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Abstract 
 

After having suffered the pressure of being a single woman at the age of twenty-five 

when I was in China, I have made a hybrid format short film Meat to remember my personal 

experience as being a sheng nu (left-over woman). This engagement paper puts Meat into a 

theoretical, historical, and personal context. Through the personal-experience-based story, a 

sheng nu’s relationship with the society and her family will be explored, in an attempt to analyze 

the social, historical and political problems, faced by single Chinese women during this decade.  

The paper will also discuss how the creative choices behind the shooting, locations, 

actors, languages, props, and new technologies, combined with hybrid filmmaking, which 

includes animation, realist live-action and symbolic live-action, are used to build a complex 

portrait of young Chinese women today.    
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

This paper discusses and contextualizes my ten minute short film entitled Meat, which I 

made to explore my conflicted feelings about sheng nu (leftover women) and to remember my 

trauma when I considered myself sheng nu at twenty-five-years-old. In this film, aside from the 

live action scenes, I have used an abstract environment and animation to externalize and 

visualize the pressure, and the feeling of isolation, depression, and helplessness that I had as a 

single woman. Semiotics are involved to analyze the signifiers and signified in this film. I have 

also used subtext through characters’ words, actions, backstories and costuming to communicate 

my memory of emotional pressure - many visualized by animation. This paper will also trace the 

influences from other films on Meat and discuss the development of animation technology, 

which helped me to create this film. The political background, gender stereotypes, social context, 

and traditional cultural impact of sheng nu, as well as my academic insights on the sheng nu 

phenomena have been illustrated in Meat and will be outlined in this paper. Theories of 

propaganda and gender are particularly useful in analyzing the sheng nu phenomenon. Through 

the creation of this project, I have made many unexpected discoveries, which have helped me to 

achieve academic, emotional, and artistic growth.  

When I was twenty-five-years-old, I suffered pressure from my family and friends as a 

single woman. I didn’t understand what had gone wrong but the differences between me and the 

women my age, who had already married and had babies, my family’s concerns, and the outside 

judgments – all made me feel very confused, anxious and depressed. In that period, to help me 

solve the “problem of being single”, I was forced to endure four blind dates arranged by my 

mother. My mother gave her relatives and friends my personal information such as age, height, 

job, and family background, and asked them to pass it on to the single men whom they knew 
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were looking for a woman to marry. Based on this general information, the single men evaluated 

whether I could be an ideal wife for them in the future, and decided whether or not to date me. 

The process of setting up a blind date always made me feel I was a product on a grocery shelf. 

This personal experience gave me the main idea for my film Meat: in China, a single woman is 

just like a product, a piece of meat, without dignity, displayed in the market for potential buyers.   

After I came to Canada, my close friend Jia Hou, who is the same age as me and still 

single, has continued to suffer judgments and pressures as a single woman. Jia would call me 

from China and tell me the terrible experiences that she was having with her family and the 

people around her because of her single status. After I “escaped” being a single woman (by 

getting married and leaving China) and left the pressure of my family behind, I found my inner 

peace again. With the theories of gender and propaganda that I have learned in my graduate 

studies, I can finally understand the roots of my frustration as well as the general environment 

for single women in China. Each time I comforted Jia and explained the new contexts I had for 

trying to understand the difficult position of sheng nu, my desire to show a single woman’s 

situation in China grew. With the rough idea of Meat, I started to recall what I went through 

when I was a sheng nu, to record my bad feelings about it, and to collect the conversations I was 

having with Jia. The recordings helped me structure my stories, with many of them finding their 

way into the dialogue of Meat. 
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CHAPTER TWO: METHODOLOGY AND THEORY 

The main methodology I have used to analyze and express sheng nu in the screenplay and 

production of Meat, was autoethnography, whereby I considered sheng nu mainly from my 

personal experience. In addition, I used media content analysis and case studies to examine the 

problems of sheng nu. The gender prescription theories by Hilary M. Lips have been useful to 

help explain the powerful gender ideologies that control men and women around the globe, and 

in China in particular. Jacques Ellul, Jowett Garth, and Victoria O’Donnell’s analyses of 

propaganda gave me the foundation to analyze sheng nu as an element of state discipline and 

indoctrination.   

Autoethnography values personal emotions and subjective experiences. When I recall the 

conversations I have had with others with regard to my emotions and experiences when I was 

single, I have evaluated them through the lens of autoethnography. Although I have also 

analyzed sheng nu as it relates to Chinese mass media and other theoretical models, my reactions, 

emotions and thoughts on the pressure on single women, are subjective and limited, so I cannot 

speak for all other single women in China. A guiding principle of autoethnography is that “we 

can never predict what other people might think, say, or do” (Adams, 303).  As a person who has 

had the trauma of being a sheng nu, I could never ignore my emotions in my analysis nor ever 

conduct my research objectively. To research social life, “we must embrace a research method 

that, to the best of its/our ability, acknowledges and accommodates mess and chaos, uncertainty 

and emotion” (Adams, 303).  

As a sub-set of content analysis, media content analysis is a methodology, which 

monitors the mass media and researches how it affects people’s minds and behavior. “Content 

analysis is any research technique for making inferences by systematically and objectively 
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identifying specified characteristics within text” (Gilman, web). In addition to my personal 

experience of being a sheng nu, I will use media content analysis to more objectively discuss the 

popularity of the sheng nu phenomena and the pressures it exerts. A close study of sheng nu in 

the Chinese media will reveal aspects of propaganda being deployed to influence young Chinese 

women.  

“Case study is not a methodological choice but a choice of what to be studied” (Denzin, 

443). My friendship with Jia Hou allows me to analyze her experience of being a sheng nu as a 

case of how some single women deal with their single status and their relationship with family. 

The conflicts caused by Jia’s single status with people around her, has given me material to write 

the dialogue in Meat.  
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CHAPTER THREE: CONTEXTS OF RESEARCH PROJECT 

Sheng nu, as a problematic influence on Chinese society from the perspective of young 

women, is the context within which I want my film Meat to be situated. The arguments that 

happen in the dinner scene between the single woman Lu Feng, married woman Chun Yan, and 

engaged woman Shu Qin, as well as the pressure, exercised by Lu Feng’s mother through 

telephone voice messages, display how the women are consciously and unconsciously affected 

by sheng nu.   

The term sheng nu was popularized online in 2007.  Although sheng nu refers to single 

women who are twenty-seven years or older, on the Internet, some twenty-five year olds were 

mockingly already considering themselves sheng nu. Also in 2007, the Ministry of Education of 

the People’s Republic of China added the term sheng nu to the National Lexicon. Since that day, 

the term sheng nu has been frequently used on TV news, in newspapers and on websites.  

Searching for “sheng nu” on baidu.com, one of the most well-known search engines in 

China, leads to over twenty six million results. Some of the most recent news about sheng nu 

includes “Chinese Left-over Woman Advertisement Explodes in Wechat (the most popular 

Chinese social media): Finally She Went to Blind-date Corner”, “To Check Those Left-over 

Women in Show Business, Why No One Dares to Marry Them?” (To Check, web) and “The 

Left-over Woman in Wenzhou, Pushed to Get Married ASAP by Her Parents, Has Created 

Cartoon, Which Gets Popularity on Internet” (Li, “The Left-over Women,” web). Currently there 

are two very popular cartoons, The Mr. Right Must be Found and Leftover Woman Ha Cha’s 

Diary, on Chinese social media which are about sheng nu, created by two single women. 

Although the two authors are from different provinces, the similar way they mock their single 

status and the pressure from their family and friends has been attracting many readers.  
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Meanwhile, many TV shows, TV series and films include the theme of sheng nu. For 

example, the 2008 film Fei Cheng Wu Rao, directed by Feng Xiao Gang, one of the most famous 

directors in China, is about the romance of a man’s blind date with a post twenty-seven year old 

woman. The TV show Fei Cheng Wu Rao, named after Feng Xiao Gang’s film, (also known by 

its English name If You Are the One), has been broadcast on Jiangsu satellite TV since 2010. 

Since the concept of sheng nu has been disseminated by mass media and social media to such a 

wide Chinese audience, many people have started to use it every day.  

Zhou Qingsong, the author of ‘Leftover Women’ and Gender Domination, criticizes that 

the term sheng nu intends to uglify single women and make them an immoral, materialistic and 

arrogant group. Zhou concludes that the term sheng nu put pressure and confusion on 

independent single women in order to make them vulnerable and rely on men. “Men benefit from 

the gender inequality that they have created” (Zhou, web). Qu Wenyong, the author of Analysis 

of Origin of Sheng Nu Phenomenon, argues that according to sociology, the term sheng nu shows 

the social intolerance towards well-educated and economically independent single women, who 

have formed a brand new group in current two decades in China (Qu, web).    

