007b, 151). Mr. Ye on the other hand is dressed in western expensive looking suit and leather 

shoes. His hair is neatly put, and he is tall and handsome. Cai Minmin as his niece represents women 

from generation Z. In real society, women of this generation are the most rebellious towards 

patriarchal thoughts about marriage and having children (He 2022). In the serial however, Cai 
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Minmin seems to produce a representation which is quite opposite. Because of that she seems to work 

as a role model for the audience. 

In the scene, Cai Minmin’s mind is totally occupied with marriage as she announces that her goal in 

life is to marry her prince charming and have children. These thoughts about her future seem to go in 

accordance with patriarchal ideology of the role of women belonging in the private sphere. She does 

not question any patriarchal patterns and genuinely sees them as life goals she desperately wants to 

achieve. Her mind-set seems to go in a perfect accordance with the CCP’s possible agendas regarding 

demographic goals and stability within society (Fincher 2014, 6). Overall, it seems that in the serial 

Cai Minmin is showing a good example to the audience of how to be a useful woman of society. As 

TV dramas reflect the changing of the urban society (Kong 2008, 77) This might reflect the real 

situation in Chinese urban societies where young wealthy women from generation Z are often highly 

motivated to proceed in their careers (He 2022). 

In the scene, Cai Minmin seems to contribute to patriarchal ideology more strongly than Mr. Ye who 

encourages Cai Minmin to look for other options before settling down. In the scene Cai Minmin is 

planning to confess her feelings towards her crush in public at her birthday party. As she is 

accidentally turning her birthday party into a wedding banquet, the scene is making her cute and silly. 

She is also watching constantly on the ground, smiling cutely and wiggle according to her girlish 

thoughts about her crush. This goes hand in hand with Gill’s argument about downplaying women’s 

intelligence which makes them submissive and in need of saving, thus more desirable (Gill 2007a, 

237). By warning Cai not to make this mistake, Mr. Ye saves her niece and becomes a hero. He also 

reminds Cai Minmin of the patriarchal duties she will have after marriage. This is not for questioning 

patriarchal domestic roles but to warn Cai Minmin for starting her domestic duties too early. This 

way, Mr. Ye is seemingly a modern man, but in the end, he too contributes to patriarchal ideology. 

While he gives his warnings to Cai Minmin, the image is a two shot, framed so that Mr. Ye is taking 

the center thus dominating the frame. Cai Minmin is positioned in the right side of the frame.46  

In the end of the scene Cai Minmin gets upset as Mr. Ye is saying to her that if one attracts a partner 

with beauty, the love will fade along with it. 47 Cai Minmin attacks physically towards Ye but Mr. Ye 

simply puts his hand to Cai’s forehead which is enough to stop her. This behavior once again brings 

up Cai’s childishness and her need to be rescued from herself. It also highlights Mr. Ye’s maturity, 

heroism, and modernity as he does not believe in patriarchal thought of women’s purpose of only 
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being beautiful. Mr. Ye’s modernity, however, has a crucial purpose in the narrative of the serial as 

this all is set up in order to make Mr. Ye look like a perfect husband for independent and modern 

Fanxing in the serial. This scene emphasizes that he is richer, taller and older than Fanxing which 

means he is more powerful. In addition, he is modern, and not encouraging women to settle for 

someone just suitable. In other words, he has lots of similarities with Fanxing while the scene also 

legitimizes patriarchal hypergamy. This naturalizes inequalities with power and control (Meyers 1999, 

61).      

Last part of the scene goes along with Macdonald’s remark of women’s tendency to gossip in 

melodrama serials. Cai Minmin starts to gossip to her uncle about her professor’s love past affairs 

she heard about. Mr. Ye however is not interested about the rumor but starts to talk about Cai 

Minmin’s diploma from the school. They are shot with medium shot,48 which efficiently show their 

facial expressions at the same frame and emphasize their relation to each other (Hayward 2013, 332). 

This shot trivializes women’s concerns as Mr. Ye is watching slightly away from Cai Minmin and 

sighs while looking annoyed. Cai Minmin on the other hand is making a childish and exaggerated 

face of disappointment. By saying that he and Cai Minmin’s parents are not expecting from her 

anything else than just having a bachelors diploma he is reinforcing the patriarchal thought that 

women should not be over educated compared to men. This once again legitimizes marriage 

hypergamy. The whole scene has uplifting and humorous music in the background creating a light 

and humorous mood.  

