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SUBJECTS OF  A NEW  
VISUAL ORDER

Fascist Media in 1930s China

Maggie Clinton

In 1933, several issues of the Shanghai monthly periodical Qiantu (The Future) 
ran on the cover a vibrantly colored image of an archer atop an ancient char-
iot.1 The archer, depicted in red against a blue, gray, and white background, 
drives his chariot beneath a blazing red sun. He aims his arrow at the mast-
head characters “Qiantu,” which are printed in a geometric typeface. Archery 
and charioteering — two of the six arts scholars had been required to master 
during the ancient Zhou dynasty (1046 – 256 bce) — are represented here in a 
modernist idiom. The image conjures a lapsed Confucian scholarly ideal con-
joining physical and mental agility and suggests the forceful leap required in 
the present to connect China’s militarily formidable past with a bright new 
future (figure 1.1). Evincing a simultaneous yearning for a bygone age and one 
yet to come, China’s national rebirth appears here as a “thrust towards a new 
type of society,” building “rhetorically on the cultural achievements attrib-
uted to the former, more ‘glorious’ or healthy eras” rather than suggesting a 
desire to return to the dynastic past as such.2 Such Janus- faced glances toward 
both past and future were recurrent themes in 1930s periodicals circulated by 
Chinese Nationalist Party (Guomindang [gmd]) factions known as the “Blue 
Shirts” and the “cc Clique.”3 Deploying an image such as this through mass 
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media entailed staking a position in local political struggles, demonstrating 
that the gmd stood at the forefront of history by simultaneously embracing 
key aspects of modern life and respecting native traditions.

Throughout the 1927 – 37 Nanjing decade, during which the Nationalist 
Party, under Chiang Kai- shek, ruled China as a de facto one- party state from 
the city of Nanjing, the technocratic cc Clique and militaristic Blue Shirts or-
chestrated state violence known as the White Terror. They waged this terror 
with the conviction that the national development agenda gmd leader Sun 
Yat- sen had developed before his death in 1925 constituted the only suitable 
revolutionary path for China to follow. Their objections to capitalism and 
liberal democracy, to class struggle and gender equality, were leveled with a 

1.1 Cover of Qiantu [The 
Future] 1, no. 8 (1933). 
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sense of themselves as revolutionary vanguards empowered to eradicate peo-
ple and ideas that blocked China’s national rebirth. Blue Shirt and cc Clique 
activists had trained as soldiers and engineers at schools in China, the U.S., 
the USSR, and Japan; they had come of age participating in debates about 
science, democracy, and the status of Confucianism in the modern world; 
and they had sharpened their political views amid mass mobilizations in 
the southern Chinese port city of Canton during the early 1920s. In antago-
nistic dialogue with Chinese Communists — with whom the gmd formed 
a tenuous, Soviet- backed alliance from 1923 to 1927 — these militant young 
nationalists grew adamant that the true agent of China’s revolution was not 
the proletariat or peasantry, but the class- harmonious nation bound by a na-
tive Confucian culture. After orchestrating the 1927 coup led by Chiang Kai- 
shek and assuming positions of state power, they remained preoccupied with 
differentiating both their national- revolutionary agenda from what they re-
garded as Communism’s vulgar materialism and their interest in Confucian-
ism from that of conservative “feudal remnants” who clung to preindustrial 
ways of life. With these opponents, among others, in mind, Blue Shirt and cc 
Clique theorists distilled Confucianism into a “national spirit” that anchored 
national belonging across time and space. And with this spirit animating a 
strong state- led program of industrial development, they believed they could 
defeat all legacies of imperialism and restore the nation to its rightful posi-
tion of worldly strength.

This chapter addresses two aspects of the visual culture that Chinese  
fascists — that is, the men who composed the Nationalist Party factions 
known as the Blue Shirts and the cc Clique — generated during the Nanjing 
decade.4 First, it examines imagery, including cover art, photo collages, and 
cartoons, that they deployed in their periodicals. Although scholars still typi-
cally regard modernist aesthetics to have been the province of China’s inter-
war commercial advertisers and political left wing, they were also embraced 
by men who railed against the former’s Western sycophancy and condemned 
the latter as criminals alienating China from its cultural roots; indeed, the 
fascists killed them on these grounds.5 As elsewhere, the visual repertoires 
favored by China’s interwar left and right were markedly similar. Both used 
angular typefaces, industrial motifs, and geometric forms to underscore the 
futuristic thrust of their respective political agendas. Both also resuscitated 
indigenous iconographies, in particular flat- planed textile and woodblock 
patterns, in ways that made familiar the social estrangement that their mod-
ernizing agendas otherwise spelled.6 The fact that Chinese fascists claimed 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/758910/9781478004387-002.pdf by guest on 23 M

ay 2023



 24 Maggie Clinton

this imagery as their own — and attempted to invest it with particularly na-
tionalist meanings — gives us clues to the ways in which fascist symbolics 
emerged from place- specific struggles while also applying globally circulat-
ing tropes. 