In Meat, the conversation shows the social context of sheng nu.  First, Chun Yan calls Lu 

Feng sheng nu behind her back. Later, at the end of the film, Chun Yan, in order to aggravate Lu 

Feng, implies that she is like leftover (sheng) meat in a bowl. Although Lu Feng’s mother 

doesn’t use sheng nu to describe her own daughter directly, the voice messages she leaves Lu 

Feng via WeChat find fault in Lu Feng’s picky personality, which is in line with the stereotype 

of a sheng nu, who is perceived as someone for whom no potential partners seem to be 

satisfactory. This message not only foreshadows the restaurant conflict, but also demonstrates 

how pressure is exerted from multiple sources, including family as well as friends.   
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The concept of sheng nu is influenced by Chinese traditional ideologies. An old saying 

from Confucius, which is the basis of many Chinese ideologies about age and ageing, is “san shi 

er li, si shi bu huo” (A person should be independent at the age of thirty, and no longer suffer 

from perplexities at forty). In China, the standards of an independent adult are different for men 

and women. In general, the expectation while a girl is growing up is for her to get married and 

become a mother. To some degree, this ideology stems from another well-known philosopher 

and student of Confucius, Mencius, who said: “bu xiao you san, wu hou wei da” (There are three 

forms of impiety to parents, of which the worst is to have no descendants)”. 

Traditionally, getting married and raising the next generation is the duty of a woman. 

Another ancient Chinese saying “mu ping zi gui” (A mother is respected because of the new born 

son) reveals that a mother’s status in a family depended on the babies to whom she gave birth. A 

son usually raised a woman’s position in the hierarchy of a family. A woman got respect and 

honour from the members of the family because of her capability of bearing a son who could 

inherit the family name for the next generation. In Meat, Chun Yan shows off her son’s photo 

and tells Lu Feng and Shu Qin about the importance of having a man in a woman’s life—a man 

who can’t be stolen by the others. With this line of dialog, the importance of a son to the status of 

a mother in a family is illustrated, as well as the profound impact of the ideology “mu ping zi gui” 

to the Chinese.  

Many of Confucius’ writings about gender were criticized in the Mao Zedong era 

because of the state’s lack of labourers in that period. Mao’s stance that “Fu nu neng ding ban 

bian tian” (Women can hold up half the sky) suggested that women should work as men instead 

of staying at home. Thus, the idea of “nan nu ping deng” (Men and women are equal) was 

introduced to society, and women were granted equal status. I argue that despite this gender 
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equality state propaganda, gender discrimination remains visible in China. Feminism, a range of 

political movements, ideologies, and social movements that intend to define, establish, and 

achieve political, economic, personal, and social rights for women that are equal to those of men 

(Hawkesworth, 25-27), is absent, because most Chinese believe China has excellent gender 

equality compared to many other countries. As Jacob Locke observes, “Though the Human 

Development Index ranks China just below the United States on its Gender Inequality Index, due 

to high female participation in the labor force and excellent female educational rates, gender 

discrimination at birth, as well as the overwhelming absence of females from high ranking 

managerial and ministerial positions, tells a different story” (Locke, web).  

Leta Hong Fincher, the author of Leftover Women: The Resurgence of Gender Inequality 

in China, has analyzed Chinese social media, mass media and official data, and argues that China 

is facing a shortage of marriage-age women because “the country’s sex ratio imbalance has 

created a demographic crisis of tens of millions of surplus or ‘left-over’ men, who will be unable 

to find a bride” (Fincher, 23). According to the data published by the National Bureau of 

Statistics of China, at the end of 2014, there were thirty-three million more men than women. 

The ratio of men to women who were born in and after 1970 was 206:100 (Kun, web).  

However, the idea of sheng nu reverses the truth that more men are unmarried because of 

the ideologically induced crisis in the sex ratio. Instead, it blames women who do not get married 

young. On the internet, many articles criticize the traits of a sheng nu, which allegedly cause 

their single status. In “How Many Do You Have: The Six Traits that A Sheng Nu Has”, a sheng 

nu is described as being well-educated and having very high expectations of her future husband 

because sheng nu are “too picky” and “they always think too deeply and critically” (“Six Mutual 

Traits,” web)  
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The stereotype of a sheng nu is displayed in many TV shows such as Da Nu Dang Jia 

(2010), Bie Bi Wo Jie Hun (2014) and films such as And the Spring Comes (2007), Luck (2008), 

Fit Lover (2008), If You Are the One (2008), I Do (2012), So Young (2013), A Wedding 

Invitation (2013), The Truth about Beauty (2014) and The Last Woman Standing (2015).  

In Meat, Lu Feng’s mother believes that being unmarried is all Lu Feng’s fault because 

she is too picky, and therefore blames her via voice messages. Chun Yan also mockingly says 

that Lu Feng always thinks differently from others because the others are too shallow compared 

to her. Lu Feng is angry when Chun Yan says this; she realizes that she is being stereotyped by 

Chun Yan. In addition, after figuring out that Lu Feng is not satisfied with the man whom she 

dated the week before, Chun Yan mocks Lu Feng, saying that she never lays eyes on the men 

whom she dated. The subtext is that Lu Feng is stereotypically picky but is ashamed to admit it.   

 According to Garth Jowett in Propaganda and Persuasion, “Propaganda is the deliberate, 

systematic attempt to shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct behavior to achieve a 

response that furthers the desired intent of the propagandist” (Jowett,7). Fincher argues that 

sheng nu is a propaganda of the state, not just to promote the birth rate, but mainly to maintain 

the stability of China by reducing the number of single men, since single men are considered as 

the group which “greatly increases the risk of social instability and insecurity” (Fincher, 23). The 

first step to determine the purpose and benefits of a piece of propaganda is to identify the 

propagandist. I argue that sheng nu is state propaganda, which takes advantage of traditional 

ideologies of gender and age in order to control women, promote marriage, maintain social 

stability, and increase the birth ratio, promoted because China has started to face the 

consequence of the One Child policy and the aging population problem, which may lead to social 
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instability. The propaganda influences society to create situations where the government policy 

is being enforced by the people who think that the actions are their own idea.  

The data collected by National Bureau of Statistics of China displays the impact of sheng 

nu propaganda. 9,380,000 couples got married in 2006, and 13,414,300 couples were married in 

2013. Annual marriage statistics have exceeded 10,000,000 couples since 2008 and kept 

increasing from 2006 to 2013. However, the rate of divorce increases as well. There were 

3,500,100 couples divorcing in 2013, which is almost two times of the number in 2006.  

Meat is a response to sheng nu propaganda. Through it, I intend to make audiences aware 

of the oppression of single women in Chinese society as well as the façade of happy marriages 

that propagandists have built. The character Chun Yan has discovered that her husband is having 

an affair, but she pretends that nothing happened and remains in the marriage. Besides the 

backstory that she is after her husband’s money, Chun Yan - regardless of her bad marriage - 

continues to believe that she is better off than Lu Feng, who is single; this puzzling attitude 

illustrates the power of marriage propaganda.  

Propaganda can be conveyed by art forms such as film, music, and paintings. According 

to Jowett, because of the attractiveness and accessibility that television has, TV programs and 

movies offer the ideal opportunity to propagandize the audience under the guise of entertainment 

(Jowett, 148). In other words, the art form makes propaganda more effective because of the 

audience’s unawareness of how it underlies what seems to be mere entertainment. Thus, one 

might suggest that art and propaganda are related, that an artist has the same goal as the 

propagandist, namely to affect the viewer and to change the viewer’s opinion.  Meat presents 

multiple viewpoints with a hope to promote more open-minding thinking, leading viewers to a 

conscious awareness and critique of propaganda. For instance, the last scene of Meat is an 
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animated sequence, showing a well-educated woman’s gown being removed. This scene is 

designed to critique the consequence of sheng nu propaganda where a woman’s value is only 

judged by her willingness to marry and bear children and not by her personal accomplishments. 

To some degree, this scene may look like propaganda, creating fear to warn a female 

audience about the repercussions of resisting state propaganda, and suggesting that their value 

will be no more than a piece of meat. As the filmmaker of Meat, I prefer to alert audiences to the 

aspects of the sheng nu phenomena, rather than giving them specific answers to solve the 

problems. I believe every audience will have a different perspective on the sheng nu phenomena 

after watching this film, and their solutions will be different. The purpose of this film is very 

different from the purpose of propaganda, which is to induce a singular, manipulated, response.   