7.6. Scene 6, Episode 4 (42:14-46:50)  
 

In the following scene Fanxing is in her workplace’s office supplies closet filling the stock. Soon 

after49, Yuan Song, her young admirer and an intern from the office comes in. Fanxing is once again 

wearing a skirt with high heels made up for men’s liking with her bright red lipstick and make up. He 

is in the center of the first shot, and then the reverse shot is revealing what he sees. Fanxing has 

climbed up to step stool, shot from down angle so that her bottom is in the center of the frame.50 This 

time her skirt is not too tight so that the shot would not be overtly emphasizing it.  

After Yuan Song has entered the room, Fanxing does not notice him until he calls her, startling her 

so that the box of office supplies, she is holding drops on the floor. Right after, Yuan Song enters the 

closet and closes the door behind him, while uplifting and carefree, major key piano music starts to 
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play in the background51. In addition to the startle of Fanxing’s, her intelligence is also downplayed 

as she is reacting to everything what Yuan Song says irrationally. Yuan Song teases her by opening 

and closing the door while noting that someone might see them if the door is open. This affects 

Fanxing the way he wants and Fanxing wants the door closed. Yuan Song closes the door amused 

and pleased, pretending to be serious.52 Next, he points out that closed doors could be worse as they 

are a single man and a single woman in a small space, implying that everything could happen if the 

door stays closed, and if no one sees. This threat of the possibility of him using oppressive power 

towards Fanxing is trivialized as the music in the background is still light and humorous and because 

it amuses Yuan Song who intended it to be a harmless joke. Fanxing, however, does not take that 

humorous way which makes her vulnerable and weak thus desirable which on the other hand 

sexualizes Yuan Song’s power over her (Caputi 1999, 61). With anxious face, Fanxing asks Yuan 

Song to open the door again.53  

In the end the door stays closed as yuan Song wanted. In the scene, high angle shot from up corner 

of the closet which is similar to shot taken by a surveillance camera shows how Fanxing is trapped in 

a closet and Yuan Song blocks the door.54 In the scene he has all the power in the situation and all the 

power in leading Fanxing’s thoughts about the door. Fanxing is weighing on her mind which is worse. 

The danger of being in a closet alone with a man or being seen or heard by other coworkers. However, 

escaping is not an option.  

The scene continues with them both collecting the dropped office supplies shot from a high angle.55 

Fanxing is watching on the ground while collecting them, but Yuan Song watches Fanxing while 

doing so. Fanxing is once again the one who are being looked-at, and Yuan Song has the dominating 

power to do so.56 This goes on until they grab same time same pencil from the floor and Yuan Song 

grabs Fanxing’s arm.57 Same time the humorous and light music stops. He wants to talk about last 

night which they spent together but Fanxing refuses to hear what he wants to say and refuses to talk 

about it. At this point of the scene this seems to imply the triviality of having sex for males compared 

to women as in the scene Fanxing is the one who is feeling shame of having sex. This is made visible 
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in the scene by making Fanxing awkwardly jump up and interrupting Yuan Song right when he starts 

to talk about their last night.58  

After a short talk Fanxing tries to leave the closet but Yuan Song stops her by pushing the door back 

closed by one hand from behind Fanxing.59 Same time, mysterious music played by harp and long 

violins starts and makes the scene more exciting. Fanxing turns around and is backed against the door 

while Yuan Song towers over her.60 The camera angle is a high angle shot from behind Yuan Song 

shoulder making Fanxing look powerless and vulnerable. Reverse shot on the other hand is low angle 

which empowers Yuan Song. While holding the door Yuan Song demands that they meet at their 

usual place and that Fanxing must give him an answer about consenting to date with him. With slight 

fury in his voice, he says: “I have already hit a home run and now you tell me I have to start over.”61 

while pushing Fanxing against the door. This reveals patriarchal ideology of domination and 

submission in the language of heterosexual intercourse as the metaphor of homerun implies the same 

as ‘scoring’ or ‘taking’ (Caputi 1999, 61). Also, Fanxing’s attitude that their last night was casual sex 

between two consenting adults and refusal of being passive, grateful recipient of male sexual passion 

results man fury in Yuan Song (McRobbie 2009, 36). This breaking of patriarchal rules makes 

Fanxing’s representation modern, bold, and even revolutionary. However, in the end she agrees to 

his demands of meeting again. Patriarchal power and domination worked in the end.  

