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Abstract: In the past century, the film industries of the three regions——mainland 

China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong SAR, exhibited different characteristics from one 

cultural root due to their different historical and social backgrounds. Using the Internet 

movie database (IMDb), we applied big data analysis and machine learning methods to 

compare the contents, topics, and sentiments of “Image of China” spread by different 

regions’ films. We also studied the contained historical and cultural background. The 

findings indicated that, during ups and downs, the three regions seek their subjectivity 

and strive to connect with the globalized world in films. The macroscopic analysis of 

large-scale content enabled us to explore the hidden cultural phenomena and reality 

behind the media and made up for the lack of objectivity of traditional research methods. 
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1. Introduction 

The film is both an industry and a work of visual art. Since its introduction into 

China at the end of the 19th century, the film industries have been thriving in several 

regions, including mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong SAR. They are 

independent but mutually influenced, developing in bifurcated ways (Tan 2020).  

The political and social environment changes complicate films developed in the 

three regions. Before 1949, the Shanghai film industry boomed, becoming the 

beginning of China’s film history. After the founding of the People’s Republic of China 

(PRC) in 1949, the Communist Party of China (CCP) ruled mainland China and the 

Nationalist Party of China (CNP) occupied Taiwan, while Hong Kong continued to be 

a British colony. The three regions and their films all took very different paths. Since 

the 1990s, with the reform and opening up in mainland China, cooperations between 



areas have increased. The golden age of the Chinese film industry is coming. 

Different histories and cultures construct different film styles in the three regions. 

However, these films share the same cultural root, showing strong national 

characteristics. Some scholars believe that Chinese people used the term of the nation-

state, which Westerners constructed, to take part in the international order and resist the 

West (Berry & Farquhar 2006: p. 2). Therefore, analyzing the image of China in films 

could clarify China’s contact process with the Western world. 

Both objective and subjective factors shape national images. In Kenneth Bolding’s 

view, national image is the combination of a country’s self-cognition and external 

individuals’ cognition of it (1959). Thus, the subjective impression plays a vital role in 

the interpretation of the national image. Since the cognitive agent belongs to a specific 

society, his impression must bear the local culture’s brand, which is particularly obvious 

in Taiwan and Hong Kong. As a former colony, Taiwan and Hong Kong’s societies were 

influenced by suzerain states. When they look at China, the separation of “the self” and 

“the other” will appear.  

 Films can integrate national images into specific plots and pictures, becoming one 

of the most vivid ways to express them. According to the audience-effects model in 

agenda-setting theory, film, as a kind of media, will affect the audience’s thoughts, and 

their feedbacks will further adjust films’ focuses (McCombs 2005; Erbring, Goldenberg 

& Miller 1980). In reality, website editors put the selected films about China on Western 

websites, which constructed the Western audience’s cognition of China for the first time. 

Then, the cinematic portrayals of China do the second construction. The two processes 

reflect the media’s influence on the audience’s consciousness. Understanding the choice 

of film topics and the expression of ideas helps to study the formation process of 

Chinese impression in the Western world. 

 We carried out big data analysis on the image of China in a century’s films from 

three regions, which is not only a new deconstruction of China’s film history but also a 

breakthrough in context analysis methodology. Traditional film studies focus on case 

analysis, but the conclusion drawn from cases could not guarantee its objectivity and 

comprehensiveness. To solve this problem, we applied the Word2vec toolkit, the Latent 



Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) topic model, and Google’s sentiment analysis model to 

study film plot synopses on Internet movie database (IMDb) before 2019. We tended to 

build a spatiotemporal analysis framework to explore the changes of contents, topics, 

and sentiments of the China concept in mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong films. 

 

2. Background 

 In the past, when describing Chinese films, scholars usually constructed a linear 

historical narrative to explore a unified and coherent national boundary (Yoshimoto 

1991). However, the great concept of “China” actually contains various contents, like 

multiple spoken languages, former colonies, and religious affiliations (Berry & 

Farquhar 2006: p. 3). In this case, the concept of “Chinese-language film” emerges, 

including all kinds of local or global films related to the Chinese language, to get 

beyond the singular nation-state narrative (Lu & Li 2014; Sun 2016). However, some 

scholars argued that placing Chinese films under the Western cultural system would 

cause “de-China-lization” (Li 2016). It’s a challenge for Chinese films to balance 

globalization and nationality and establish a new subjectivity. 

 The confrontation between globalization and nationality is particularly obvious in 

mainland China. Since the PRC’s founding, filmmakers had made great efforts to resist 

foreign cultural invasion, making films a crucial political component of nationalism 

(Lu 1997: p. 5). During the Cultural Revolution, the film even became a tool to promote 

socialist ideology. After that, Zhang Yimou and other directors described a charming 

and barbaric East in their films, such as Raise the Red Lantern (1991). Narratives that 

showed the East’s eeriness achieved massive success in the West, but postcolonialism 

strongly criticized them (Li & Wang 2009). The self turned to “the other” in the West, 

representing society’s confusion when facing the world. When entering the 21st century, 

the situation changed again. The economy and film industry in mainland China have 

taken off together. Some films combined national confidence with mature film 

technology, expressing the ambition to dominate the international order, such as The 

Wandering Earth (2019), which successfully constructed China’s subjectivity. 

 Compared with mainland China, the image of China in Taiwanese films is more 



complicated. As a former Japanese colony, Taiwan is in the cultural triangle of 

“mainland China—Taiwan—Japan.” Colonial history and postcolonial context have 

always been with Taiwanese, inevitably leading to the identity crisis. According to 

Homi Bhabha’s postcolonial theory, the colonist’s culture would create a continued 

agony in the colony, thus forming a hybrid culture (1994, p. 111), via which Taiwanese 

filmmakers confirmed their identity. In the 1980s, directors such as Hou Xiaoxian and 

Yang Dechang reflected on Taiwan’s turbulent history, showed a deep sense of 

nativeness, and found their narrative way between Chinese and Western cultures. 