Under this sheng nu propaganda, many women get married, not because of love but 

because of the pressure from their cultural contexts, parents and friends. According to my 

personal experience and the news on Chinese mass media, the pressure of being single normally 

comes from parents. Traditionally, an unmarried daughter lives in her parents’ home, which 

makes the pressure of marriage easily conveyed. However, with these ideas so prominently 

presented as either “traditional” – when they come from the family, or as “entertainment” – when 

they come from mass media -- many people remain unaware of how much their lives are being 

affected by sheng nu propaganda.  

Based on my conversations with my friends and family, I know that many of them still 

believe that the pressure of marrying early is a natural and right thing to do. In Meat, no 

character suspects there is any other ideological agenda behind the term sheng nu. For example, 

when Lu Feng questions Chun Yan’s life, Chun Yan says that a woman’s value totally depends 

on whom she gets married to because even Queens in history didn’t break the chain. Although 
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Lu Feng’s life is terribly affected, she does not suspect that there is any hidden purpose behind 

the widespread term sheng nu, and blames her friends and family who push her to get married. 

The naïve nature of the characters helps guide the spectators to be more aware of the issues and 

become active viewers.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: DETAILED PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

The short film Meat centers on an unpleasant conversation at a dinner table, which 

escalates to a “breaking point” in the friendship of three thirty-year-old women, Lu Feng, Chun 

Yan and Shu Qin. The conversation happens in 2016 in a small, cheap restaurant in Chengdu, 

Sichuan, China, which is my hometown. In Chengdu, local people do not admire expensive 

restaurants; they know that the most authentic and delicious food only exists in cheap and small 

restaurants. The people who know Chengdu really well can find such restaurants, which the 

others do not know about. The subtext behind Lu Feng’s choice of the cheap and small restaurant 

is that she is a local person who grew up in Chengdu.  Her roots as an ordinary person cannot be 

completely hidden by her clothes and manners, which were acquired through her rise in status.  

The relationship of three main characters, Lu Feng, Chun Yan, and Shu Qin, is explored 

gradually for the duration of the dinner. Through the conversation, the audience realizes that 

these women are long-time friends. The blunt and direct way they converse with each other, the 

jokes that they make, and the explicit suggestions that they give each other, testify to their long 

relationship, and to how much they know about each other’s personal lives. I have tried to use 

the judgments Chun Yan and Shu Qin express toward Lu Feng to build the dramatic atmosphere 

and tension in this film. There is always hidden tension underneath their conversation, caused by 

their different attitudes towards marriage, gender, and unrevealed secrets in their backstories. As 

a person who seeks to avoid conflict, Shu Qin’s embarrassment about the arguments emphasizes 

the degree of difference between Lu Feng and Chun Yan’s opinions about life, and also displays 

Shu Qin’s own personality and attitude. As the film unfolds, the conflict becomes more and more 

obvious.  
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Meat includes three differently formed sequences. To distinguish each of them, I will 

address the scenes shot outside of the studio as realist live-action sequences, the scenes shot in 

studio as symbolic sequences, and the animation as animation. The realist live-action sequences 

display city views of Chengdu by revealing the social and cultural context in which the film 

takes place, while the animation and symbolic sequences reveal Lu Feng’s subjective feelings, 

including her feelings toward the city, toward the dinner with Chun Yan and Shu Qin, toward 

Chun Yan’s perspective and toward herself. This hybrid format serves the tension, atmosphere, 

subtext, and design of the film.  

4.1 Characters  

The background of each character is suggested through the subtext in Meat. As Linda 

Seger argues, “characters talk and act in the present, implying a background filled with 

experiences—both negative and positive—about their childhood and adulthood” (Seger, 36). The 

audience doesn’t need to know all about the characters’ backgrounds, but this information will 

add layers to the characters. In Meat, the different personalities and perspectives on social rules 

that the three characters have is the subtext of their different backgrounds. Their backgrounds 

support the subtext in their communication, which is the “true meaning simmering underneath 

the words and actions” (Seger, 2).   

Seger continues, observing that, as children, “we start our lives with text, but then learn 

subtext as we come to understand social behaviour, social norms, what is acceptable and what is 

not. Children will usually be quite direct, until adults move their text into subtext so they become 

more ‘social appropriate’” (Seger, 7). In Meat, characters fulfill this principle while 

communicating with each other. The unspoken conflicts increase the tension in the conversation. 

In addition, as the creator of these characters, their backgrounds convince me that they are real 
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people and allow me to think and shape their minds in line with my vision and intentions. For the 

actors, the background also functions to establish a sense of reality. Although we had only three 

days to shoot all of the scenes, the background helped the actors know and believe in their 

characters. It is important that the actors be allowed to involve their own experience in the 

character backgrounds so as to perform their roles better. As untrained actors, the authenticity of 

their performance is based on the degree they believe in their roles. My personal experiences 

have been communicated across these three characters. None of them is exactly me, but they all 

have a part of me. To some degree, the conversation between them is like externalization or 

projection of the inner struggles that I had as a sheng nu. 

In Meat, the inescapable pressures that Lu Feng suffers and her vulnerability represent 

many of my experiences, thoughts and feelings when I was single, including the difficult 

relationship with family and friends, the aversion to oppressive social norms, and the confusion 

as a woman in identifying and determining what I really wanted. Particularly, when Lu Feng is 

asked by Shu Qin about what kind of marriage is a perfect one, she tries to search the answer in 

her mind, but she cannot offer any definition at all. Instead, Lu Feng can only identify what kind 

of marriage disgusts her and that she therefore despises. This confusion and frustration were 

what I had for a long time when I felt uncomfortable with the social rules but could not analyze 

their propagandistic origins or the problems they were causing me in articulating what I wanted.  

Shu Qin is the part of my experience that I finally compromised due to pressure from my 

family. When I had just started to build my relationship with my boyfriend, my family pushed 

me into marriage very hard. Even though I was not prepared for marriage, because of the 

pressure from my family, I got married. In Meat, Shu Qin marries because of social and family 

pressure. I have designed Shu Qin to have the belief that to fight with her family is not worthy or 
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viable. Although I was disgusted by the pressure on me as a single woman, I didn’t see any 

choices other than getting married. The fights with my family became hopeless for me, and I 

finally compromised, just as Shu Qin resolves this issue. 

Chun Yan is the aspect of my self-doubts when I was single. I started to lose my 

confidence as time passed and began to question myself: What if I am wrong and the mainstream 

ideology of gender is right (otherwise why would everyone agree with it)? Am I really too picky 

or too romantic? What if love can really come with time even if I get married to someone whom 

I do not love in the first place? Chun Yan’s beliefs about gender, age, marriage and happiness, as 

well as the judgments toward single women she passes, are my answers to myself when I doubt 

myself. Like Chun Yan, I thought following the social conventions might be the right thing to do.  

In the credits of Meat, the three main characters’ action stills fade in to each actor’s 

childhood photos, when they were still close friends and they didn’t have sorrows. The time is 

reversed on purpose, which is impossible in real life. Accompanied by jazz music, the happy and 

relaxed ending of Meat is in strong contrast to the stressful lives of the three characters. The 

contrast between these characters’ real lives and their dreams signifies my personal negative 

attitude towards the idea that a person can change their social environment. In my opinion, the 

subtext is that it is difficult to change the real world. The close friendship of three characters in 

their childhood and the commentary created by the jazz track also represent the fact that I have 

come to peace with myself at the very end with my self-awareness and more critical and 

insightful understanding of sheng nu as ideology. 

Based on my relationship with some friends that I have known for more than ten years, I 

designed the characters Lu Feng, Chun Yan and Shu Qin to have met in high school when they 

were twelve years old and have been close friends since that time (in China, teenagers go to high 
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school at the age of twelve). I made lots of friends when I was a teenager, but I started to lose 

some of them because of our different perspectives and attitudes towards life, such as quickly 

embarking on marriage after growing up. It was very shocking for me to find out how different I 

was from those close friends that I had back in high school. I believe that it is their youth and 

naiveté that gave Lu Feng, Shu Qin and Chun Yan, the three women who have totally different 

personalities and perspectives, a chance to become close friends. This background explains the 

unique relationship between them. Their friendship was built when they didn’t know themselves 

well, which is why they seem so dissimilar, yet they are still having dinner together. 

Lu Feng has always been a very confident person because she knows she looks beautiful, 

comes from a decent upper-class family, and has academic talent. Her mother is an officer in the 

government and her father is a successful businessman. At school, Lu Feng was always the best 

student and was also very popular. Lu Feng was very proud. After high school, she majored in 

graphic design. She broke up with her boyfriend after graduation and has since remained single. 