After this Yuan Song gently moves Fanxing from the door and caresses her hair.62 This seems gentle 

and affectionate, but again it is about the male dominance. Fanxing is watching his eyes like a 

submissive puppy shot from behind Yuan Song’s shoulder.63 All cute and helpless, afraid but willing. 

However, Yuan Song turns to leave the closet. While Fanxing is looking anxious and rubbing her 

chest, Yuan Song returns once again. This time he threats Fanxing by murder if she will go to a blind 

date with another man. Yuan Song uses two fingers to demonstrate how to cut a throat if she goes. 

This is once again made as a joke as sound of a knife is heard same time.64  

Yuan Song enters the room once more.65 He smiles at Fanxing and makes a gesture of a kiss with his 

lips. Right after,66 beautiful piano music starts to play which relieves the tension of the scene. Yuan 
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Song leaves and Fanxing stays in the walking closet looking relieved and happy. Her facial 

expressions also indicate that she blames herself for being silly for believing the threats Yuan Song 

had made.67 This once again trivializes sexual harassment and single kiss though the air makes 

Fanxing over the moon just after she has been harassed.      

This scene efficiently trivializes sexual harassment and the threat of rape and even murder. It is 

disguised as romantic and positively manly with romantic music and handsomeness of Yuan Song. 

Yuan Song, despite his young age is portrayed as dominating and self-confident which sexualizes 

male domination and power (Caputi 1999, 61). Powerful male dominating obedient female. By 

making the happenings in this scene perfectly acceptable, the scene naturalizes patriarchal domination 

over the female body. In the scene Fanxing as a woman is fundamentally powerless and controlled 

mentally and physically by dominating male power. This scene is comparable with rape scenario as 

according to Caputi (1999), when woman is unmistakable being overwhelmed by a man the situation 

can be regarded as one (Caputi 1999, 63). Scenes such as this reinforces the dangerous patriarchal 

thought that when women say “NO” they actually mean yes (Caputi 1999, 63).   

7.7. Scene 7, Episode 16 (34:06-43:12) 
 

The scene starts showing Fanxing sitting on a children’s swing outside.68 She is wearing a fashionable 

black and white dress, with pink high heels and matching lipstick. Her facial expression is pensive, 

and she seems to be pondering. Minor key music in the background makes the scene melancholic. 

Even though it is evening in the scene, Fanxing’s face is beautiful and almost radiating in bright 

lighting. She has an expensive looking handbag next to her, fashionable hand watch and jewelry. This 

makes her look successful and independent, but lonely as she looks her phone looking like she would 

be hoping that someone could call her.69   

Her need for company and for a compassionate listener is highlighted as she tries to call her best 

friend, who is too busy with her work at that moment. The next one she calls is her other friend who 

is pregnant and has a daughter. Next shot shows Fanxing’s friend’s phone ringing and same time the 

domestic bliss she is having.70 While the melancholic music plays in the background reminding 

audience of the mood of Fanxing, her friend’s family’s domestic happiness emphasized by warm 

homely lighting, happy pregnant mother smiling while their dad is playing and having fun with their 
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first daughter. After showing this happiness brought by having family, the camera slowly moves to 

slightly darker kitchen where the mother’s phone rings with no one noticing.71  

After a while, Fanxing stops calling as her friend does not answer. She looks down and looks like she 

is starting to cry.72These two contrasting settings create a difference between Fanxing’s world and 

her friend’s. The scene seems to imply that Fanxing’s loneliness and pensiveness could be cured by 

having a family or partner. The scene creates a contrast between being single and having a family. 

This is made by a change of lighting and colors. The mise en scene in Fanxing’s friend’s home is full 

of colorful soft toys, pink photo frames and figures on a bookshelf, white furniture and bright lighting. 

The scene is filled with laughing and giggling while the father throws a massive pink teddy bear 

towards her daughter. Also, the mother’s pregnancy is wanted to be highlighted as the father puts his 

ear against her stomach and then pretends that the baby had kicked him through the tummy. 

Fanxing’s location’s mise en scene on the other hand is dim park, only two passersby go behind her 

during the scene. Soon after her twin brother emerges into the frame and works as a substitute for a 

compassionate listening partner.73 Same time, the melancholic background music stops. Fanxing talks 

with her brother about her worries of losing her job. Her brother promises to support her financially 

if that happens. This seems to imply that Fanxing at her age and as a woman is unable to find a new 

similar job. Despite that, in the serial, Fanxing is still living with her parents; the need of a financially 

supportive male is emphasized strategically after the contrast of family happiness and Fanxing’s 

loneliness.  