However, the establishment of Taiwan’s nativeness distanced itself from the mainland 

emotionally and culturally. The de-China-lization and the nostalgia for Japanese culture 

in films like Cape No.7 (2008) revealed that the Japanese colonial period’s ghost still 

existed. 

 As a former British colony, Hong Kong had vaudevilles and cabarets in early films, 

which followed British live amusement practices (Yeh 2018: p. 6). Hong Kong film 

industry was the first to commercialize in the three regions, and a large number of 

comedies and kung fu films emerged in the 1970s. Bruce Lee’s films were popular even 

overseas, such as Way of the Dragon (1972), whose background was set in a foreign 

country, representing “ethnic Chinese,” showing a powerful national character by 

portraying the development of Chinese kung fu and defending the Chinese identity. As 

an essential town of ideological confrontations, Hong Kong has always pursued the 

principle of avoiding politics and putting entertainment first, making consumerism tide 

sweep the film industry and embodying Jean Baudrillard’s symbol consumption (1998). 

Consumerism could not dispel the identity dilemma of the colonized. After Hong 

Kong’s return to the PRC, many films still discuss this issue. For example, Port of Call 

(2015) described mainland people’s integration into Hong Kong society, still pursuing 

identity through the story of “the other.” 

Although mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong share the same origin, they 

have different directions. Under the joint action of various factors such as economy and 

politics, their cultural expression about China diverse. Taiwan is inclined to Japanese, 

while Hong Kong is close to Britain and the United States. As for mainland China, it 



embarks on building a socialist country under the guidance of Marxism. However, in 

the face of the West, the three regions are all forced to show their nativeness as “others.” 

According to Bhabha, the problematic boundary of modernity arises from the 

ambivalence temporalities of the nation—space. In this ambivalence, it is an 

irreversible trend to construct cultural differences, which could revise the history of 

critical theory (1990, p. 294; 1994, p. 34). Therefore, in the trend of globalization, we 

need to understand cultural differences inside one nation. After a long cultural collision 

process with the suzerain state, the former colony generates the new power through 

mimicry and finally reaches the cultural hybridity. 

 Edward Said stated that culture is a theater where various political and ideological 

causes engage one another (1993, p. xiii). Throughout films in the past century, we 

could find that various ideological and social forces existed behind the expression of 

Chinese impression, which is a vital topic in postcolonialism. Since it is difficult for 

theoretical research to accurately compare the different features of the three regions’ 

films and to grasp the changing process of features over time, in the following chapters, 

we used big data analysis to explore these films. We wanted to verify whether theories 

generated from cases can be used on the macro perspective. 

 

3. Data and Methods 

3.1 Data Sources 

 The image is often expressed as a group of general and cognitive concepts. 

Traditional methods based on questionnaire surveys could not accurately measure the 

image of a country since it is diffused in the whole society, owning subjectivity and 

universality. However, nowadays, unsupervised machine learning provides a new idea. 

Through natural language processing technologies, we can analyze the content from an 

extensive range to better measure cultural concepts in social science. 

 We chose the plot synopses of China-related films from mainland China, Taiwan, 

and Hong Kong collected by IMDb as a data resource. Founded in 1990, IMDb is a 

high-quality international online database of films, including film plots, casts, regions 

of production and release, ratings, and reviews. As of June 2020, IMDb had collected 



552,366 films1 and had been used in literature, media studies, sociology, and many 

other fields. For example, scholars applied statistical models to classify the sentiment 

reviews of films (Tripathy, Agrawal & Rath 2016) and predict the popularity of future 

films (Abidi et al. 2020). Film reviews were also used to study the audience’s attitude 

towards elite values (Ridderstrøm 2018) and to explore the politicized role of humor 

(Ridanpää 2014). With the help of such a large data set as IMDb, new breakthroughs 

have been made in both quantitative and qualitative research. 

 To study the image of China, we applied “China” and “Chinese” as keywords to 

screen film data in the three regions before 2019. All of the selected films have 

expressed the image of China to the international audience. As part of the films are 

multi-regional cooperation, to avoid duplication, we considered the first region as the 

judgment standard. After removing error values, we found a total of 1,047 related works, 

including 682 in mainland China, 104 in Taiwan, and 621 in Hong Kong. We adopted 

web crawler technology to grab titles and plot synopses from IMDb, which directly 

reflected the plot-setting of each film. We further got the film’s region and release year 

information to explore the changing process of the image, as well as related social 

background factors. 

 

3.2 Measurement Methods 

There is no doubt that the image of China is multi-dimensional. Thus, we need to 

consider what the three regions’ films mainly discuss when they mention China or 

Chinese people; whether they have a certain tendency, that is, they tend to focus on 

specific topics; what kind of attitude they use to describe China, positive or negative. 

In this regard, the quantitative analysis of this study made efforts in the above three 

aspects. Since film titles and plot synopses belong to unstructured text data, we used 

the text mining method to conduct the research. 

 

 

1 See https://www.imdb.com/pressroom/stats/?pf_rd_m=A2FGELUUNOQJNL&pf_rd_p=370e8fdc-d50b-4660-

b053-1421f412efb7&pf_rd_r=SGX6KR6H4HQ0WNZ9RSH4&pf_rd_s=right-

2&pf_rd_t=60601&pf_rd_i=pressroom&ref_=fea_pr_pr_lk7 

https://www.imdb.com/pressroom/stats/?pf_rd_m=A2FGELUUNOQJNL&pf_rd_p=370e8fdc-d50b-4660-b053-1421f412efb7&pf_rd_r=SGX6KR6H4HQ0WNZ9RSH4&pf_rd_s=right-2&pf_rd_t=60601&pf_rd_i=pressroom&ref_=fea_pr_pr_lk7
https://www.imdb.com/pressroom/stats/?pf_rd_m=A2FGELUUNOQJNL&pf_rd_p=370e8fdc-d50b-4660-b053-1421f412efb7&pf_rd_r=SGX6KR6H4HQ0WNZ9RSH4&pf_rd_s=right-2&pf_rd_t=60601&pf_rd_i=pressroom&ref_=fea_pr_pr_lk7
https://www.imdb.com/pressroom/stats/?pf_rd_m=A2FGELUUNOQJNL&pf_rd_p=370e8fdc-d50b-4660-b053-1421f412efb7&pf_rd_r=SGX6KR6H4HQ0WNZ9RSH4&pf_rd_s=right-2&pf_rd_t=60601&pf_rd_i=pressroom&ref_=fea_pr_pr_lk7


3.2.1 Contextual Measurement  

We adopted the word embedding technology to predict the contexts of “Chinese” 

and “China.” Word2vec is Google’s open-source algorithm toolkit, which can turn 

unstructured text data into high-dimensional vector data. Calculating the distance 

between high-dimensional vectors can also measure the similarity between words and 

predict the context (Yao et al. 2017). 