Then Lu Feng quit her job in a big company because she was disgusted by the complex office 

politics. Now Lu Feng has opened her own studio. As she gets older, her values and dignity are 

starting to be threatened. She feels helpless and struggles because of the social judgments and the 

pressures from her friends and family. Although much of Lu Feng’s subtext is displayed in the 

animated scenes, there are things that remained obscure. For example, when she finds out that 

Chun Yan knows Shu Qin’s life better than her, including the details of Shu Qin’s plan of buying 

a condo, Lu Feng asks Shu Qin: “Are you going to buy a condo?”, which suggests that Lu Feng 

is jealous and feels bad about the gap between her and Shu Qin, and this bad feeling can only be 

conveyed as a subtext underneath a polite question, which is socially appropriate at that moment.      
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 Chun Yan comes from a poor rural family of which she is ashamed. Her parents are both 

peasants. Chun Yan has a little brother, whose birth defied the Chinese One Child Policy. In 

1979, the Chinese government introduced the One Child Policy, under which, couples were 

only allowed to have one child or else face fines and even forced abortions. Chun Yan hates 

her little brother because he has taken away the parents’ love from her since she was five. Chun 

Yan has been very ambitious to leave her family, and has wanted to live like Lu Feng once she 

grows up ever since the day she was accepted at the urban high school and met Lu Feng and Shu 

Qin. She majored in business at university. After graduation, she schemed to get pregnant and 

marry her rich boyfriend. Chun Yan is very proud of the life that she has created on her own, but 

as a fortune-hunter, Chun Yan has to tolerate her husband’s affairs after she discovers them. This 

background gives Chun Yan many opportunities to express subtext in Meat. For example, Chun 

Yan’s fancy clothes in Meat are the compensation for her childhood spent in poverty. Although 

her friends Lu Feng and Shu Qin know that she is very rich, Chun Yan still wears gold and fur to 

their dinner to show off. She is eager to prove that she is a different person than before. 

Shu Qin’s grandparents were rebels in the period of the Cultural Revolution, a 

sociopolitical movement launched by Chinese Communist Party Chairman Mao Zedong during 

his last decade in power from 1966 to 1976. In China, it is generally recognized that the purposes 

of the Chinese Cultural Revolution were to maintain Mao’s power and the Communist system. 

Mao threw China’s cities into turmoil in a monumental effort to reverse the historic processes 

underway (Lieberthal, web). Shu Qin’s grandparents fought against the social oppression and 

propaganda in the Cultural Revolution. As a result, they suffered a lot until they finally 

committed suicide when Shu Qin’s mother was ten, because they could not bear their life 

anymore. Shu Qin’s mother lived in fear for her entire life. Because of the negative political 
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status Shu Qin’s grandparents had, Shu Qin’s mother married late and took the risk of bearing 

Shu Qin at the age of forty-one. In China, people particularly treasure the baby they bear in old 

age. Shu Qin is treated as a treasure by her mother, all the more since her father died when she 

was two. Shu Qin majored in pharmacy at university because she wanted to help her mother with 

the family business. Shu Qin is taught to fear the world by her mother, learning that silence is 

one’s only loyal friend. Shu Qin, having gone on a blind date with a man introduced to her by 

her mother’s friend, and because of her mother’s approval of this man, has agreed to marry him 

even though she doesn’t love him. Shu Qin’s quiet personality is the subtext of her background, 

which has created in her a sense of fear and mistrust of the world. At the dinner, Shu Qin doesn’t 

talk a lot, but she expresses lots of her idea and attitudes through subtext. For example, Shu Qin 

looks silently at Lu Feng and Chun Yan while they argue, to communicate her supportive 

attitude to each of them through subtext.   

At the dinner scene, the personalities of the three characters are distinguished by how 

they are serving food: Chun Yan serves Shu Qin and Lu Feng tea at the beginning of the dinner 

and Shu Qin serves Lu Feng rice. Lu Feng is the only one who doesn’t serve food. The subtext of 

the action of serving food is that Chun Yan and Shu Qin are trained by the social rules. They act 

maturely and are socially appropriate. The subtextual meaning of Lu Feng not serving food is 

that she doesn’t follow many of the social rules which she is expected to follow as an adult. In 

this context, compared with Chun Yan and Shu Qin, Lu Feng looks naïve and immature.   

4.2 Plot 

Traditionally, Chinese consider dinner more important than breakfast or lunch. Breakfast 

and lunch are usually taken in a rush because of busy work or study schedules, but dinner usually 

is relaxing. Dinner becomes a very important, or sometimes the only, moment for people to 
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communicate with each other. In China, a dinner invitation to a single woman is synonymous 

with an intervention or an interrogation. When I was single, an informal dinner with family or 

friends would always lead to a conversation about my single status and most of the pressure of 

being single was exercised on me there. The strong contrast between delicious food and a 

depressing topic has become a unique trauma in my memory: A dinner invitation is like sweet 

but harmful sugar-coated bullets. The dinner itself is a battle of wits and courage where people 

argue over conforming to social roles and conventions. 

In Meat, the stories progress in the dinner scenes. The characters all state their different 

attitudes in the first five minutes in this dinner.  For the rest of the time, they clash due to the 

subtext underneath their actions, expressions, and words. The conflicts at the dinner accumulate 

as time passes, leading to the climax of the story.  

4.3 Conflict 

In the conversation, the treatment of Lu Feng by her friends as if she was a ‘leftover 

woman’ triggers the argument. Since Chinese usually communicate through subtext while facing 

conflicts, the atmosphere of the conversation is dramatic. Within the twelve minutes of this short 

film, the depressing and hostile environment, where Lu Feng’s life has been exposed visually by 

the characters’ performances, verbally by the conversation with her friends, and symbolically by 

the signs in symbolic live-action scenes and in realist live-action scenes. Lu Feng is not only 

fighting with her mother and friends, but in fact, she is also fighting with the concepts of what a 

woman should be: that is, with the gender stereotypes and the ideological origins of sheng nu. As 

previously discussed, I have divided myself into three characters, whose arguments reflect my 

internal struggle about which way to go, get married or not. The married character Chun Yan and 

the engaged character Shu Qin are the weak side of me. When I compromised and got married, I 
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chose the easy route and followed the mainstream stereotype. Lu Feng represents my resistance 

to social stereotypes and my confusion at that moment. Thus, the conflicts in Meat are parallel to 

my own internal conflicts when I was single. 

4.3.1 Gender Stereotypes and Conflicts 

When I was young, my mother was annoyed by my non-girlish behavior, such as 

climbing trees, and tried to teach me how to act like a good girl. “You are not a boy!” is what my 

mother always said to me. I was always criticized by adults because I was not as quiet as other 

girls of the same age. As a believer in traditional gender roles, my mother continued to give me a 

very hard time when I was twenty-five-years-old and single. For her, the stereotypical gender 

roles were always good to follow. In Gender: The Basics, Hilary Lips argues that many of the 

attributes we associate with women and men are not essential, built-in, aspects of personality, but 

rather are responses to social conditions that differ for the two genders. Gender is a social 

construction, so are gender stereotypes.  It appears a gender stereotype describes typical traits of 

females and males, but gender stereotypes are more than just descriptive. Lips argues that 

stereotypes of masculinity and femininity certainly contain this descriptive element, which can 

influence expectations and even what we notice or ignore about individual men and women, but 

they also incorporate very important prescriptive elements. Prescriptive stereotypes specify what 

women and men should be like; they are unwritten but powerful rules about what women and 

men ought to do to conform to society’s expectations about femininity and masculinity.  

In Meat, the conversation between Lu Feng, Chun Yan, and Shu Qin foregrounds many 

of the gender stereotypes about men and women in China. As Lu Feng says, men whom she 

dates are looking for a woman who is young, beautiful, obedient and gentle to her husband, as 

well as good at house-work. Chun Yan sarcastically judges Shu Qin’s fiancé, suggesting that if a 
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man does not buy a home for the marriage, then he should choose to bear the child for his wife. 