Next, in the middle of their conversation a young woman yells Fanxing’s brother’s name.74 She is 

Fanxing’s brother’s girlfriend, and she assumes right away that Fanxing is her rival and her 

boyfriend’s mistress. 75 Rivalry between the two women is made by positioning them in one same 

frame. Fanxing’s brother Caiyang is positioned in the middle while two women are positioned both 

sides of him. As Fanxing is so youthful and beautiful, Canyang’s girlfriend thinks that she has just 

graduated. This changes Fanxing’s attitude totally and raises her self-esteem radically, compared to 

the starting point of the scene. The rise of Fanxing’s self-esteem is made visible by putting her in the 

center of the frame, between Canyang and her girlfriend,76 and by groovy music. She is interrupting 
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their argument and smiles victorious to the other woman while passing them walking overly confident 

with her high heels.  

The next shot is located in Canyang’s apartment which is next to his family’s apartment.77 Canyang 

as a male owns his own apartment while Fanxing stays at her parents’ place and has her own room. 

This shows that even though Fanxing is working and is 32 years old, she does not own her own 

apartment. Implies that even though Fanxing is modern and independent, she is not too independent. 

Even though she has a right to spend her money as she wishes and enjoy the city life, owning an 

apartment would be too much in Chinese in context. This is a similar situation with McRobbie’s 

concept of masquerade in which even the most empowerment women have to consider how far they 

can go in order to remain desirable for men (McRobbie 2009, 79). In China women who own 

apartments are considered a threat  (Fincher 2014, 43). In the serial, owning an apartment would take 

Fanxing’s representation too far as it would be against the Party’s promoted family values and against 

patrilineal heritage of assets (Fincher 2014). Thus, Fanxing’s representation cannot encourage female 

audiences to own apartments.  

In the scene, Canyang’s girlfriend looks Canyang’s family album and gets reassured that Fanxing is 

Canyang’s older sister. Her behavior changes from aggressive to humble and next, steps toward 

Canyang seductively and right after giggles like a little girl. 78 This once again shows how youth is 

crucial part of female representations as this woman is portrayed in an immature and girlish way 

(McRobbie 2009, 24).  

7.8. Scene 8, Episode 42 (32:40-35:13) 

 

The last scene of the serial starts with Fanxing watering the flowers in her own flower shop.79 In the 

scene she is wearing less makeup and instead of a tight skirt and high heels, she is wearing a 

comfortable looking large wooly cardigan. At this point of the serial, she has already quit her job as 

manager and opened her flower boutique. She seems relaxed and happy in the middle of the flowers. 

Based on the previous scene, she is happy because she is not single anymore. And most importantly, 

she is not a ‘leftover’ woman anymore. The flowers around her and especially red roses she is sniffing 

signifies romance and love. The bright colors around her give the mise en scene an uplifting and 

happy mood. Fanxing is shot behind flowers, so that the image resembles a beautiful painting.80 She 
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is now set in feminine background, working as a florist, serving customers. She has left behind her 

managerial position. The scene goes in accordance with MacDonald’s notes about women occupying 

jobs from the service sector while men occupy managerial positions (Macdonald 1995, 69). In regard 

to patriarchal society, she is now closer to her predefined and proper place in society, having her own 

small business and getting married soon enough.  

Her phone rings and when she sees who is calling, her smile widens.81 The reason for her happiness 

is calling, that is Yuan Song, who has gone to Germany to study for two years. Fanxing is waiting for 

him to come back so that they can start their life together. On the phone Yuan Song asks if Fanxing 

is willing to register their marriage if he appears at her flower shop right this moment. She happily 

agrees. Right after she agrees Yuan Song walks into the flower shop with his trolley bag. Seems that 

he has come straight from the airport to see Fanxing, which makes the scene more romantic. When 

she sees him,82 romantic pop songs start, and her face is full of surprise and happiness. Fanxing runs 

into the embrace of Yuan Song filmed with slow motion83 while Yuan Song waits for her with open 

arms. Yuan Song lifts Fanxing slightly and spins her around. Same time, the camera angle goes 

around them showing all the beautiful flowers in the background. The music gets louder in order to 

evoke feelings and emphasize the happiness of the couple.  