In this study, we chose the Skip-gram algorithm of Word2vec, which is based on 

the shallow neural network. After encoding words, the cosine similarity between the 

input vector of the input word (the current word) and the output vector of the target 

word (the context of the current word) is calculated and normalized. Specifically, we 

used the Python Gensim library to train the Word2vec word vector model. After word 

segmentation, stemming, and removal of stop words, each word is transformed into a 

128-dimensional vector through Skip-gram. On this basis, we took “China” and 

“Chinese” as central words and calculate the cosine distance between other words and 

central words to measure contexts. The Skip-gram algorithm is shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1 The Skip-gram algorithm of Word2vec 

 

3.2.2 Topic Analysis 

Films have changed with the historical development of different regions. Because 



of the special relationship between mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong in history, 

they have very different images of China. When the three regions’ films describe China, 

they often have preferred topics or events, which need LDA topic mining to discover. 

LDA is a three-level hierarchical Bayesian model for document topic generation 

with unsupervised learning techniques (Blei, Ng & Jordan 2003). The application of 

LDA is based on three nested concepts: the text set to be modeled is called a corpus, an 

item in the corpus is a document, and a word in the document is a term. Documents are 

nested in the corpus, and terms are nested in the document. The LDA model assumes 

that there are some topics in the corpus, and each topic is defined as the probability 

distribution of fixed words, while each document selects a topic with a certain 

probability, and a certain word is selected from this topic with a certain probability. A 

corpus is described as a probability distribution on potential topics, and each topic is a 

probability distribution on terms. Data analysis is performed by using the joint 

distribution to calculate the conditional distribution (posteriori distribution) of the 

hidden variable (subject structure) under a given observed variable (word in the 

document). The formula is expressed as follows: 

𝑝(𝛽1:𝐾, 𝜃1:𝐷 , 𝑧1:𝐷 , 𝑤1:𝐷) = ∏ 𝑝(𝛽) ∏ 𝑝(𝜃𝑑)

𝐷

𝑑=1

𝐾

𝑖=1

(∏ 𝑝(𝑧𝑑,𝑛|𝜃𝑑)𝑝(𝑤𝑑,𝑛|𝛽1:𝐾, 𝑧𝑑,𝑛)

𝑁

𝑛=1
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 In this formula, 𝛽1:𝐾  is all topics, while 𝛽𝐾  represents the distribution of the 

words for the Kth topic. 𝜃1:𝐷 represents all documents, while θd is the proportion of the 

topic in the dth document, and θd,k reflects the proportion of the Kth topic in the dth 

document. All the topics of the dth document are zd, while zd,n is the topic of the nth 

word in the dth document. All the words in the dth document constitute wd, and wd,n is 

the nth word in the dth document. Compared with a simple co-occurrence analysis, the 

LDA topic model shows the underlying semantic relationships between words, even if 

the words may never appear together in a document. Compared with other topic cluster 

models, the LDA topic model owns a particular mixed-membership approach, that is, a 

document can have various topics, ensuring the accuracy of analysis. 

 

3.2.3 Sentiment Analysis 



We further applied the method of sentiment analysis to calculate the general 

sentiment score of relevant films from a more abstract perspective. Sentiment analysis 

is a process of analyzing, concluding, and reasoning subjective texts with sentiments. 

The text implies various people’s sentiment tendencies, which researchers can use to 

analyze the public’s views or evaluations of a specific issue. There are two analysis 

methods: one is to use the sentiment dictionary to judge the rule matching method, the 

other is to establish the sentiment classification task based on the sentiment dictionary 

and text features. 

 We conducted the sentiment analysis through Google’s natural language 

processing platform, which allows users to run sentiment analysis via its application 

programming interface (API). After the input of text information, it can judge the 

overall attitude of the text, using a score between -1.0 (negative) and +1.0 (positive) to 

show the sentiment tendency. Scores in the negative range represent negative 

sentiments, while positive numbers denote positive sentiments. The greater the absolute 

value, the stronger the sentiment; the closer the number gets to zero, the more neutral 

the sentiment is. 

 

4. Contexts in China-related Films 

 

Figure 2 Numbers of China-related Films from Mainland China, Taiwan, and 

Hong Kong by Year 



 

 Figure 2 shows the number of China-related films in mainland China, Hong Kong, 

and Taiwan. At the beginning of the 20th century, several films emerged in mainland 

China. Since then, the number of related films in this region had increased slowly until 

the decline between the 1960s and 1970s, which may be related to the Cultural 

Revolution. After the reform and opening up, in the context of the booming economy 

and the need to build national confidence, the number of related films has grown 

explosively.  

For Taiwan and Hong Kong, the peak number of related films in the 1970s and 

1990s may be due to people’s cognitive reconstruction of the mainland. These periods 

coincided with the turning point of the relations between the two regions and the 

mainland. First, in 1971, the PRC resumed its lawful seat in the United Nations. In this 

case, people in Taiwan and Hong Kong began to devote attention to China’s position 

and build Chinese memory in films. Second, in 1984, the Sino-British Joint Declaration 

agreed to return Hong Kong to the PRC in 1997. For a long time, Hong Kong, which 

had been ruled by Britain, re-examined its relationship with the mainland. It was 

directly reflected in the film culture of Hong Kong, making the number of relevant films 

rise. 