In Chun Yan’s opinion, the responsibility of a man to buy a house is as natural as a woman’s 

capability of bearing children. Some people argue that gender stereotypes are not bad, especially 

for women, because many of the qualities attributed to women appear to be positive, and 

desirable, including having warmth and empathy, and being caring, supportive, and kind. In 

China, many women support the continued belief in male gender stereotypes because they think 

that buying a home for the marriage shows the responsibility of a husband. However, Lips argues 

that such reflections are a reminder that stereotypes imply more than beliefs about the qualities 

associated with particular groups—they also involve feelings about favourability, approval and 

admiration for those groups. In other words, they are connected with evaluation (Lips, 28). In 

Meat, Lu Feng, as a thirty-year-old single woman, is not evaluated highly by her friends and 

family. The low assessment of Lu Feng demonstrates that society is moving from stereotyping to 

prejudice. Lu Feng has conflicts with her family and friends not because of who she is, but 

because of her single status in the socio-cultural context, which puts her into a socially 

negatively stereotyped group.   

4.3.2 The Subtexts underneath Conflicts 

In China, many people prefer not to say things explicitly in an argument. Implying their 

true attitudes towards the person whom they are arguing with, is more polite, acceptable, and 

most importantly, can avoid head-on confrontation which might damage friendships. The peace 

on the surface, even if everyone in this argument knows it is just a façade, is very important to 

maintain. Avoiding conflicts in personal relationships means a lot in China. For example, if 

someone invites a friend to a party and this friend does not want to participate, instead of saying 
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no, this friend usually answers: “I’ll see if I can make it.” Compared to a direct refusal, a vague 

answer creates less conflict.  

Many Chinese believe the saying “dian dao wei zhi” (Stop right away when the point has 

been implicitly made). For example, when I was single, to convince me to build the relationship 

with a man whom I was not interested in, instead of saying “it is silly that you don’t choose him 

because he is a very good man”, my family and friends usually told me stories about someone 

else who didn’t love her husband at the beginning of their marriage, but as time passed, they 

learned to love each other and live happily in their marriage. Another idiom, “zhi sang ma huai” 

(Point at one but abuse another) is the frequently used Chinese argument tactic, where a person 

who feels unhappy with the person she is talking to, criticizes someone else to make the one 

whom she is talking to aware that she is not happy now.  

Given this cultural background, the conflicts in Meat are constructed undercurrents in Lu 

Feng, Chun Yan and Shu Qin’s dinner, and provide a lot of subtext to their conversation. Each 

character wants to state her perspective on marriage and women, and convince the others, but to 

maintain the façade of their friendship, they initially choose not to speak out explicitly. The 

subtext of Chun Yan asking Shu Qin about the engagement suggests that Lu Feng should get 

married. When Chun Yan talks about the phenomena that rich men want to marry young and 

beautiful women while normal men can only choose a normal wife because they are not able to 

afford a beauty, her subtext is that Lu Feng should not expect too much from a man because she 

is no longer young and beautiful. When Lu Feng says that she does not understand why so many 

women consider marriage as a business, her subtext is that Chun Yan is treating marriage as a 

business and she despises it. During this conversation, many subtexts have been successfully 
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conveyed from one character to another, but no one spells it out explicitly until the very end of 

the dinner.  

At the end of Meat, it is significant to their relationships that Lu Feng challenges Chun 

Yan with the question “do you really think you live a simple life,” because the subtext 

underneath this question is very clear to everyone at the table. All the characters understand that 

Lu Feng has called Chun Yan just a big performer. Even though Lu Feng doesn’t speak the 

words directly, the clear subtext removes the façade of their peaceful conversation and ends their 

relationship.  

4.4 Actors 

In the script of Meat I have portrayed Lu Feng, Chun Yan and Shu Qin as characters who 

can speak the perfect Chengdu dialect because all of them grew up in Chengdu. However, I 

found that I could not find professional actors who speak the Chengdu dialect in Regina. With 

this limitation, I decided to use untrained actors who can speak the Chengdu dialect instead.  

I set up a pool of potential actors from the Chinese community in Regina.  I felt that, for 

my actors to properly perform these roles, they must have the sympathy and experience that 

comes with being a sheng nu. According to my acting experience, to believe completely in your 

character is the best way to be convincing in a film. Three-time Academy Award winning actor 

Daniel Day Lewis transforms himself into each character he plays. Convincing himself who he is, 

is always the first step in playing his roles. In My Left Foot (1989), in order to play Christy 

Brown, the writer and painter who had cerebral palsy, Lewis transformed himself into this 

character after spending eight weeks at a cerebral palsy clinic in Dublin where he learned to 

write and paint with his left foot, as Brown did. On the set, even when the cameras were not on, 

Lewis stayed in his wheelchair all the time and was fed by the film crew (“The Method,” web). 
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Even though it is difficult to compare such a highly trained actor to the untrained performers I 

was using, I felt that his strategy would aid me in working with them. 

I knew that the best way to make my amateurs believe they are their characters was to 

make the characters similar to the actors.  Camera work and lighting, in combination with editing, 

can be used to create a smooth scene, but the lack of the emotional experience of being a sheng 

nu could not be made up for with any filmmaking tricks.  Based on my personal experience and 

my knowledge of the potential performers, I cast myself in one role and then cast Ting Lei, who 

is from the same city in China as me, and is currently a teacher in the Chinese Language 

Department at University of Regina, to play another role in Meat. Ting Lei has many bad 

experiences of blind dating the men, recommended by her family and friends when she was 

single, and the pressure from her mother to marry is the reason that she decided to go to Canada. 

Therefore she was able to convey the feelings of isolation and helplessness of Lu Feng. 

It took me longer to choose the actor for Shu Qin. In the script, Shu Qin is a cautious 

woman who does not like speaking her mind. I could not find a person in Regina with such a 

personality who is a sheng nu and who speaks the Chengdu dialect. An An, who is one of my 

classmates at the University of Regina, has a very similar personality with the Shu Qin character. 

However, as a person who is from Henan province in China, An An does not speak the Chengdu 

dialect at all.  Aside from the language problem, An An was a perfect fit to play Shu Qin. After 

considering the pros and cons, I modified the background of Shu Qin in my film. In the Cultural 

Revolution, many people from the northern parts of China had been sent to Sichuan by the 

Communist Party to work in weapons factories. The factories had almost everything a person 

needs in daily life, such as homes for all the staff, schools for their children and grocery stores. 

Many staff rarely walked out of the factories and got used to living in an isolated environment. 
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Because of their family background and living environment, their children can understand the 

Chengdu dialect perfectly but are not able to speak it. I applied this background to Shu Qin and 

gave An An a perfect excuse for not speaking the Chengdu dialect in Meat. The interesting thing 

is, as a member of the second immigration in Henan, An An herself is not able to speak the 

Henan dialect but can understand it perfectly. Thus the change of Shu Qin’s family background 

has linked An An and Shu Qin more tightly. 

Moreover, Zhang Yimou, a famous director in contemporary China, cast untrained actors 

in his films several times. The actress Qiu Lin, who plays the main character in Zhang Yimou’s 

film Qin Li Zou Dan Qi (Riding Alone for Thousands of Miles) (2005) said that Zhang Yimou 

cast her because her background is the same as the character in the script (Du, web).  During the 

shooting, Zhang Yimou did not let Qiu Lin read the script nor did he give her lines to remember. 

Instead, Zhang Yimou told her the content of each scene when they were already on the shooting 

site and let her play herself. To warm Qiu Lin up, Zhang Yimou also let her start with short 

scenes without lines. Zhang Yimou’s patience and encouragement helped Qin Lin successfully 

play her role (Du, web).  

I used Zhang Yimou’s method for directing non-actors after I cast Ting Lei and An An. I 

arranged three rehearsals before shooting to see their performances so that I could adjust my 

script to help them play themselves better in the film. Although the script establishes the 

structure of the film and the lines of the characters, I encouraged An An and Ting Lei to 

improvise. They were also encouraged to perform their characters in their own way, bringing out 

their own understanding of the character’s personality and thoughts. The script was adjusted, 

based upon the rehearsal. For example, in real life, An An doesn’t speak much. When someone 

else’s perspective is contrary to hers, she usually chooses to be silent instead of arguing her own 
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viewpoint. After seeing how uncomfortable An An is when speaking many of the lines and 

taking part in the argument in the rehearsal, I changed the way that Shu Qin expresses her feeling 

from saying it out loud to maintaining silence.  I am pleased by the way that An An plays Shu 

Qin’s vague attitude and her aspiration to please both Chun Yan and Lu Feng with her quiet 

performance.    

Another famous director, Jia Zhangke, explained the reason that he casts untrained actors 

in Xiao Wu (The Pickpocket) (1997). Jia Zhangke believed that the real and natural essence only 

came from the untrained actors because they can only play themselves. Compared with the 

polished performance of a professional actor, the rough performance of an untrained actor can 

reveal more about the ‘reality’ being portrayed (Lin, web). I got real, natural and passionate 

performances from An An and Ting Lei. I appreciate the authentic attitudes hidden under An 

An’s smile and the bad mood Ting Lei had when my character challenged her in the shooting of 

the restaurant sequences. In fact, I could feel Ting Lei’s continued anger with me long after we 

finished the production.  