Second, this chapter addresses the significance of the fact that fascists in 
China tried and failed to harness and restrict the meanings of this shared 
visual language. Their ultimately unsuccessful efforts highlight the degree 
of state power necessary to enforce particular ways of representing and see-
ing. Jeffrey T. Schnapp observed that in Italy, fascists managed to generate 
a kind of “aesthetic overproduction — a surfeit of fascist signs, images, slo-
gans, books, and buildings — in order to compensate for, fill in, and cover up 
[fascism’s] unstable ideological core.”7 By the time invading Japanese troops 
forcibly uprooted the Nationalist government in Nanjing in 1937, the large 
quantity of new visuals produced by Chinese fascists had hardly succeeded in 
crowding out — let alone overwhelming — other claims to popular attention. 
They did, nevertheless, try, and it is in their vociferous attempts to do so that 
we can discern how an effective state monopoly on representational practices 
is key to rendering a fascist visual culture identifiable as such. 

An integral aspect of the fascist political project was that of remolding the 
masses to be capable of appreciating these new practices — that is, of under-
standing the kinds of struggle that they were supposed to disclose, spur, and 
preclude. It was necessary to transform “ways of seeing” and forcibly restrict 
fields of vision.8 Reflecting on the entwined relationship between visual im-
agery and viewing subjects, Stuart Hall and Jessica Evans succinctly observed 
how “meaning is constituted not in the visual sign itself as a self- sufficient 
entity, nor exclusively in the sociological positions and identities of the audi-
ence, but in the articulation between viewer and viewed, between the power 
of the image to signify and the viewer’s capacity to interpret meaning.”9 In the 
case of fascist movements and regimes, Hall and Evans’s insight suggests the 
imperative to account for how new visual repertoires were created over time 
and in a complex, uneven relationship with the forging of new viewing sub-
jects. As China’s fascists well understood, images such as the aforementioned 
archer- charioteer on the cover of The Future likely held little resonance be-
yond coastal cities subject to imperialist influence; they were perhaps more 
illegible than inspiring to much of China’s rural, preindustrial population. 
Chinese fascists therefore made a concerted effort to endow the Chinese pop-
ulace with new ways of understanding and experiencing the world via sweep-
ing social movements such as the New Life Movement, launched in 1934 by 
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the Nationalist military as it expunged Chinese Communists from their rural 
base areas, and by marshalling modern technologies such as film for specific 
ends. The fascists on whom this chapter focuses embraced technologies of 
mechanical reproduction and the visual forms that echoed them, seeking to 
circumscribe their meanings and cement them to a collectivist struggle for 
national rebirth. That the aspirations of fascists in China far outstripped their 
ability to realize them — which would have been all but impossible given the 
limited and fractured sovereignty of the Nationalist state on the eve of World 
War II — underscores the importance of state power in shaping the politics of 
a given set of visual practices.

Fascist Media and Machine- Age Aesthetics 

After the Nationalists proclaimed their new state in 1928, fascist groups (the 
cc Clique and what came to called the “Blue Shirts” after 1932) expanded 
their power within the party’s civilian and military ranks. While they orga-
nized and staffed the secret services responsible for the White Terror, they 
also became active in the media, over which they fought to exert total state 
control. cc Clique and Blue Shirt media endeavors included magazine, book, 
and newspaper publishing, radio broadcasting, and film production. These 
groups also opened bookstores in major cities across China. They attacked 
what they regarded as degenerate and divisive influences, compensating for 
the state’s limited censorship capabilities by terrorizing individuals deemed 
to be responsible for such influence, and they attempted to saturate the public 
with their own political writings, cultural theory, and short fiction.10 Follow-
ing various initiatives from the late 1920s onward, at the 1935 Fifth Party Con-
gress a state committee formed to coordinate and police cultural production 
on an all- China scale.11 This committee marked the culmination of debates 
that had taken place within party ranks — and in antagonistic dialogue with 
Communists and other leftists — concerning what constituted a properly na-
tionalistic work of art or literature, and attempted to officially delegate what 
fell within and outside such bounds. Despite these efforts, however, and even 
though the Nanjing government had already criminalized the propagation 
of ideas deemed “detrimental to the People’s Revolution,” the regime’s actual 
jurisdiction remained limited geographically, and it had little control over the 
kinds of works disseminated through the colonial concessions.12 Thus factors 
beyond the government’s control consistently hampered nationalist efforts to 
police what Chinese citizens were allowed to view. 
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With a keen sense of the importance of controlling the media, the cc 
Clique made their first organized forays into publishing in the late 1920s with 
daily papers and monthly magazines, and by establishing bookstores in ma-
jor cities.13 By the time the cc Clique launched their flagship magazine Cul-
tural Construction (Wenhua jianshe) in October 1934, they had the financial 
and technological resources to print high- quality photo spreads and special-
ized typefaces. Likely spurred by cc Clique leader Chen Lifu’s interest in the 
ways in which cinema could help mold senses of national belonging (dis-
cussed below), and by the emerging trend in Chinese publishing of synchro-
nizing graphic design with written content, Cultural Construction attempted 
to convey visually the gmd’s capacity to simultaneously defend native tradi-
tions and modernize all aspects of national life.14 Each of Cultural Construc-
tion’s three dozen or so monthly issues was frontloaded with photographs 
and typefaces that exuded the harmonization of China’s enduring Confucian 
spirit with the nation’s material progress. While the magazine’s covers show-
cased traditional handicraft patterns and ancient seal designs, each issue’s 
twenty- odd pages of pictorial front matter placed these designs in the context 
of a world on the cusp of a second cataclysmic war, during which the Chi-
nese nation would either revive or perish. Photographs of China’s dynastic 
art treasures and engineering marvels ran quickly into photo spreads of new 
domestic construction projects and global advances in science and technol-
ogy. Readers were also presented with laudatory pictures of technology that 
enhanced the government’s capacity to wage war, and with pictures of tech-
nological applications of the art deco styles then popular in Shanghai’s hotels, 
cabarets, and department stores. Photographs showcasing the “streamlined 
style” of an art moderne airplane and the U.S. Union Pacific Streamline Ex-
press train, for instance, communicated that the cc Clique approved of this 
popular style as long as it served a strictly delineated nationalistic purpose 
(figure 1.2). In turn, such aerodynamic forms visually expressed the kind of 
rationalized efficiency that cc Clique leaders desired to foster within soci-
ety at large.15 Tactically, pictorial pages such as these reinforced their overall 
push for Confucian- based national unity under the direction of a powerful 
developmentalist state. 