 To further explore the image of China constructed by films, we adopted the Skip-

gram algorithm of Word2vec to train a 128-dimensional word vector model based on 

film plot corpus, using “China” and “Chinese” as central words to predict the main 

context. Table 1 lists words with the shortest cosine distance to the central word “China” 

and “Chinese,” which are also the words with the highest similarity to central words. 

 

Table 1 Distance of words to “China” and “Chinese” 



 

 From the results of Word2vec, we can find that “single” is the closest word from 

central words in mainland China’s films. Back to the specific context, “single” is mostly 

combined with mother, woman, man, and child, revealing films’ preference for settings 

of family and their attention to the One-child policy. Besides, the contexts of “China” 

and “Chinese” mainly includes three categories. The first is about China’s politics, 

involving China’s military and foreign policy, such as “comrade,” representing socialist 

parties’ comrades; “enemy,” referring to enemies of the nation and socialism; “minority,” 

meaning ethnic minority issues and their governance. The second focuses on the 

provincial economy and people’s livelihood, typical words such as “resident,” 

“province,” “poverty,” “market,” and “economic.” The third involves China’s history 

and future, describing its historical memory and future development along the way, 

including words like “overcome,” “development,” and “today.” 

Compared with the intentional positive discourse of China in mainland films, the 

Chinese mainland Taiwan Hong Kong 

single 0.999557  life  0.999683  revolve 0.999557  

cinema 0.999541  Chinese 0.999647  story 0.999504  

overcome 0.999537  Taiwan 0.999584  hit 0.999504  

resident 0.999527  one 0.999573  conflict  0.999492  

province 0.999517  family  0.999562  canton 0.999489  

development  0.999505  world 0.999548  nothing 0.999489  

sound 0.999492  time 0.999538  lead 0.999488  

poverty 0.999492  work 0.999534  camp 0.999475  

comrade 0.999490  film 0.999533  lonely 0.999468  

truth 0.999489  Taiwanese 0.999521  emerge 0.999467  

stand 0.999489  Japanese 0.999520  journey 0.999465  

enemy 0.999489  young 0.999491  series 0.999465  

market 0.999488  run 0.999485  little 0.999461  

minority 0.999485  sword 0.999485  worker 0.999460  

freedom 0.999483  girl 0.999479  follow 0.999458  

course 0.999482  old 0.999471  search 0.999458  

secret 0.999481  village  0.999443  lady 0.999458  

today 0.999481  war 0.999437  sun 0.999457  

common 0.999479  love 0.999437  fortune 0.999456  

economic 0.999475  martial 0.999434  hero 0.999454  

 



related context in Taiwan films seems more life-oriented, such as “life,” “family,” 

“work,” “girl,” “love,” and “village.” Most of them focus on cross-strait exchanges, 

describing individuals’ life experiences in Taiwan and mainland China. Among the 

listed words, “Chinese” and “Taiwanese” show Taiwan people’s distinction between 

their own Taiwanese identity and mainland people’s “the other” identity. Meanwhile, 

“Japanese” reflects the pro-Japanese tendency in Taiwan films，and “war” and “martial” 

imply the importance of military power to Taiwan. 

The scenes of Hong Kong films are more about the administrative status of Hong 

Kong, including words like “revolve” and “canton,” which depict Hong Kong’s status 

as a British colony in history and as a special administrative region of the PRC 

nowadays. Furthermore, “hit,” “conflict,” and “hero” reveals the tradition that Hong 

Kong films favor kung fu, police, and bandit elements, while “worker” and “fortune” 

contain the exchange process of labor and capital between Hong Kong and the mainland. 

It is worth noting that the image of China constructed by these films covers the 

three regions’ different cognitions and involves the IMDb editors’ attitudes when 

summarizing the contents. “Comrade,” “freedom,” and “poverty” in mainland China 

film synopses, “world” and “war” in Taiwan film synopses, and “canton” and “fortune” 

in Hong Kong film synopses, to some extent, revealing the subjective cognition of the 

international audience represented by IMDb editors. Influenced by their ideologies, 

they show certain ideological tendencies, such as emphasizing liberal values and 

regional sovereignty. 

 

5. Topics of China-related Films 

 Although the three regions’ films influence each other to a certain extent, 

considering their respective social background and political environment, we believed 

that these films must show differences on topics. Mining these differences will help to 

understand the three regions’ national identities. We adopted the LDA topic model to 

do the unsupervised cluster analysis based on the corpus of film synopses. Considering 

the overall text length and the model’s actual effect, we selected the model with 5 topics 



for analysis2. 

 Table 2 shows the top 20 words with the highest frequency corresponding to each 

topic after excluding some words with no practical significance. Each word in the plot 

synopses is assigned to a topic, then the distribution of the synopses on each topic could 

be calculated. We extracted the words of each topic and summarized the topic name. 

The five topics are “kung fu,” “kinship and love,” “countryside and city,” “war,” and 

“crime.” 

 

Table 2 LDA topic analysis of China-related films  

Topic 1 Topic 2 Topic 3 Topic 4 Topic 5 

Kung Fu Kinship & Love 

LLovefriendship 

Countryside & City 

CityCCCity 

War Crime 

0.058 art 0.029 life 0.105 village 0.039 Japanese 0.076 Hong 

0.047 martial 0.024 love 0.098 modern 0.027 war 0.066 school 

0.047 master 0.021 young 0.063 night 0.026 shanghai 0.066 Kong 

0.038 fu 0.02 family 0.061 foreign 0.024 force 0.057 student 

0.032 team 0.016 live 0.051 road 0.019 army 0.04 police 

0.031 gang 0.015 woman 0.048 mission 0.019 help 0.037 order 

0.026 great 0.013 city 0.047 say 0.019 work 0.035 kill 

0.025 kung 0.012 old 0.043 shot 0.018 town 0.032 brother 

0.022 fight 0.011 girl 0.039 hand 0.018 fight 0.023 government 

0.022 money 0.009 man 0.039 question 0.018 group 0.022 short 

0.019 result 0.008 home 0.037 deadly 0.018 back 0.022 head 

0.018 yuan 0.008 series 0.037 body 0.017 leave 0.021 hero 

0.018 rural 0.008 friend 0.03 outside 0.017 American 0.02 truth 

0.017 power 0.008 Beijing 0.029 catch 0.016 learn 0.02 doctor 

0.017 dragon 0.008 traditional 0.027 train 0.016 couple 0.019 leader 

0.017 international 0.008 parent 0.019 local 0.015 return 0.018 murder 

0.017 artist 0.008 movie 0.016 back 0.015 end 0.016 teacher 

0.016 win 0.008 son 0.003 fail 0.014 red 0.016 officer 

 Most of the words in topic 1 are related to kung fu, such as “martial art” and “kung 