 Using untrained actors means that the original ideas of the director will be changed 

sometimes because of the limitations of their performances. In Meat, Lu Feng is supposed to tell 

the others what her ideal marriage is like after searching it in her mind. I asked Ting Lei to speak 

this line in the way that she would speak to herself, not to the audience. To break the fourth wall 

and let the audience participate in Lu Feng’s situation, I let Ting Lei speak to the camera. We 

tried about ten takes, but Ting Lei still could not figure out how to speak to herself while she was 

actually speaking to a camera. Finally, I had to change the scene and leave only the silence in 

response to the question. Although I quite like the silence, I found this to be a significant 

limitation in using untrained actors. On the set, Ting Lei was always aware of the existence of 
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the camera during her performance. Even though she has had similar experiences as the character 

Lu Feng, Ting Lei couldn’t talk naturally as herself in front of the camera. 

4.5 Dialect  

According to the data collected by People.com.cn in 2016, there are five language 

systems and a hundred and twenty-nine languages in China. However, a hundred and seventeen 

languages are facing extinction (Wen, web). Since 1957, when the Communist Party chose 

Mandarin as the official language, they have made every effort to make Mandarin widespread in 

China. On the local mass media of all provinces, almost all the hosts speak standard Mandarin. 

In my generation, Mandarin is the required language in most primary schools in Chengdu.  

When I worked in a Chengdu Television Station, most staff were required to reach the 

highest level in the official Mandarin language test. In the offices of many big companies in 

Chengdu, Mandarin has become the main language in which staff communicate. Some Chengdu 

locals have been abandoning their dialect and speak only in Mandarin. In Meat, Lu Feng imitates 

how the man whom she dated speaks Mandarin, causing Chun Yan and Shu Qin to laugh. The 

humor is rooted in the impression that, for many Chengdu locals, speaking only in Mandarin is 

phony and unnecessary. Lu Feng’s vulgar imitation makes her judgment of the man more 

convincing. However, with the popularity of Mandarin, dialects have been affected terribly. 

Although I could speak perfect Chengdu dialect, I have already forgotten many essential parts, 

such as rhetoric or old phrases, of this language because of education and environment. It is very 

hard to hear authentic Chengdu dialect in Chengdu now. The situation is similar in Shanghai. In 

2005, Ma Lili, an officer in the Shanghai government, was alarmed about the approaching 

extinction of the Shanghai dialect and submitted a proposal to the Shanghai government to 

protect the language. (Zhu, web).  
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At my university (Yunnan Arts), the students majoring in performance used to read aloud 

articles in Mandarin in the classroom every morning at 7:00 am. The language teacher listened to 

their pronunciation and corrected them one by one. Speaking perfect Mandarin is the basic class 

in all performance schools in China. In many contemporary Chinese films, Mandarin is the only 

language that the actors speak. In my opinion, a film spoken only in Mandarin, has lost the 

connection with the real world. In addition, the unique humour and local culture of a dialect 

cannot be portrayed in Mandarin. As a person who can speak Chengdu dialect, Mandarin and 

English, speaking or writing in different languages has a strong effect on the way I think. I have 

written the script of Meat in Chengdu dialect and translated it into English. With translation into 

a different language, the way characters communicate has changed, which may even affect the 

story. Lin Yutang, who was a Chinese writer, translator, linguist and inventor, says that when he 

wrote on the same topic in Chinese and English, the discussion usually went in two very 

different directions (Lin, 27). To some degree, different languages lead us to think differently.  

The Chengdu dialect connects my personal experience and my history tightly with Meat. 

The Chengdu dialect is also symbolic of the restaurant’s identity. I dug out the old phrases of the 

Chengdu dialect from my memory. I’ve also called my parents and my grandparents to confirm 

if those old phrases are correct. After I translated the original script into English, many of the 

meanings of these old phrases were lost and the different language also caused confusion in 

understanding the story, even for a Chinese person if they did not speak the Chengdu dialect. At 

the editing stage, I corrected the subtitles in ways which native English speakers could 

understand. I have found that the cultural barrier caused by different languages is very hard to 

eliminate. Given that the words in a language system are all signs, the conventions that a foreign 

language rely on cannot be easily learnt just by translation.     
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4.6 Hybrid Aesthetics 

My film Meat is created using a hybrid filmmaking format as I combined realist live-

action, symbolic live-action and animated scenes, each with different functions. To communicate 

my idea of Meat and the emotions, perspectives and backgrounds of the characters in it, signs are 

involved in all the scenes. According to Daniel Chandler in “Semiotics for Beginners,” a sign is 

“referring to or standing for something other than itself” (Chandler, 1). Saussure declares that a 

sign is composed of a signifier, the form that the sign takes, and the signified, which represents 

the concept (Chandler, 1). For example, take the realist live action scenes in Meat: Funan He and 

Wangjiang Park not only show the environment where the three main characters live, but also the 

signs for the particular location which is Chengdu. Lu Feng’s subjective feelings towards her 

environment are revealed by the animation and symbolic scenes to make these feelings more 

tangible.  The restaurant uses symbolic production design to combine my need for an authentic 

connection to my home with a metaphoric environment where three aspects of myself can meet 

as friends.   

4.6.1 Animation Scene 

I have made four short cut-out animation films during my graduate studies. In my 

experience, it is much more complicated to make a one-minute animation than to shoot a one 

minute live-action scene. First, one needs to make sure that the movement looks right by 

observing the objects and movement which are to be depicted in the animation. Characters and 

background need to be designed and painted. Last but not least, the process needs significant 

time and meticulous care in an animation studio to shoot the animation frame by frame.  It is 

normal for me to spend many days to finish one minute of animation, so before I decided to put 
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animation scenes into Meat, I asked myself two questions: “Why I am going to make animation 

when shooting is much easier for me?” and “What makes the animation irreplaceable in Meat?”  

In The Young and Prodigious Spivet (2013), director Jean-Pierre Jeunet puts many hand-

painted style animations on the top layer of the film to display the way the Spivet character 

understands the world. The Spivet character, a precocious scientific genius, always sees things as 

formulas in math or physics, including the way his father drinks alcohol. The paintings are like 

illustrations in a physics book for high school students, which display the world in Spivet’s eyes 

and also demonstrate his personality. In Kill Bill Volume I (2003) Quentin Tarantino tells the 

backstory sequence of O-Ren Ishii, who is from Japan, by animated sequences in anime style. In 

an interview, Tarantino claims that the reason he told the backstory through anime is because he 

is a big fan of Japanese culture and the anime (Tarantino, 129).   

The word "Animation" is derived from the Latin verb animare, which means “to give life 

to” (Wells, 11). To see the still images come alive because of my actions in a small and dark 

animation room, is a great pleasure. I feel much closer to the animations I have made than to my 

live-action films, because the connection between me and animation is much tighter. My 

thoughts are expressed directly through my hand, moving my cut-outs frame by frame. The 

whole process is touchable and totally controlled. The cut-out animation is my presence in the 

film.  

I have painted all of the animations in the style that I painted when I was in high school. 

The style of these drawings in Meat signifies Lu Feng is still a teenage girl on the inside who 

sees things differently than the adults. Unlike her adult-minded friends, Lu Feng refuses to 

follow most of the rules but insists on doing what she likes and wants. Lu Feng is a rebel in 
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society, free and non-conformist. I intend to show Lu Feng’s unique perspective through this 

painting style.     

The animation in the film functions to visualize Lu Feng’s unspoken thoughts, juxtaposed 

to her real answers to the questions that Chun Yan and Shu Qin put to her. For example, when 

Chun Yan is convincing Shu Qin and Lu Feng to accept the fact that all men prefer marrying a 

young and pretty woman if they have enough money, Lu Feng disagrees and imagines Chun Yan 

as actually talking about buying pork; more money for a better piece of meat in the meat markets. 

Without saying this out loud, Lu Feng’s thought is visualized through animation of a store in a 

Chinese meat market. The body parts of women hanging on the hooks symbolize the insult Lu 

Feng feels from Chun Yan’s idea of a woman’s value. In addition to conveying Lu Feng’s 

feelings through the actor's performance, the animation externalizes interior feelings, thoughts 

and consciousness. The animation builds the connection of the audience to Lu Feng by making 

her thoughts more clear and visible. In another example, Lu Feng’s suspicion that Chun Yan 

covers up the truth that her husband is having an affair is also made transparent by the animation.    

