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Gazing at Suffering: Women’s Fate and Historical
Projection in the Screen Image of Ruan Lingyu

Cheng, Yu-Yu

Abstract
This paper examines the screen image, character types, and historical significance
of the Republican-era film star Ruan Lingyu as a cultural symbol. Born into a lower-
class family in Shanghai, Ruan grew up amidst the tensions of rapid urbanization and
modernization. Her brief yet remarkable acting career reflects contemporary
expectations and constraints placed on women, and illuminates the historical
predicament of women positioned at the intersection of class, gender, nationality, and

media power.

Focusing on representative works such as The Goddess, New Women, and The
Peach Girl, this study analyzes how her characters embody various archetypes—tragic
woman, mother figure, intellectual woman, and social victim—revealing the
typification of female roles in Republican cinema and the limiting effects of such
portrayals. Through narrative analysis and observations of her performance style, this
paper argues that Ruan not only intensified the tragic emotional resonance of these roles,
but also inadvertently carried the weight of society’s moral expectations of women. In
particular, when her real-life choices failed to conform to the “suffering woman”
paradigm represented by her on-screen image, the backlash from media and public

opinion became one of the forces propelling her tragic fate.

The paper also investigates how the rise of national cinema following the January
28 Incident shaped the representation of female characters. As national crisis intensified,
women on screen shifted from being domestic dependents to symbols of national
sentiment and bearers of historical responsibility, becoming central figures in wartime
narratives and expressions of patriotic concern. Ruan’s portrayals of mothers and
oppressed women in films such as Little Toys and The Goddess likewise embody the
collective expectation of the “resilient woman” during this transformative period.
Furthermore, the development of left-wing cinema infused female roles with
heightened social critique and class consciousness. Ruan’s performances thus took on
deeper social significance: her characters became not merely emotional victims but

witnesses to—and accusers of—social injustice and institutional violence. Through her
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acting, left-wing cinema realized a shift in female subjectivity from being merely gazed
upon to becoming capable of articulation, making Ruan a historical symbol whose

meaning transcends her individual life.

Keywords: Ruan Lingyu, Republican-era cinema, female representation, left-wing

cinema, national cinema