 

2 The number of topics is a vital parameter for the training of LDA topic models. We tried the topic models with 

5,8,10, and 15 topics. After a comprehensive evaluation of each topic’s connotation, the differentiation among topics, 

and the research purpose, we finally chose 5 topics to train the model. 



fu.” Others include fighting verbs like “fight” and “win,” fighting objects like “master,” 

“team,” “gang,” and “man,” evaluations like “great” and “international.” Words such 

as “evil” and “dragon” are also common under this topic, revealing the indomitable 

spirit of the Chinese people as “Chinese dragon (long)’s offspring” in the face of evil. 

Under this topic, the films are mainly action films, with thrilling actions as the core, 

showing traditional Chinese kung fu. They often involve fighting, destruction, and 

rescue scenes, appealing for social justice and bringing strong sensory impact to the 

audience. Representative works include Along Comes the Tiger (1977) from Taiwan 

and Kung Fu Quest (2013) from Hong Kong3. 

Topic 2 is the topic of kinship and love, mainly involving love words such as “love,” 

“young,” “woman,” “girl,” and “man,” and family words such as “family,” “home,” 

“friend,” “parent,” and “son.” This topic’s context is close to life and often takes 

ordinary people’s lives as the core, arousing the audience’s resonance through 

emotional expression. Typical works include Xi Fu De Mei Hao Xuan Yan (2012), The 

Naughty boy Ma Xiaotiao (2009), and The Romance beside the Well (2013)4. 

 Topic 3 is the topic of countryside and city, and its representative words are 

“village,” “modern,” “night,” “foreign,” “road,” “outside,” “local,” “shot,” and “catch.” 

In our opinion, these words reflect the collision of rural and urban, domestic and 

international, local and foreign areas, as well as the process of their mutual integration 

and adaptation in the context of modernization. “Shot,” “catch,” and “deadly” reveal 

the crime and violence, which may be related to public security or guerrilla warfare. 

The two films with the highest proportion under this topic are Chao Zhou Nu Ba Wang 

(1974) and Vampire VS Vampire (1989). However, through calculation, only 28.6% and 

22.6% of the words in the two films’ plot synopses are used to describe the topic, which 

means this topic often appears as the plot’s background information rather than as the 

main content. 

 

3 According to the LDA topic model, about 51.1% of the plot synopses of Along Comes the Tiger (1977) belong to 

topic 1, ranking first among 1,047 films. About 51.1% of the plot synopses of Kung Fu Quest (2010) belong to this 

topic, meaning that they are both representative works of topic 1. 
4
 According to the LDA topic model, the proportion of the three films belonging to this topic is 85.1%, 79.6%, and 

78.6%, respectively, all of which are representative works. 



 Topic 4 mainly discuss the war, including words like “war,” “force,” “army,” and 

“fight.” It often anchors in the significant military actions in history, describes the war 

scenes, sets up the hero’s image, and reflects the disasters and trauma brought by the 

war. Words referring to foreigners also appear, such as “Japanese” and “American,” 

reflecting that the objects of war in mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong are often 

Japan and the United States. Typical works are Eternal Wave (2017) and Black Sun 731 

(1988), with the background of the War of Resistance against Japanese Aggression5. 

In Topic 5, most words involved are related to police and crime, such as “police,” 

“order,” “kill,” “hero,” “murder,” “officer,” and “cop.” This topic focuses on the duel 

between police and bandits, justice and evil, law and crime, involving the detection of 

criminal cases and the fight against gangland crimes. Meanwhile, “Hong Kong,” as the 

core word of the topic, shows that the topic is usually constructed in Hong Kong society. 

Films owning the highest proportion of plot synopses under this topic are Long Arm of 

the Law: Part 2 (1987), Fist of Fury Ⅱ (1992), and Police Story III (1992), all of which 

are Hong Kong films6. 

To further compare the distribution differences of the three regions’ films on the 

above five topics, we calculated the average proportion of each topic by region7. As 

from Figure 3, we could find that the three regions’ distributions of topics have 

something in common. The topic of kinship and love accounts for the highest 

proportion, more than 50%, which is the most common context setting. The topic of 

war holds a percentage of nearly 20%, while the topics of kung fu and crime account 

for about 10%. The topic of countryside and city has the least share among the three 

regions, less than 5%. 

 

5
 According to the LDA topic model, the proportion of the two films belonging to this topic is 51% and 50%, 

respectively, both of which are representative works. 
6 According to the LDA topic model, the proportion of the three films belonging to this topic is 44.2%, 42.4%, and 

37.9%, respectively, all of which are representative works. 
7 To ensure robustness, variance and comparative analysis were performed on the results. Due to the space limitation, 

the results are not presented here. 



 

Figure 3 Proportions of the Five Topics of the Three Regions 

 

 Meanwhile, there are differences in the distribution of topics in the three regions. 

Firstly, the proportion of kinship and love films in mainland China is higher than that 

in Taiwan and Hong Kong8. Specifically, mainland China films account for 55%, which 

is 4% and 5% higher than that of Taiwan and Hong Kong, respectively. Therefore, 

mainland films are more inclined to daily context setting and depict the characters’ 

feelings, social relations, and destiny at the micro level. Besides, films about 

countryside and city in mainland China and Taiwan are significantly higher than those 

in Hong Kong, which has higher modernization and internationalization9. 