 The way animations appear in Meat, as an animated cloud beside Lu Feng’s head, is 

inspired by the manga I have read. In manga, a cloud with two or more bubbles appearing beside 

the characters conventionally shows their thoughts. The actions of the objects in the animation, 

like the knife cutting on Chun Yan’s head while Lu Feng feels unhappy about her, are inspired 

by the characters’ exaggerated performance style in the manga Dragon Ball (1984-1995) by 

Akira Toriyama. The contents of the hand-drawn animation in Meat show my personal 

experience and build the connection between me, Lu Feng, and the film. For example, the map of 

Chengdu that I have painted at the beginning of Meat signifies my life in Chengdu. From my 

elementary school to my last working place, all the elements in the painting have special 
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meanings to me. In this painting, I drew my two homes where I had lived for a total of twenty-

eight years. The first home is a very old building, surrounded by many maidenhair trees. In the 

fall, their leaves turn to golden. I usually picked up the leaves under the tree with my friends. 

The happy memory becomes the brightest part of this painting. The clouds gathered above my 

two working places, the two TV stations, and my second home, where I stayed as a single 

woman. The tall building in the middle of the painting is Shudu Dasha, the landmark in Chengdu. 

As the tallest building in Chengdu when I was a child, it was very mysterious to me. I did not 

have a chance to go to the top of the building because of the expensive ticket required. Even 

though many taller buildings have been built in the last two decades, Shudu Dasha would always 

symbolize Chengdu for me. 

4.6.2 Symbolism in Scenes 

As mentioned earlier, inexpensive,  small restaurants in Chengdu played an important 

role in the conversation that I had with my family and friends when I was single. To display my 

personal experience and convince myself of the restaurant in Meat, the presence of an authentic 

small, inexpensive Chengdu restaurant in the film was necessary. However, I encountered many 

troubles while looking for the restaurant location for Meat. The Chinese restaurants in Regina, 

which claim they are selling Sichuan food, looked very inauthentic to me. The decorations seem 

phony since the red dragons or the lanterns are a cultural performance to attract Canadians who 

have never been to China. In addition, the fast-food-restaurant-like couches look completely 

wrong in my vision of a Chengdu restaurant. The greasy walls, simple old wooden tables and 

chairs and ugly plastic table cloths are all missing in these Canadian Sichuan restaurants. In 

addition, the food always looks like a cross between Chinese and Canadian food. The broccoli in 

the dishes always reminds me how inauthentic these ‘Chinese’ foods are from the originals. 
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 Fortunately, the limitations of locations made me think differently about my film. The 

original intention of showing an authentic Sichuan restaurant was to connect my personal 

experience tightly with Meat. If the restaurant that I created in the studio could express the 

depressing and hostile atmosphere for itself, then my bad personal experiences of being a sheng 

nu could be displayed even better here than in an authentic Sichuan restaurant, even though I was 

aware that there was no chance that I could make a restaurant that looks the same as those in my 

hometown. I needed a lot of signs, which would represent an authentic Chengdu restaurant.  

Daniel Chandler argues that there are three modes of signs, including symbol, icon and 

index. Symbol is “a mode in which the signifier does not resemble the signified but which is 

fundamentally arbitrary of purely conventional, so that the relationship must be learnt” (Chandler, 

18). Saussure argues arbitrariness is the property that a sign has (Saussure, 67). In other terms, 

there can be no natural connection between the signifier and signified. Influenced by Saussure, 

Chandler states that “many semioticians emphasize the role of convention in relation to signs” 

(Chandler, 19). According to the argument above, most of the symbols in Meat are conventional 

instead of rational. The symbols could only be conveyed to the person who knows the 

relationship between the signifier and signified.  

 The lone table in the restaurant scenes carries the duty of showing the look of a cheap 

and small Chengdu restaurant. I searched high and low to create the table, which presents such a 

restaurant with the right symbols in the studio. The unmatched dishes borrowed from Happy 

Garden, a restaurant selling Sichuan food in Regina, are the symbols of a restaurant where 

workers work in a fast-paced and chaotic place and they often break dishes while hand-washing 

them in a rush. As time passes, old and new dishes mixed together. The ugly plastic table cloth 

found in Dollarama signifies the cheap decoration in such a restaurant. My husband Yan Luo is 
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the cook for my film with the cooking knowledge of Sichuan food that he learned in college 

before he came to Canada. The Kung Pao Chicken, Mapo Tofu, Shredded Potatoes and Tomato 

Omelette soup that he made for Meat are the most well-known Sichuan foods, which are all the 

signs of an authentic Sichuan restaurant for a Chinese. In North America, Kung Pao Chicken and 

Mapo Tofu signify a Chinese restaurant for someone who eats Chinese food. The coconut 

beverages found in Regina’s Ngoy Hoa Asian Foods supermarket with Chinese characters on the 

bottle also represent the status of this restaurant because decent restaurants in China do not serve 

it in original cans. These props have made the studio look like an authentic small Chengdu 

restaurant, and have become its signifiers, satisfying my personal need to emotionally connect to 

the mise-en-scene of my memory.   

In Meat, the characters’ clothes and the colour of the clothes signify their identities. As a 

person who married for money, Chun Yan’s beliefs and rich status are signified by her golden 

necklace and earrings, ruby diamond rings, the golden thread on her sweater, and a long fur 

(coat?) on her chair. According to Saussure’s theory, “any means of expression accepted in a 

society rests in principle upon a collective habit, or on convention—which comes to the same 

thing” (Saussure 1983, 68) In China, grey and black are considered to be depressing colours to 

wear, and are usually reserved for funerals. Lu Feng’s grey sweater and black coat indicate her 

oppression because of the pressure of being single, but the white collar shows Lu Feng’s 

romantic dream with the white representing her wedding veil. However, the same colour, white, 

also signifies different content for Shu Qin. As a person who does not have her own strong 

opinions of life or marriage, listening to others and being hesitant in choosing a side is Shu Qin’s 

personality. Shu Qin’s white shirt represents white paper or a blank slate—an empty surface 

where people try to write down their own opinions and win an argument.        
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Lars von Trier made his film Dogville (2003) using a symbolic approach, shooting all the 

scenes on an open stage in a very theatrical manner. The “houses” of the small town in the film 

are without real walls but divided only by the lines painted on the floor. The audience can see 

through the town because there are only symbolic walls. In an interview, von Trier explains that 

the purpose of choosing a symbolic minimalist format is to show more details of the characters. 

Von Trier believes that the audience can know more about the town this way than if the film had 

been shot in a real town because the film concentrates on the characters completely, as there are 

so few other elements involved (Lumholdt, 207). With a similar intention, I have designed the 

restaurant sequences both minimalisticly and symbolically: I dimmed the studio lights and only 

lit the table and the three characters. The whole restaurant is hidden in the dark and invisible. I 

believe that I can show more details of each character when the environment doesn’t intrude into 

the audience’s concentration. In addition, the atmosphere of the symbolic restaurant is exactly 

what I am looking for. The dark room and a light on a person always reminds me of the 

interrogation rooms in which accused characters are questioned in Chinese movies. The 

policeman threatens the accused “tan bai cong kuan, kang ju cong yan” (Leniency will be given 

to those who confess their crimes and severity will be applied to those who refuse to do so). The 

atmosphere fits many meals that I have had with my family and friends when I was single. For 

me, they were not meetings with friends or family, but trials for an accused.  I felt that this would 

be the strongest approach for visualizing the pressure, isolation, depression, and desperation that 

Lu Feng feels at this dinner with her friends. Although the environment of the restaurant is not 

visible, the background noise and the local language that Lu Feng and Chun Yan speak, along 

with the food on the table, identity the location as a Sichuan restaurant. 
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With the animated and symbolic sequences, I feel that that I have clearly demonstrated 

Lu Feng’s feelings, attitudes, and perspectives towards the pressure on single women in Meat.     