To this end, Cultural Construction’s visuals underscored the life- or- death 
necessity of national cohesion under powerful gmd leadership. While ar-
ticles stressed Confucianism’s enduring emphasis on prioritizing collective 
needs above individual interests and obeying state authority, photo collages 
reinforced this message in numerous ways. For example, a 1935 news pictorial 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/758910/9781478004387-002.pdf by guest on 23 M

ay 2023



 Subjects of a New Visual Order  27

on the Italy- Ethiopia conflict — one that was closely followed in the Chinese 
media for its connections to China’s struggle with Japan over Manchuria —  
depicted mass organization and emboldened state authority in a time of cri-
sis. Here we see a portrait of Benito Mussolini angrily shaking his fist super-
imposed on a tightly organized mass of Italian troops mobilizing for war 
(figure 1.3). These images of Mussolini and Italian troops are positioned above 
paired images of Haile Selassie and Ethiopian soldiers. The collage as a whole 
simultaneously conveys the discipline that a strong- willed Mussolini had im-
posed on his people, the upper hand that Italy had quickly established over 
Ethiopia, and the latter’s relative military disorganization. While these col-
lages referenced the imperial- Italian context that Ruth Ben- Ghiat addresses 

1.2 “Streamlined Forms.” 
Late art deco trains 
and planes featured in 
Wenhua jianshe [Cultural 
Construction] 1, no. 5 
(1935).
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in chapter 4 in this volume, Italian aggression toward Ethiopia had specific 
meanings in interwar China. China’s fascists simultaneously admired Italy 
for its ability to unite and exert military strength, and they identified with 
Ethiopia as a victim of imperialist aggression, failed by the League of Na-
tions.16 The top half of this pictorial signaled a future aspiration and the bot-
tom, a present reality, underscoring the message that militarized national 
unity was of even greater importance for countries subject to imperialism, 
such as China and Ethiopia. In key respects, such still images resonated with 
what Susan Sontag, deriving her notion of fascist aesthetics from Leni Riefen-
stahl’s film oeuvre, called a “characteristic pageantry: the massing of groups 
of people; the turning of people into things; the multiplication of things and 

1.3 “International News” 
(page 1 of 2). Photos of 
the Italian invasion of 
Ethiopia, featured in 
Wenhua jianshe [Cultural 
Construction] 2, no. 1 
(1935).
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the grouping of people/things around an all- powerful, hypnotic leader fig-
ure or force.”17 But in China’s case, the nation’s failure to organize around 
a leader posed a threat that referred, in one way or another, to the damage 
Euro- American imperialism had wrought and to Japan’s escalating territo-
rial demands. In this sense, while fascists the world over decried threats to 
the nation posed by internal and external enemies and clamored for unified 
struggle against them, how such enemies were construed and depicted inevi-
tably depended on historical context. 