The ending scene of the serial offers Fanxing and for the audience a fairy tale ending with marriage. 

Fanxing passively waits for Yuan Song to come back, similar to princesses waiting for their prince. 

This goes in accordance with Mulvey’s note about passive females and active male division in 

narratives (Mulvey 1989, 20). Fanxing’s representation shifts from an independent career woman to 

a more traditional one who finds her happiness through a husband. As Fanxing has not been as happy 

throughout the whole serial, the ending scene implies that independence, career, or freedom to enjoy 

the city is not the same satisfaction as finding a husband. This belittles all other achievements in life 

as the only goal that truly matters comes through a male companion. The fact that Fanxing chose the 

man who is ten years younger than herself, might encourage women to widen their scope in regard to 

finding a partner. However, in the serial choosing a younger male companion does not lessen the 

male dominance and hypergamy as Yuan Song is going to inherit his father’s successful tea enterprise 

in the future.     
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8. Conclusions and discussion 
 

In this thesis I have inspected Find yourself Chinese TV drama as a case study. In my analysis I was 

interested in how women were represented and do the representations contribute to patriarchal 

ideology. I have chosen eight scenes for my detailed analysis and in addition to examining the 

representations of women I also strived to find out if the chosen scenes contribute to patriarchal 

ideology and if so, how.  

Based on my analysis I found out that women characters of the serial were portrayed first of all in 

need of a husband. The ‘leftover’ representation of women was present and emphasized in four scenes 

out of eight. While two of the scenes brought up the representation in a subtle way, two of them made 

the representation the most prominent portrayal of women. In the scenes women’s crucial need for 

finding a husband was created in different ways. The most often used strategy was to make the 

protagonist He Fanxing seem lonely and unhappy. This was made by contrasting her loneliness with 

other characters with families or with a partner. Also, melancholic music and contrasts in lighting 

emphasized Fanxing’s loneliness. In the exportation of Fanxing in the first episode, her desperate 

situation of being single and inexperienced in love was mentioned in three conversations totally. This 

pressure to find a partner was gender related as in the scenes, men did not have constant need for 

finding a wife. Fanxing’s twin brother for example did not care if he has a girlfriend or not, Mr. Ye 

is already 37, but in the scene in the exposition of his character, he was not introduced as a ‘leftover’ 

man. There was in fact, no mention of any kind about Mr. Ye’s marital status. Also, the first scene 

implied that failed blind dates had bigger impacts for women than men. The pressure for finding a 

partner was thus completely transferred for women. The four scenes, and women’s representations in 

them, thus contribute to patriarchal ideology by pressuring women to enter the private sphere as 

young as possible.   

In addition to the desperate ‘leftover’ representation, Fanxing was also portrayed as an independent 

and modern woman. She was not willing to consent to patriarchal needs of marrying young and 

settling for someone suitable. She was modern as she still wanted to have dates at the age of 32. Her 

financial independence was highlighted with her expensive jewelry, and top branded clothes and 

handbags. Her modernity and independence were implied in the scenes also by her facial expressions 

as in scene two she was clearly amused with other women’s sacrifices in life in order to get married 

fast. Her modernity and independence, however, could not go too far, as her representation needs to 

remain desirable for men. For example, Fanxing cannot own her own apartment but lives at her 

parents’ place. Her twin brother on the other hand had his own apartment located next to their parents’ 
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place. In addition to that, Fanxing’s independence and modernity was made as a negative feature by 

making her the ‘other’ distinguished from ‘normal’ women. In the scenes, this was made by 

distancing her character from other women and by implying that financial independence brings only 

a certain amount of happiness. Also, in one of the scenes, Fanxing’s need as a woman for a financially 

supporting male was mentioned when Fanxing thought that she might lose her job. Even though 

Fanxing’s representation was independent and modern, the point is that those features are seen as 

negative in the scenes. The scenes imply that financial independence is only temporary pleasure, and 

in the end, women’s need for a financially supportive partner. This representation as well as the scenes 

contribute to patriarchal ideology of women’s allocated role in society as reproducers, and the 

patriarchal concept of hypergamy and patrilineal heritage of assets.    