4.6.3 Realist Live-action Scenes and the Cameras 

The footage of Meat has been shot by six camera people; three in Regina and three 

shooting second unit footage in China. The scenes in Regina, including all the footage in the 

restaurant and the scenes of Lu Feng walking on the street, are shot on a Canon C100 by Zaheer 

Sahid, Saqib Norman and myself. Since my schedule of making this film didn't allow me to go 

back to China, I asked my Chinese friends Liu Yuqin, Li Houjia and Hongxia to help me get the 

shots I needed in China. As amateurs, my Chinese friends shot with a Canon 70D, an iPhone 5 

and a Samsung S6. To make this footage –  shot by different cameras and by camera people with 

different levels of expertise – work when put together, I arranged for the shots needed to be shot 

in China only after I had shot all the footage that the film needed in Regina and finished the 

rough cut. After having analyzed all the extant footage and the structure of the film, I could 

picture the exact shots that I would need from China and design the details, such as colour and 

angles, to match the existing footage. With the prior knowledge of the working and living places 

of my friends, I sent the shot details to them and told them the exact shooting time, angles, length 

and content of these shots. I also emphasized the importance of steadiness for these shots and 

asked them to use a tripod if they had one. To guarantee that at least a part of these clips would 

be usable, although I only needed at most ten seconds of every shot, I asked my friends to shoot 

two minutes for every shot for back up. At the editing stage, I adjusted the colour balance, 

saturation, brightness and contrast of all the footage to make it match.   

The shots of Chengdu are all shot around 5:30 pm, the peak hour in the city. At this 

moment, most people have finished their work and rush to have dinners with family or friends. 
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Because of my single status, this moment had a special connection with my past depressions. 

The views and the noise of busy traffic at this moment are associated with my struggles. In 

addition, the realist live-action scenes against the symbolic scenes create stronger meanings by 

virtue of their contrasting styles. 

The development of digital cameras allows more people to make films. Compared with 

film or even video cameras, digital cameras are small and affordable. Now, everyone with a 

digital camera or even a smart phone can make their own films. With some direction, my friends 

shot great footage for Meat.  Earlier this year, I tried the pano function, which automatically 

combines the photos, shot continuously, of my iPhone SE in Yellowstone National Park and 

compared it with the photos taken by the fisheye lens. The photos were taken under adequate 

sunlight, I was surprised to see how slight the difference was between the look of the photos 

taken by the smart phone and DSLR. The light weight and easy operation of a smart phone 

allowed me greater convenience compared with carrying a heavy DSLR and a set of lenses. I 

believe making films will become easier and easier with the development of technologies. 

Operating the camera professionally won’t be as important as before. Instead, the idea behind a 

film will be more and more important. The film Tangerine (2015) directed by Sean Baker, which 

is shot with three iPhone 5, is a good example of how to make a good film with a great idea and 

without professional equipment. In an interview, Baker says that he had made the most of an 

iPhone. His small crew shot the first scene in a small restaurant without interrupting its business, 

because most of the customers saw shooting with an iPhone as a normal thing and didn’t know 

that they were making a movie (Sundance, web). The development of digital cameras is breaking 

the boundary of making films and changing the way people think of films. 
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However, the handy digital cameras such as smart phones, still have their limitations for 

making a film. The desired shots could be hard to get by an iPhone because it is impossible to 

change the lens of its camera and parameters like white balance or shutter speed can’t be 

manually controlled. A shot with close-up of a distant object or an object with depth of field can 

hardly be shot by an iPhone. In addition, the sensor of an iPhone is not as good as those in 

DSLRs. The quality of the photos shot under low light are usually not desirable, and its poor 

sound quality requires secondary sound recording devices. In my opinion, these downsides of 

smart phones will be solved in the future with the development of technology and they will 

become more and more important in film production field. When the Canon 5D Mark II 

appeared in the market and challenged the professional equipment in the film industry, some 

filmmakers were not positive about it and considered it as just something for amateurs or news 

reporters (Side by Side). In fact, the 5D Mark II has been used in producing many Hollywood 

films such as Iron Man 2 (2010) and Black Swan (2010). The TV series House M.D (2012) was 

shot entirely on 5D Mark II. It is the trend that the equipment will be smaller and lighter, the 

movement of camera will be more unlimited and making film will be cheaper and easier. The 

smaller size and lighter weight of a camera will free filmmakers’ mind and help them be more 

creative. 

Meat was achieved because of developments in technology that have enabled a 

transnational approach to short film production. The realist live-action scenes of Chengdu as well 

as the sound of traffic there are all shot by smart phones and DSLR. If I made Meat ten years ago, 

I wouldn’t be able to afford it. As in the past, technological development continues to introduce a 

new era in cinematic art. 
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CONCLUSION  

 Meat breaks (is a departure from) my prior method of making films and pushes me to 

rethink the possibilities of a film. I have used a hybrid format that includes realist live-action, 

animated and symbolic live-action sequences to display the emotions in the film, and have also 

included footage shot by non-professionals on equipment such as smart phones. To some degree, 

Meat frees me from the boundaries of making films and encourages me to think more bravely. 

My personal experience and feelings are tightly bound to Meat since its hybrid nature 

externalizes and visualizes my internal feelings and emotions. I have also come to understand the 

sheng nu phenomenon in China through the research that I have done. The theories of 

propaganda and gender have given me a new perspective from which to analyze the roots of 

sheng nu. I have also come to acquire a greater personal and emotional understanding of sheng 

nu, a dreadfully isolating cultural ideology, which has created much suffering for myself and 

women like me. Meat is a film displaying my trauma and memory. I hope my personal 

experience and Meat will not only be an interesting viewing experience but also a valuable 

source for those seeking to understand the sheng nu phenomenon. 
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APPENDIX A:  
 
EXAMPLES OF TRANSLATION FROM CHENGDU DIALECT TO MANDARIN AND 
ENGLISH 
 
Examples of translation from Chengdu Dialect to Mandarin and English 
 
Cheng du Dialect: Thinking of something like an individual’s value or thoughts is just because of 

a full stomach 

Mandarin: Thinking of something like an individual’s value or thoughts is just because someone 

has a full stomach and has nothing else to do. 

English: Something like a woman’s rights or being rational is just crap. 

This example shows the differences between native English speakers, Mandarin speakers 

and Chengdu dialect speakers. In my opinion, Chinese addresses things much more vaguely than 

English. I talked with the English tutor about the translation of the sentence above, although he 

could understand the rough meanings of “an individual’s value or thoughts”, he found the terms 

are quite vague. In China if a person says “an individual’s value” to a Chinese, they understand 

that it refers to a person’s rights, moral sense, creativity, contribution to the society and etc. 

Although the definition is not fixed, people are in agreement with the rough range. If a person 

says “thoughts” in Chinese, people know it refers to a well-educated person’s critical thoughts or 

rich knowledge. However, vague definitions make native English speakers confused. After 

discussion, we changed “an individual’s value” to “a woman’s right” and “thoughts” to “being 

rational”, to be precise about the content that the characters are referring to in this sentence. 

 In both Chengdu Dialect, if one insults another for being ridiculous, he or she usually 

says that “you are talking on a full stomach”. This term builds the relationship between eating 

too much and being ridiculous. People who speak Chengdu dialect agree with the convention and 

understand the logic. People speak Mandarin agree with the logic of a full stomach and being 
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ridiculous as well, but they always add “you have nothing else to do” after the full stomach 

sentence. By doing so, they emphasize the connection between “has nothing else to do” with 

being ridiculous. After discussion, I took the liberty here to change the phrase to make it more 

accessible to English speakers, who would know what “full stomach” means and understand the 

character Chun Yan’s negative attitude towards Lu Feng’s belief in a woman’s rights and being 

rational.   
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APPENDIX B:  
 
THE CARTOON CREATED IN THE NEWS “THE LEFT-OVER WOMEN IN WENZHOU, 
PUSHED TO GET MARRIED ASAP BY HER PARENTS, HAS CREATED CARTOON, 
WHICH GETS POLULARITY ON INTERNET” 
 
Two examples from The Mr. Right Must Be Found by Yun Qin and Shuyi Zeng. 

 
Translation of the texts on the picture: I am not afraid of being single, but I am afraid of the 
human wall behind me. Staring at me, scheming and planning to end my single status.  
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Translation: 
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Chapter four: It’s A Daydream to Wait for Good Men Climb into Your Room through the 
Window 
Long Haired Woman (LHW): Momo, make a wish. What do you want? 
Momo: (Showing photos of superstars) Men like them! 
Momo: He must be rich, handsome, talent, gentle and thoughtful! 
LHW: Daydream! 
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LHW: Please, I wish I could find such a guy as well. 
Momo: Sounds tough. Well, then give me a romantic encounter.  
LHW: But you stay at home all the time. Unless you want to date... 
Momo: Get out of here! 
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LHW: I got an idea! 

 
 
Orange penguin: I have a bad feeling. 



	
	

56	
	

LHW: All done! Your wish will come true soon! 
Text on the board: Marriage seeking. If you are an alive man, please climb up to sixth floor. 
Phone number: 88886666.  
After three days. Night. 
Momo: Stop the thief!  