The violence that the cc Clique perpetrated in the name of creating a dis-
ciplined, synchronized polity was only intermittently visible in magazines 
such as Cultural Construction. Violence, by contrast, was foregrounded and 
celebrated in periodicals produced by the military- based Blue Shirts. After 
the Blue Shirts were founded in 1932, they quickly launched various media 
outlets, actively circulating their plans for a reborn China in books, newspa-
pers, and magazines.18 Like the cc Clique, Blue Shirts were also enthusiastic 
about cinema’s propagandistic powers, but for tactical reasons their most con-
certed media interventions took the form of print, which was cheaper to pro-
duce and circulated readily to areas without electricity.19 In terms of titles and 
design, some of these publications, like the Nanjing- based newspaper China 
Daily (Zhongguo ribao), were indistinguishable from the many mainstream 
papers that the Blue Shirts sought to edge out of circulation. Others such as 
Iron and Blood Monthly (Tiexue yuekan), Sweat and Blood Weekly (Hanxue 
zhoukan), Mopping- Up Thrice Monthly (Saodang xunkan), and the Future 
(Qiantu) readily announced the militancy of their content. The 1933 archer- 
charioteer cover of the Future, for instance, conveyed the fusion of China’s 
ancient military advances with the industrial era; the Future’s more prosaic 
covers still took care to frame each issue’s table of contents with abstract de-
signs and innovative typefaces (figure 1.4). Meanwhile, military magazines 
such as Saodang (Mopping Up) and Jingcheng (Absolute Sincerity) favored 
more organic forms but likewise celebrated battlefield martyrdom and heroic 
encounters with death. Illustrations featured in these magazines reinforced 
Blue Shirts’ decisions to live soldiering lives, showcasing what they were fight-
ing for and the forces and behaviors that they struggled against. Commu-
nists’ base and ulterior motives (banditry, mayhem, and sexual indulgence) 
were favored themes, underscoring the legitimacy and necessity of violently 
eliminating them from the national scene. So too were Japanese predations  
in north China, as seen in a cartoon of Japanese settlers feasting on a Chi-
nese corpse, published in a 1937 issue of Sweat and Blood Weekly (figure 1.5).20 
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Blue Shirt magazines typically foregrounded concerns common to fas-
cist movements around the world. Many images that circulated in their 
pages were, at the same time, indistinguishable from those that simultane-
ously appeared in popular, nonpartisan Chinese lifestyle periodicals such as 
Liangyou (The Young Companion), and their design schemes echoed those 
in magazines concurrently produced by China’s embattled left wing.21 For 
instance, covers and pictorial spreads similar to those in Sweat and Blood 
Weekly featuring Chinese athletes in exertive poses could be found in all 
manner of periodicals at the time. By the 1930s, those across the Chinese 
political spectrum shared pride in tempered, athletic bodies, which often 
took on connotations of eugenic success. In this regard, the text that framed 
an image continued to impart necessary information for understanding its 
message, because the wider sociopolitical context that might have otherwise 
shaped the meaning of a given image remained highly contested. Images be-

1.4 Cover of Qiantu [The 
Future] 1, no. 3 (1933). 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/758910/9781478004387-002.pdf by guest on 23 M

ay 2023



 Subjects of a New Visual Order  31

came “fascist” when fascists operationalized them, deploying them for spe-
cific ends. As Nadya Bair highlights in chapter 10 with respect to the Left 
and Right in Spain, in the 1930s China’s sharply polarized political factions 
battled over similar visual repertoires, in particular those that had come to 
be seen as avant- garde. Moreover, both the Far Left and the Far Right were 
closely attuned to commercial trends and to the popular purchase, especially 
in Shanghai, of industrial- inspired styles. In the years leading up to Japan’s 
1937 invasion of China, neither end of the political spectrum succeeded in af-
fixing a particular repertoire to their own political project or divesting it of 
other possible meanings. 

Yet it was hardly accidental that fascists in China deployed certain kinds 
of visuals. They did so not simply because some European and Japanese fas-
cists already favored them, but rather because the visuals seemed to convey 
most effectively the dynamics of revolutionary restoration. While China’s 
fascists touted themselves as defenders of China’s ancient Confucian culture, 
it is important to recognize that they were not particularly interested in revi-
talizing art forms that had been popular during dynasties past. Media such 

1.5 “Human Calamity in North China.” Cartoon by Gao Longsheng, Hanxue Zhoukan 
[Sweat and Blood Weekly] 8, no. 20 (1937): 373. 
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as ink- and- brush painting were not, they believed, sufficient for inspiring 
the Chinese populace to participate in a totalizing project of national re-
generation. Rather, to borrow a phrase from Maria Gough, they “promoted 
especially those arts that shared with modern industrial production its pri-
mary condition of technological reproducibility, such as graphic design, pho-
tomontage, photography, and cinema.”22 These were “consonant with the em-
phasis on mechanization and acceleration” that animated their visions of a 
revolutionized China, which were modeled by turns on the efficient capital-
ist firm and the rationalized military.23 Such forms more precisely captured 
the ethos of following orders and streamlining efficiency associated, in their 
view, with the nation’s presently waned Confucian spirit. As Julia Thomas 
noted in the introduction regarding the malleability of notions of “national 
spirit,” China’s fascists could and did insist that their aesthetic preferences 
readily accorded with China’s national spirit, rather than with any partic-
ular traditional artistic form or sensibility. The national spirit and the vi-
sual forms that effectively expressed it were what the fascists declared them  
to be. 