All women in the chosen scenes, except for one, were represented as socially constructed ideals of 

beauty and constructed traditional stereotypes of femininity. They were all beautiful and youthful, 

skinny, and beautifully made up. They had fashionable outfits, beautiful jewelry, and high heeled 

shoes. In the scenes women’s traditional femininity has been brought up by making their surroundings 

fit their femininity. For example, Fanxing’s office was light colored and had flowers, Fanxing’s 

colleagues had their conversations in a coffee corner of the office which corresponded to a kitchen 

and home. In addition, especially in the last scene where Fanxing had quit her office work and adopted 

her new occupation in a flower shop, the mise en scene bathed with beautiful flowers and colors 

which implied her femininity and her rightful choice of entering in feminine surroundings.   

The femininity of the appearances of the representations of women could alternatively be a version 

of post-feminist masquerade. However, in the scenes their femininity was also emphasized in the 

scenes by their behavior. Fanxing, for example, in the fifth scene was a startling, sexually innocent, 

and weak and helpless subject to a man handling. In the scene she did not object to the man and 

looked at him with frightened yet willing eyes. In the same scene also, her intelligence was 

downplayed in order to be feminine, silly, and cute.  

Fanxing’s representation was not the only one which was made feminine by downplaying her 

intelligence. Also, Cai Minmin’s representation was made in a similar way. However, with the 

difference that her representation worked as an example for ‘girlification’. Even though she was 20 

years old, her appearance was made as extremely childish. Her gestures and thoughts resembled more 

like six-year-old girls’ when she was talking about her crush to her uncle. She two was made sexually 

innocent, and childishly giggling.  
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In the end, women’s representations in the serial were subjected to patriarchal male dominance. In 

the scenes, men were occupying higher status jobs and had more social power than women. In one of 

the scenes also physical oppressive power was used, which was trivialized with humor. Fanxing’s 

representation was made as a spectacle in the first scene as she was gazing out through the window 

multiple times. The most prominent patriarchal structure in the scenes was the promotion of 

traditional hypergamy. This was visible in every scene which was chosen for the analysis. Women 

were in search of rich husbands, Fanxing had to leave her managerial job and change for a more 

feminine occupation, and the need for a financially supportive male was emphasized. Mr. Ye’s 

representation was the most prominent example of hypergamy. The emphasis of his social power and 

richness with the point that his character’s purpose was to represent a man who would be a perfect 

husband for anyone was a manifestation of hypergamy.  

In summary, the serial Find Yourself seems to contribute to patriarchal ideology and structures. In 

addition to production which reflects today’s society, also the CCP’s cultural and patriarchal values 

were visible in the serial. The CCP’s promotion of patriarchal marriage patterns and the nuclear 

family were the most prominent forms of contribution the serial offered for patriarchy. Also, 

romanticized male domination was visible in the serial, similarly to Western soap operas and romantic 

serials.  In the serial different filmic tools were used for emphasizing the inferiority of women. They 

were often shot from a high angle, in feminine surroundings and in a way which highlights their 

loneliness and the need of a husband.   

For further research it would be fruitful to study how has the CCP’s ideology and cultural leadership 

affected the contribution to patriarchal ideology in the serial. Also, a study about the CCP’s objectives 

of mass persuasion in entertainment addressed to women would be an interesting example of further 

research of this topic. It would be especially interesting to examine how much of the patriarchal 

ideology in the serial is promoted by the CCP, and how much of the ideology is produced 

subconsciously in accordance with contemporary society’s social norms.  

Another interesting point for examination would be research about audience reception. An interview 

as a method would reveal what women are feeling about the promotion of patriarchal marriage 

patterns and about the ‘leftover’ representation of women in the serial. In addition to an audience 

reception research one fruitful method would be to collect more contemporary serials of the same 

genre and proceed a critical discourse analysis in order to reveal patriarchal ideology’s subtle patterns 

in language use.  
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Overall, the ‘leftover’ phenomenon in China is vast and can be researched from many different 

aspects. There is always a need for studies about equal gender rights, thus for me further research 

could by any means be also from feminist perspective.   
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9.1. Episodes used for the analysis: 

 

Episode 1 

Mango TV. n.d. https://w.mgtv.com/b/328837/7474458.html (accessed April 13, 2022). 

Episode 4 

Mango TV. n.d. https://w.mgtv.com/b/328837/7476993.html (accessed April 13, 2022). 

Episode 16 

Mango TV. n.d. https://w.mgtv.com/b/328837/7495438.html (accessed April 13, 2022). 

Episode 42 

Mango TV. n.d. https://w.mgtv.com/b/328837/7567384.html (accessed April 13, 2022). 
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