Secondly, most Hong Kong films focus on kung fu and crime10. They are of high 

quality and well-known at home and abroad. These two topics are the most in Hong 

Kong, followed by Taiwan, then mainland China. In the early stage of film development 

 

8 The results of variance and comparative analysis show that, at a 95% confidence level, there is no significant 

difference between Taiwan and Hong Kong films on the topic of kinship and love, and mainland films are more 

significant than those in Taiwan and Hong Kong. 
9
 The results of variance and comparative analysis show that, at a 95% confidence level, for the topic of countryside 

and city, mainland films are more significant than Hong Kong films, but there is no significant difference between 

mainland and Taiwan films. 
10 The results of variance and comparative analysis show that, at a 95% confidence level, mainland films are less 

significant than Taiwan and Hong Kong films on the topic of kung fu, and there is no significant difference between 

Hong Kong and Taiwan films. For the topic of crime, Hong Kong films are more significant than those in mainland 

China and Taiwan. 

Kung Fu Kinship & Love Countryside & City War Crime 



in the three regions, the film industry in Hong Kong had more commercialization and 

marketization characteristics, which made action films with sensory stimulations 

flourish. Besides, as a former British colony and an international port city, Hong Kong 

films have learned from the crime films popular in Europe and America. 

 Thirdly, the proportion of war films in Taiwan is about 23%, slightly higher than 

that in mainland China (22%) and Hong Kong (20%) 11 . Taiwan is not the main 

battlefield of any modern war, but there is a preference for war, especially the War of 

Resistance against Japanese Aggression, in its films. According to our views, on the 

one hand, as part of the Chinese ethnic, the Taiwanese share the historical memory of 

wars. Thus, a group of patriotic filmmakers in Taiwan affirm the ethnic, blood, and 

geographical relationship between Taiwan and the mainland through military films set 

in various modern wars (Chen 2008). On the other hand, Japan colonized Taiwan from 

1895 to 1945. That is why many Japanese elements exist in Taiwan films, which partly 

verifies the theory of postcolonialism. 

 The above study mainly analyzes the different proportions of main topics in the 

three regions on a static level. As social background factors could influence the topics 

favored by films in a certain period, thus showing changes, we took the topic of war as 

an example to further introduce time into the comparative analysis. 

 Some war films are full of national feelings, which stimulate the anger to the 

aggressors, the nostalgia for their homeland, and the sympathy for the victims’ tragic 

destiny; some arise crisis awareness, strengthening historical identity and enhancing 

social unity; some others set up fantastic images of heroes, showing their wise decisions. 

The joint significance of wars for the three regions is that it contains the efforts and 

historical consciousness to transform China into a modern nation-state. In the view of 

western countries, only countries with such consciousness could claim rights in the 

international system (Duara 1995: p. 4). Hence, war is a topic suitable for all Chinese 

regions to discuss. They are often based on historical facts and influenced by political, 

 

11
The results of variance and comparative analysis show that, at a 95% confidence level, for the topic of war, there 

is no significant difference between the mainland and Taiwan films, but both of them are more significant than Hong 

Kong films. 



diplomatic, and other social factors. We extracted the proportion distribution of this 

topic by year. To smooth the extreme and missing values, we calculated the moving 

average with proportion values in the recent three years and drew the curves, as shown 

in Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4 Proportions of the War Topic of the Three Regions by Year 

  

From Figure 4, we found the following phenomenon of the war topic in the three 

regions: 

 Firstly, victories of wars often cause the peak of war films appears, such as in the 

1950s’ mainland China. Because of the victory of the War of Resistance against 

Japanese Aggression in 1945 and the Chinese Civil War in 1949, China was able to end 

the long history of war and establish a new nation. With full of joy, people praised the 

heroes and their new life, which was reflected in the film, making the proportion of this 

topic rose significantly and peaked after the victory of the War to Resist U.S. 

Aggression and Aid Korea in 1954. At the same time, the war films in mainland China 

also climbed to the top around 1985 and 1995 since the two years coincided with the 

40th and 50th anniversary of the victory of the War of Resistance against Japanese 



Aggression. 

 Secondly, the international situation has a significant impact on this topic. War 

films often have the political function of building national feelings, which may explain 

the peak of war films in the 1970s’ Taiwan. During that time, Taiwan was in diplomatic 

turmoil. The United Nations removed Taiwan in 1971, and Japan severed diplomatic 

relations with Taiwan in 1972, which triggered a series of severs involving 27 countries. 

Japan then became the main object of resentment of Taiwan (Li 1997). At such a 

moment, war films remolded the historical memory, through which the Taiwan 

authorities hoped to relieve the disappointment and anxiety of the Taiwanese and 

rebuild national confidence. On the contrary, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the 

valley of war films appeared in the mainland, which may be related to the establishment 

of diplomatic relations between the PRC, Japan, and the United States. In this case, the 

mainland needed to show an attitude of avoidance and restraint to the wars. 

 Thirdly, the war film curve of Taiwan reflects the change of national identity. At 

different times, Taiwan’s attitude towards Japan and the War of Resistance against 

Japanese Aggression changes. In 1990, Lee Teng-hui, who was strongly pro-Japanese 

and pro-American, was elected chairman of the Kuomintang (KMT, or Chinese 

Nationalist Party). As the leader of Taiwan, he visited the United States in 1995 and 

made public his support of Taiwan independence. During his tenure, Taiwanese’s sense 

of identity for China weakened, and the trauma of being colonized subsided. Instead, 

the postcolonial nostalgia arose, and the new culture with pro-Japanese color became 

the main melody. As a result, war films fell out of favor. In the 21st century, however, 

we found that the proportion of war films was relatively high in the rule of KMT (2008–

2016). When the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) advocating more of Taiwan 

independence is in power (2000–2008, 2016–present), the proportion of war films stays 

low. It has to do with their attitude towards the PRC. Today’s KMT aspires to normal 

relations with the PRC, while the DPP does the opposite, resulting in a different national 

identity. 