If the demands of these Nationalist Party factions for revolutionary resto-
ration were forged in increasingly volatile local and global contexts riven by 
class- based and anti- imperialist activism, the factions’ aesthetic preferences 
were also informed by the military and technical training that they had re-
ceived in China and overseas. The cc Clique and the Blue Shirts were on 
different sides of the Nationalist Party’s thin civil- bureaucratic and military  
divide — the cc Clique comprised mostly civilian bureaucrats, whereas the 
Blue Shirts were soldiers — but the highly militarized nature of the nation-
alist state and the two groups’ shared anti- Communist developmentalism 
spelled a distinct convergence between their hierarchically rationalized as-
pirations for a reborn China.24 They favored industrial- inspired visual styles 
that seemed to best capture history’s acceleration, and they wanted to reorder 
Chinese society in a streamlined fashion. They rejected the class strife prom-
ised by Communism and the atomization encouraged by Western liberalism, 
and for state- led industrial and infrastructural development grounded in in-
terclass cohesion and coordinated action. At the same time, they worked to 
ensure that the population at large would understand this political program 
in intended ways. Colonial treaty ports from which China’s fascists emerged, 
such as Shanghai and Canton and the surrounding regions, were in key re-
spects worlds removed from rural hinterlands. As much as fascists celebrated 
primordial national unity, they understood that most of the nation still had 
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to be taught the importance of streamlined efficiency, and self- sacrificial pa-
triotism. They wanted the art deco – inspired graphics and laudatory photo-
graphs of technologies such as airplanes that circulated in their magazines 
to be read and understood in particular ways. People also had to be taught 
how not to misread modern imagery as if it permitted individualistic con-
sumerism or pointed toward a nationless, Communist- governed future. To 
this end, fascists worked to police ways of seeing as much as they sought to 
police what could be seen.

New Frames of Reference 

As indicated above, when thinking about the ways in which Chinese fascists 
tried and failed to craft a new order, it is necessary to stress that, although 
the Nationalist regime claimed for itself most of the territory that had be-
longed to the Qing dynasty, vast stretches of this territory remained beyond 
its jurisdiction. Regions bordering French Indochina, British India, and the 
recently consolidated USSR were for all intents and purposes independent. 
Japan formally claimed the vast northeastern region of Manchuria after 1931, 
whereas areas of the rural southwest were effectively controlled by the Chi-
nese Communist Party. Equally significantly, areas within the Nationalists’ 
territorial jurisdiction, including the wealthiest and most developed sections 
of Shanghai, remained autonomously governed by various colonial powers, 
which made it impossible for the Nationalists to effectively control cultural 
production and distribution. A distinctive visual culture had emerged, in 
Shanghai in particular, since the late nineteenth century — one that mani-
fested the innumerable global currents present there, from Hollywood films 
to the art deco building designs of the sojourning Hungarian- Slovak ar-
chitect László Hudec.25 The fascist response to this colonial conundrum of 
compromised sovereignty involved redoubling force against tendencies that 
seemed to block the nationalists’ recuperation of sovereign control and hence 
China’s path to national rebirth. They did not seek to return China to a time 
before movies and motorcars but instead to revive an ancient spirit of unity, 
domesticating what they regarded as healthy aspects of modern life and di-
vesting these aspects of imperialist associations. This required remolding the 
Chinese population in a manner that made them perceive and engage with 
modern life, especially as it had emerged in Shanghai and other coastal cities, 
in disciplined ways, and likewise controlling what the population was able to 
perceive in the first place. But the gap remained enormous between the de-
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sired future and the existing present situation, and it seemed to widen further 
as local and global crises mounted over the course of the 1930s.  

One index for gauging the amount of time and degree of state strength 
required to construct and control a coherent visual landscape appears in the 
1993 documentary The Wonderful Horrible Life of Leni Riefenstahl (released 
in the U.S./English language in 1998). Partway through the film, Riefen stahl, 
by then a nonagenarian, is shown erupting in anger at her interviewers for 
having the gall to speak in the same breath about the results of her first and 
second attempts to film a Nazi Party congress. The first, Victory of Faith 
(1933), she protested, was not to be considered in the same league as her iconic 
second film of a party congress, Triumph of the Will (1935), whose choreog-
raphy of enthralled masses, a lionized and individuated Hitler, and surging 
phalanxes of soldiers soon set a kind of global standard for what fascism in 
power allegedly looked like. Contextualizing Riefenstahl’s misgivings about 
the first film, the English- language narrator of Wonderful Horrible Life ex-
plained that “with amateurish shots of Hitler and rather elementary camera 
angles, Victory of Faith is perhaps understandably a film Riefenstahl is very 
reluctant to talk about. . . . Not only was the camera work shoddy, but the or-
ganization of the event itself [i.e., the 1933 Party Congress] seemed uncharac-
teristically chaotic. The Nazis had not yet learned how to march like Nazis.”26 
The narrator thus indicated that neither Riefenstahl’s paradigmatic cinematic 
representation of fascism- in- power nor the Nazis’ own self- orchestrations yet 
measured up to what either would become in time. 

This exchange highlights the importance of understanding fascist visual 
cultures as works in progress. It also reveals the importance of a given re-
gime’s capacity to associate certain representational forms and ideas with 
itself. As Schnapp indicated in the earlier quote regarding how Italian fas-
cists ultimately generated a kind of “aesthetic overproduction,” effectively 
harnessing certain forms or overcompensating for whatever jumble of mes-
sages they sent (comfort amid estrangement, stillness amid dynamism, the 
ancient amid the modern, empowerment in submission, etc.) required a for-
midable degree of state power. The continued appearance in Nazi Germany, 
for instance, of entertainment films that were not overtly propagandistic was 
possible precisely because they circulated within what had quickly become 
an “entirely hierarchical cultural domain” transformed via “mechanisms 
of coercion whereby Nazi ideology asserted its dominance across all socio- 
cultural fields, including film” and thus either shored up, or at the very least 
did not threaten, the integrity of the larger Nazi agenda.27 Fascists in China 
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never gained enough strength to secure a state monopoly on representational 
practices, effectively flood the landscape with materials they deemed to be 
properly nationalistic, or remold how people would perceive and experience 
these materials. Hollywood films screened in the colonial concessions, such 
as Clyde Bruckman’s Welcome Danger (1929), with its racist depiction of San 
Francisco’s Chinatown, were certainly protested and denounced, but the dis-
course surrounding such imported films could not effectively saturate the 
population for reasons already noted.28

The most determined effort Chinese fascists made to transform popular 
ways of seeing was known as the New Life Movement (nlm), which the Blue 
Shirts launched in the inland city of Nanchang in 1934 and the cc Clique 
and many other groups soon theorized and promoted. The nlm aimed to 
instill new subjectivities among the Chinese population and to remold it into 
a regimented national mass. The movement’s purpose centered on imbuing 
the nation with militantly organized productive capacities in preparation for 
total war and for realizing Sun Yat- sen’s program of state- directed indus-
trialization.29 In a nod to the engineering and military training of the men 
who devised it, the nlm had a distinctly top- down view (from officers’ and 
managers’ perspectives) of the social world. It used militaristic and produc-
tivist metaphors interchangeably to speak about the social world: workers 
were soldiers in an industrial army, soldiers were expected to be as punctual 
as workers bound by factory whistles, and household management was con-
ceived in terms of battlefield violence. Such directives sought to foster people 
who understood themselves as dutiful soldiers and workers who voluntarily 
obeyed commands because doing so was in the best interest of the national 
collective and would hasten the arrival of a renewed national future. Via cam-
paigns to militarize, aestheticize, and “productivize” everyday life, the minds 
and bodies of Chinese citizens would become accustomed to the temporal 
rhythms of mechanized agricultural and industrial work and to being con-
stantly prepared to mobilize against domestic and foreign enemies. One pro-
moter called this process “zhengqihuayi”: “to organize and remake as one,” or 
“to make uniform” in the sense of calibrating weights and measures.30 As in 
a scientifically managed factory or a rationalized military, everything would 
be rigidly organized and maximally efficient.

New Life Movement events bombarded participants with images of dy-
namic progress while also interpellating them as Confucian subjects for 
whom a reborn future would arrive if and only if they performed their proper 
social roles, and if they accepted the limited range of meanings the state per-
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mitted them to perceive in an otherwise anarchic swath of modern signifi-
ers. The movement worked to delimit what could be perceived and by whom. 
It shined the light of the state into novel spaces such as cabarets and movie  
theaters — spaces that novelists, left- wing activists, and the masses themselves 
were concurrently interpreting in very different ways. The nlm sought to 
penetrate into the deepest recesses of popular consciousness and to ren-
der political opposition an unnatural, nonnational, non- Confucian stance. 
As The Future editor Liu Bingli put it, “revolution must enter into people’s 
hearts, consciousness and unconscious life . . . it must permeate the entirety 
of the life process.”31 Conceiving of daily life as alternately a battlefield and 
a worksite filled with insubordinates and Luddites, the nlm aimed to keep 
everyone’s eyes trained on a streamlined and efficient future. The rational-
ized Confucianism that the nlm invoked was central to this process, as it 
provided a seemingly natural ground for national cohesion amid an unprec-
edented state effort at social engineering. Jettisoning in the name of efficiency 
and following orders the socially reciprocal mandates that were intrinsic to 
dynastic Confucian schemas, nlm Confucianism aimed to foreclose the om-
nipresent possibility that people would question state directives, look where 
they should not, and then take unauthorized action. The more intensely peo-
ple identified with their assigned social roles, the less likely they would be to 
act unpredictably, and the less likely they would be to notice anything but 
what they were told to notice. This aimed to “depotentialize areas of struggle” 
that the gmd itself had ridden to power, turning popular energies against 
sanctioned enemies when the timing was deemed right.32