 Compared with mainland China and Taiwan, Hong Kong people show relatively 

little interest in war films. This topic in Hong Kong has a fairly flat curve without 



obvious fluctuations, which may be related to the fact that Hong Kong films have long 

been marketized and less subject to political influence. Recently, a low value of Hong 

Kong war films appeared, which may be due to the gradual receding of war history and 

the lack of war memory among young audiences.  

 

6. Sentiments of China-related Films 

 

Figure 5 Average Film Sentiment Scores of the Three Regions 

 

The sentiment analysis of the text can directly reflect the general tones of the three 

regions’ films from positive and negative perspectives. We conducted the sentiment 

analysis on Google’s natural language processing platform, and the sentiment score is 

between -1.0 (negative) and +1.0 (positive). We calculated the general average 

sentiment score of the three regions’ films, as shown in Figure 5. The sentiment scores 

in the three regions are all greater than 0, meaning that they all construct positive images 

of China. There is no significant difference between mainland China and Taiwan’s 

scores, which have scores of 0.159 and 0.165, respectively. Hong Kong has the lowest 

score (0.029), which contains fewer sentiment factors 12 . To accurately reflect the 

changes in films’ sentiments from the three regions, we calculated the moving average 

 

12 To ensure robustness, variance analysis and LSD test were performed on film sentiment scores. The results show 

that there is no significant difference in film sentiment scores between the mainland and Taiwan, but Hong Kong’s 

score is less significant than that of the mainland and Taiwan. Due to the space limitation, the results are not presented 

here. 



scores of the three regions by year and drew the curves. 

 

Figure 6 Film Sentiment Scores by Year of Mainland China 

 

 Figure 6 shows that the sentiment score of films in mainland China has a close 

relationship with the political and economic situation. The early positive moods fell 

with the outbreak of the war. Then, the political movements in the 1960s and 1970s 

partly caused high positive sentiments in films. However, in the 1980s, as the political 

bubble burst, the moods in films turned sour. Many films that emerged in this period 

focused on tragic fate and trauma, reflecting the distortion of national spirit and 

interpersonal relationships. Since the late 90s, with Hong Kong and Macao’s return and 

the economic boom, the sentiment score of films has risen significantly, revealing that 

the mainland films have explored their subjectivity, thus having high-spirited national 

feelings. 



 

Figure 7 Film Sentiment Scores by Year of Taiwan 

 

 Taiwan and the mainland have formed complex and changeable cross-strait 

relations under the historical and political background. For the early Minnan people 

who migrated to Taiwan, the Japanese colonial government, or the Republic of China 

(ROC) government afterward, Taiwan is only a small island on the edge of the territory, 

far less critical than the mainland (Lu 2005: p. 4). The racial difference exists between 

“Islanders” and “Mainlanders,” which causes a strong contradiction. Under different 

policies’ influence, this kind of contradiction would present diverse social and cultural 

states, and the sentiments also show frequent fluctuations, as shown in Figure 7. 

 During the period of martial law (1949-1987), Taiwan films were anti-Communism 

but not anti-China, and the sentiment score of films showed a trend of “low–high–low.” 

In 1949, the KMT retreated to Taiwan and implemented a strict martial law policy. As 

an ideological tool, films began to be controlled by the KMT government for political 

propaganda. In the late 1960s, a considerable number of films contained hatred towards 

the mainland, and the corresponding sentiment score was also very negative. In the mid-

1970s, due to the diplomatic turmoil, the focus of Taiwan films changed from anti-

Communism to anti-Japan, and the resentment of breaking diplomatic relations with 

Japan was vented through the memory of the resistance war’s victory, which created 

the emotional peak. In the late 1970s, the sentiment score declined, and the low value 



continued to the 1980s. In view of the mainland’s Taiwan policy, such as Message to 

Compatriots in Taiwan (1979), Taiwan’s film industry began to produce anti-

Communist films to construct its cultural orthodoxy. 

Right after the martial law (1987-1990), the sentiment score rose rapidly, reflecting 

people’s desire on both sides to communicate. In 1987, the KMT government 

announced the end of martial law. The film no longer had a strong power to construct 

the image of China, but more instinctively revealed Taiwanese’s feelings. In the same 

year, the isolation between the two sides of the strait broke. Taiwanese could go to visit 

relatives in the mainland and were able to see imagined China, partly causing the 

sentiment score’s rise in the late 1980s to the early 1990s. 

 Since the 1990s, films’ emotional changes have been closely related to Taiwan’s 

political power changes. In 1995, Lee Teng-hui’s remarks on Taiwan independence 

made cross-strait relations fall to the freezing point, while the Taiwan Strait Crisis made 

cross-strait relations even tenser. As a result, Taiwan films’ sentiment score related to 

China dropped to the bottom around 1995. In 2000, when the DPP came to power for 

the first time, Chen Shui-bian was elected as Taiwan’s leader. He not only made Taiwan 

independence remarks but also carried out several de-China-lization policies, such as 

the constitutional reform, consistent with the declining trend of sentiment score in that 

period. In 2006, the score reached a small peak, which might be related to the fact that 

in 2005, the KMT chairman Lien Chan led a delegation to visit the mainland. In 2008, 

the KMT candidate Ma Ying-jeou was elected as Taiwan’s leader. Based on the 1992 

Consensus, he promoted peaceful exchanges between Taiwan and the mainland, which 

partly increased films’ score. Since 2016, the DPP candidate Tsai Ing-Wen has been in 

power, who incites hostility between the two sides of the strait, and the moods in films 

fall again. 