This intense reconfiguration of ways of being and seeing would, among 
other things, prime the population to receive state propaganda in intended 
ways. In this context, nlm champion and cc Clique leader Chen Lifu be-
gan to explore film as an ideal medium for fostering new perceptions of the 
nation while enlightening the masses out of their alleged backwardness. It 
could simultaneously help alter and saturate perception. In 1933, Chen wrote 
an extensive treatise on film’s capacity to overcome national alienation by 
presenting Chinese audiences with images of themselves hitherto denied by 
imperialist domination of China’s silver screens.33 In a self- determining fash-
ion, Chinese- made movies should present the nation’s own history and own 
scenarios. Yet whereas Chinese film studios currently took on this task by 
churning out martial arts and fairytale films — which Chen noted competed 
admirably with higher- budget and technically savvy foreign imports — the 
films that Chen envisioned would present realistic, nationalistic, and spiritu-
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ally uplifting stories. In a complementary manner, newsreels could be used 
to publicize state- sponsored development projects, particularly those that re-
quired massive organization and labor participation. Successfully harnessing 
the medium of film would enable fellow nationals to experience their connec-
tions to one another in new ways and to collectively envision the nation’s past, 
present, and future precisely as party leaders desired they would. 

According to Chen’s plan, China’s new national cinema would “dramatize 
the process of nationalist revolution.”34 This meant enabling people to see and 
hear the nation and its history in new ways — to feel it in their hearts and be 
moved to sacrifice for it. “Films must not only satisfy people’s senses of sight 
and sound,” Chen explained, “they must also move the people’s mind- spirit, 
stimulate their morality and wisdom, spur them to improve their behavior, 
and increase their knowledge.”35 This entailed showcasing the differences be-
tween Eastern and Western civilizations as well as China’s national unique-
ness.36 Film should make “China’s native old morality” — values of loyalty and 
filial piety, benevolence, good faith, and peacefulness — “manifest before the 
eyes of the audience, bolstering their beliefs, stirring their adoration, and pro-
viding them with direction.”37 The cooperative thrust of this effort masked 
distinct social hierarchies within the nation. Newsreels propagating state re-
construction efforts, Chen suggested, could help mitigate “bad habits of lazi-
ness, increase the enjoyment [that people] feel in productive labor, and give 
them bodily experience of the construction of a new country.”38 Although 
the population writ large needed to acquire a higher level of scientific knowl-
edge, Chen noted that only a select few would actually proceed to become 
scientists, devoting their minds to “great causes” and other things that “the 
masses need [not] appreciate.”39 Because the average person did not have time 
to study science, “we can select materials for them, edit them into scripts, 
capture them on camera, edit this into movies, present them everywhere and 
allow the masses amid their enjoyment to absorb into their lives beneficial 
experiences and knowledge.”40 So powerful was this new technology that it 
could facilitate the enlightenment of “this mass of ignorant people” who “do 
not yet even clearly know themselves.”41 Limited electrification was a stum-
bling block, but film itself could broaden popular appreciation of electric-
ity, as well as of machinery and how it is used.42 Although cinema could not 
“rectify the chaos of modern China” of its own accord, Chen made a strong 
case for the value of cinema in sufficiently altering popular consciousness to 
make wide- scale industrialization possible and to spur people to perform 
new kinds of labor without seeking to alter social relations in any unauthor-
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ized way. The revolution would gain a recognizable narrative — one that was 
appreciated as uniquely Chinese.

According to film scholar Laikwan Pang, both the Left and Right in China 
seized upon film as a political instrument at roughly the same time, in the 
early 1930s.43 Cinema had been introduced to China in 1896, just a year after 
its debut in Paris, and the first Chinese- made film appeared by 1905.44 Amid 
the emergence of a domestic studio and star system, it is estimated that “be-
tween 1896 and 1937, five thousand or more foreign films, most of which were 
from Hollywood, were shown in China. Eight American film companies . . .  
established distribution systems” there.45 When organized political parties 
turned their attention to capturing its powers in the early 1930s, the Right 
had the political upper hand. Chen Lifu’s cc Clique spearheaded efforts to 
rid the film industry of leftists, establishing censorship guidelines by the late 
1920s and, by 1935, a state organ whose role was explicitly to control film 
production.46 Meanwhile, Blue Shirt vigilantes compensated for the state’s 
limited capacities on this front, ransacking the Left- leaning Yihua Film stu-
dio in 1933.47 Indeed, fascists’ recourse to direct violence — such as assassi-
nating media figures who would not abide by state censorship guidelines —  
signaled not only how far they were willing to go to control the flow of infor-
mation but how far they were from doing so effectively. 

The 1937 occupation of eastern China by Japan, and the ultimatums Japa-
nese occupiers put to Anglo- American imperialists after the Pearl Harbor 
attack in December 1941, transformed the country’s media landscape once 
again. Throughout the preceding decade of Nationalist rule, the existence 
of spaces beyond nationalist jurisdiction undermined the party’s capacity to 
create a new national frame of reference. The Nationalist regime certainly 
had the will to foster and enforce particular ways of seeing, but it lacked the 
power. Even if the Nationalists had been able to inundate domestic media 
spheres with favorable magazines and films, they did not garner the cor-
responding state strength to eliminate unfavorable works from view or to 
control the discourse surrounding them, as was largely the case in Germany, 
Japan, and Italy. The Nazis’ notorious staging of exhibitions of degenerate 
versus healthy art in 1937 is a telling demonstration of such power. Much as 
the Nationalists attempted to do, these exhibitions drew clear lines between 
art deemed beneficial for the nation and that which was harmful. While the 
authorial and formal properties were consistent among the artworks in-
cluded in each respective show, ambiguous selection criteria nevertheless 
rendered paramount the context in which the exhibitions were staged.48 They 
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were mounted in an environment that the Nazis had otherwise saturated 
with reinforcing messages regarding what they approved and disapproved. 
Moreover, the context was one in which contending counterdiscourses had 
been effectively silenced and criminalized. However much fascists in China 
wanted to convince fellow nationals of the degeneracy of Shanghai’s jazz 
clubs and foreign movie theaters, they did not effectively control the dis-
course around them. They certainly made concerted efforts to do so, how-
ever, and readily compensated for state weakness by waging direct violence 
against alleged national enemies. 

Conclusion

Erica Carter summarized how “it is discursive production around the film 
text that ultimately determines its broader socio- cultural location: its class 
position, as articulated through debates on high versus mass culture, its re-
lation to audiences, its modes of spectatorship, its relevance to state politics, 
and/or to revolutionary movements for political change.”49 This observation 
helps us to see the importance of a given state’s ability to regulate the dis-
course around a set of objects and practices, to shape what each means and 
could possibly mean. It further helps us understand how a wartime Japanese 
aesthetic of quietude and perseverance —richly described in this volume by 
Julia Thomas in her analysis of photographs (chapter 7) and by Paul Barclay 
in his analysis of imperial monuments to Japan’s war dead (chapter 2) — can 
make sense alongside a dynamically energetic Riefenstahl film or a futurist 
sculpture as recognizable components of a global fascist visual culture. For-
mal properties mattered, but they perhaps mattered less than how they were 
operationalized. In all cases they were put in the service of virulent nation-
alisms pitted against overlapping sets of enemies, seeking similar reconfigu-
rations of state and society, and with shared conceptions of historical tem-
porality. They also made use of and referenced technologies of mechanical 
reproduction that imperialism and colonialism had rendered global by the 
early twentieth century, attempting to restrict what these technologies could 
mean and do. The key to its coherence, or to compensating for its incoher-
ence, was effective policing.  

When formulating plans for a new nationalist culture in China, neither 
the Blue Shirts nor the cc Clique viewed the revival of dynastic art forms as 
an end in itself. Reproductions of centuries- old creative works seldom ap-
peared in the pages of their magazines unless they served to highlight future 
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hopes. When they did appear, they were remediated in distinctly modern 
terms; for instance, photographs of dynastic art and engineering treasures in 
the pages of Cultural Construction suggested the Nationalists’ effective sutur-
ing of a glorious national past with a radiant new future across the morass 
of China’s chaotic present. Blue Shirt papers such as The Future and Sweat 
and Blood Weekly favored abstract graphics, photographs of modern sub-
jects like sports teams, and figurative drawings that were formally distinct 
from popular cartoon arts of dynasties past. Their literary sections were not 
filled with Tang dynasty (618 – 907 ce) poems or Ming dynasty (1368 – 1644 
ce) vernacular fiction; rather, they contained markedly new kinds of stories, 
plays, and screenplays. By laying claim to modern repertoires, China’s fas-
cists self- consciously positioned themselves as anticonservative and as more 
capable of delivering on promises of modern development than their Com-
munist enemies. By promising to abide by the nation’s ancient Confucian 
spirit, they would modernize China without alienating it from its cultural 
roots and in the process repossess what imperialists had stolen. Unlike the 
crassly commercial, degenerate purposes to which popular styles such as art 
deco were currently put, fascists attempted to delimit their meanings and as-
sociate them exclusively with nationalist revolution. 

From this perspective, the nlm attempted to make the population capable 
of perceiving the significance of national regeneration. Bombarding audi-
ences with propaganda, even in the most technologically advanced forms 
available (film or radio), hardly guaranteed that people would receive its mes-
sages in intended ways. The nlm therefore attempted to foster new ways of 
seeing and to eliminate “the right to look” in unsanctioned directions.50 The 
nebulous category “national spirit” served to domesticate technologies with 
clear imperialist origins, absorbing everything from movies to automobiles 
into a seamless project of national regeneration and distinguishing China’s 
revolution from projects of national rebirth taking place in Germany, Italy, 
Japan, and elsewhere at the same time. Still, the gmd’s aspiration to control 
representational practices and modes of reception on an all- China scale had 
fallen well short of being realized by the time the Japanese Imperial Army 
invaded eastern China in 1937 and forcibly relocated the gmd government. 
The state terrorized dissenters in an attempt to compensate for its weakness, 
but this terror remained insufficient to cogently shape and saturate a visual 
landscape. 
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