 

Figure 8 Film Sentiment Scores by Year of Hong Kong 

 

 Due to the different track and social situation between Hong Kong and the 

mainland, the two places have created separate emotional cognition and cultural 

expression. It is reflected in Hong Kong films, in which several emotional valleys 

appear, as shown in Figure 8. In the 1960s and 1970s, Hong Kong’s economy was 

booming, while the mainland’s economic and political environments were poor. In 

1967, some Hong Kong leftists launched an armed uprising against the British colonial 

government, but it gave birth to the Hong Kong people’s aversion to the extreme left 

ideology, which was directly reflected as films’ low sentiment score. In 1984, the PRC 

and Britain issued a joint declaration, agreeing to return Hong Kong’s sovereignty to 

the PRC in 1997. Facing the coming significant changes, Hong Kong people became 

worried, as the writer Leung Ping-kwan said, “what most people worried about in the 

1980s was losing their existing way of life and the obliteration of the existing culture” 

(2012). His words could explain the emotional valleys of Hong Kong films in 1987 and 

1995. In the 21st century, under the background of increasingly frequent exchanges and 

cooperation with the mainland, Hong Kong films’ feelings for China were increasingly 

positive. However, the moods fell back again because of political protests like Occupy 

Central with Love and Peace (OCLP). 

From the above analysis, we can see that the sentiments in the films of the three 



regions are affected by many factors, the most important of which is the relationship 

among the three regions, followed by the economic and social environment. Here, the 

image of China is not only a cultural concept but also influenced by politics. Films 

passively reflect society and then return to history under the changing policy to 

complete the society’s remolding. Moreover, economic and social factors could 

determine films’ sentiments. In the period of economic take-off and loose social 

environment, the national strength’s growth provides conditions for art, which shifts 

from relying on the West to focusing on indigenous expression and shows positive 

sentiments. 

 

7．Discussion and Conclusion 

 In general, we achieved rich conclusions. Different historical backgrounds 

construct different societies in the three regions. Although the three regions are all 

rooted in Chinese culture, they express different cultural characteristics in films. These 

films convey different images of China to the international community, which has 

changed with major historical events in the past century. 

 The image of China in mainland China films is positive and realistic, and its 

number is closely related to economic and political conditions. For example, in a period 

of social stability and economic prosperity, such as the 21st century, the film number 

has seen explosive growth. Besides, most contexts in which “China” and “Chinese” 

appear are related to the country’s historical memory and future development. Also, the 

mainland films’ sentiment scores correspond with the times. In the Cultural Revolution 

and after the 21st century, high spirits appeared. The former echoed the political 

demands, while the latter is the natural expression of people’s improved living standards 

and rich spirit. On the contrary, during the recovery from the Cultural Revolution’s 

trauma in the 1980s, the moods in films got down. 

The image of China in Taiwan films is ambiguous and changeable, and the 

perspective is more micro than that of the mainland. Its number fluctuated little, less 

than the mainland and Hong Kong films. As for the topic, they focus on personal stories, 

revealing the changes of the times. In particular, many Japanese and war elements exist 



in Taiwan films, reflecting the influence of Japanese colonization on Taiwan society. In 

terms of sentiment, politics impact the feelings in Taiwan films. The sentiment scores 

related to China fell to the bottom in significant historical moments, such as being 

removed by the United Nations in 1972 and Lee Teng-hui’s visit to the United States in 

1995. 

The image of China in Hong Kong Films contains both Chinese traditions and 

international elements. Among the three regions, Hong Kong was the first to 

commercialize its films and achieved great success. As a result, the number of Hong 

Kong films topped between the 1970s to the 1990s, but then, under the influence of the 

mainland film industry’s boom and the increase of co-productions, Hong Kong films 

began to decline. These films transcend reality, focusing on kung fu and crimes, 

combining traditional culture with Hollywood business models, and expressing Chinese 

people’s unyielding characters. Hong Kong films’ sentiment score is still affected by 

political events, which shows people’s confusion about identity and the future after the 

return. It rose after the 21st century, but it dropped again because of the political turmoil 

in recent years. 

Based on the analysis of the content, topic, and sentiment of the films in the three 

regions, we can see that political, economic, cultural, and ideological factors together 

impact the image of China. The film is a cultural product, while culture is both a practice 

and a system of symbols and meanings (Sewell 2005: p. 160-161). Therefore, when the 

film reflects society, the reality will be distorted by the creators’ consciousness. Besides, 

it does not have a simple binary distinction between truth and falsehood but owns a 

complex and multi-layered context system influenced by national strength and 

diplomacy. With the improvement of comprehensive national strength, filmmakers in 

the three regions are increasingly eager to shape their images and spreads local 

consciousness to the West through films. 

In addition to the above conclusions, quantitative analysis results also validate 

some theories mentioned in Chapter 2, especially postcolonialism. In the 1980s, 

mainland films experienced a period of emotional depression because of directors’ 

introspection on history, but it was also an opportunity for the West to understand 



mainland China. For Taiwan, there are many Japanese elements in Taiwan films, which 

have a close relationship with the history of being colonized. Also, Hong Kong films 

showed the same cultural attachment to the suzerain state on the eve of returning to the 

PRC as Taiwan. Taiwan and Hong Kong are areas where multiple cultures meet. Here, 

intercultural communications could occur in the third space and construct a new 

intersubjectivity, which echoes Bhabha’s theories. 

In this study, we adopted several methods to explore the changes in the image of 

China in the three regions over the past century. Among them, the word embedding 

technology and LDA topic model represent the advanced level in social science, while 

postcolonialism is a classic theory in comparative literature. The highlight of this paper 

was to combine the two and draw a macro conclusion, but some defects still existed. 

Due to the database’s limitation, it was not possible to include all films related to China. 

Also, we could not analyze the features of co-productions because of the difficulty in 

classification. 

Finally, it is worth mentioning that Taiwan and Hong Kong films have recently 

distanced from that in the mainland. For example, no Chinese-language films, including 

local and mainland films, became the top 10 according to the 2019 box office in these 

two regions. In contrast, 8 of the mainland’s top 10 were its local films, reflecting the 

mainland film industry’s boom and the decline of Hong Kong and Taiwan films. Some 

mainland films have payed off locally but were not that successful in Taiwan, Hong 

Kong, and overseas, which is related to political factors and is more due to its lack of 

openness and inclusiveness. With the depth of globalization and the prominent position 

of cultural soft power, the filmmaker should consider how to let the world see the 

distinctive social picture in the film and strike a chord with the audience. It is also the 

goal of the three regions during the century’s history of film development. 
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