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Abstract

The film industry is one of the main forces of the Chinese cultural and creative
industries and a focal point of Chinese government censorship. Under these circum-
stances, the absence of a rating system in China may expose young people to a risky
media environment. The Film Industry Promotion Law was officially issued in
2017. This law aims to limit future censorship of film content in order to protect
juveniles. It also outlines the responsibilities of cinemas and schools to provide ed-
ucation and protection for young audiences. By conducting interviews with 14
young adults aged between 18 and 35, this research focuses on young Chinese view-
ers and aims to examine the impact of banned media content on their sexual devel-
opment. Specifically, the study analyzes the film Lust, Caution (2007) to gain a

comprehensive understanding of the relationship between film regulations, media
production under censorship, and the attitudes of young audiences in China.

Keywords

Chinese film industry, rating system, film law and censorship, young audience, sex-
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1. Introduction

With the advancement of media technologies, the film has evolved into an integral aspect of people's lives. Ac-
cording to statistics, before the global COVID-19 outbreak in 2019, China's box office revenue reached 89.99 billion
US dollars (IMDbPro, 2023), signifying the Chinese film market's substantial role on the world stage. However, the
Chinese government's stringent regulations have led to the re-editing and deleting scenes from numerous films, or in
some cases, preventing their release altogether, leaving many viewers' needs unfulfilled (Ruan, 2023). The media
plays a vital role in the lives of young audiences, but under surveillance, young people in China often obtain the
information they want through informal or inappropriate means. Scholars have affirmed the importance of media to
adolescent sexual enlightenment (Halstead & Reiss, 2003). However, the lack of proper scientific guidance and edu-
cation may lead to adolescent access to media content that is not suitable for their age, which may hurt their physical
and mental health. The film rating system is a widely used film content censorship in the world, which plays an
essential role in providing audience information, and it serves as a guide to tell people whether they can watch such
content at their age (Wilson et al., 1990). In China, there is no rating system, but all kinds of content unsuitable for
those under age are given a blanket ban. Besides, Film Industry Promotion Law (2017) has established specific
guidelines for controlling film content and production. Prior researchers have argued similar topics, but neither Chi-
nese nor Western scholars have ever paid attention to how young Chinese people access banned content in the unique
political environment in China. Moreover, the misuse of media technologies may exacerbate challenges in managing
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and developing the Chinese film market. Therefore, it is of great practical significance to study how young Chinese
audiences interact with these banned sexual clips.

However, given the impracticality of studying all banned films, this dissertation will analyze a representative ex-
ample, Lust, Caution (2007), which has profoundly impacted Chinese audiences and the development of Chinese
film censorship. Through interviews, the dissertation will summarize interviewees' methods and reactions to the de-
leted scenes in Lust, Caution, and further analyze the implications of the Chinese film censorship system. To circum-
vent ethical concerns, interviewees will be young adults aged 18 to 35, many of whom were minors when first ex-
posed to the content. The research design minimizes interview awkwardness while enabling comparisons of respond-
ents' perceptions across different developmental stages. The findings and analysis section will examine the collected
data, attempting to address the proposed research questions, uncover insights, and identify areas that warrant further
exploration.

2. Literature Review
2.1 The Film Rating System

Updating digital media technologies has provided more possibilities for young viewers to access media resources
that are not suitable for their age. This issue has been studied by researchers from the perspective of film rating
systems worldwide. In countries like the United Kingdom (UK) and the United States (US), there are rating symbols
on their tickets, trailers, and posters of the films, which deliver information to the viewers to choose what to watch
according to the rating of the films (Wang, 2014). For instance, the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA)
provides ratings for most commercially released films based on estimates of the content in the films that may be
harmful to children and offensive to parents (Wilson et al., 1990). Scholars have pointed out that ratings play an
important role in affecting people's choices and attendance of movies (Austin, 1980). As for more recent studies,
there are other conclusions that consumers are more likely to watch lower-rated films (Palsson et al., 2012). While a
rating system generally protects children from potentially harmful violent and sexually explicit content by allowing
parental decisions (Mahsa Shafaei et al., 2019), mainland Chinese audiences must discern films independently due
to its absence (Wang, 2014).

Apart from the guide function, there are queries and critiques of the rating systems according to the previous
literature review. Although the MPAA evaluation system has been used by parents for over forty years, which is easy
to access and understand for most parents, the sexual content overlap in the movie for all rating categories has been
questioned and criticized by scholars, which may lead to the function of the MPAA does not work effectively (Mahsa
Shafaei et al., 2020). American movies, for example, the ratings of the movies serve the political and economic
functions of the MPAA rather than conveying informative and accurate information for the parents and children(Aus-
tin, 1982), the filmmakers can obtain a different rating by editing the content slightly for commercial purpose (Palsson
etal., 2012). In this case, the film rating systems' guide function and social responsibility are worth being questioned.
Meanwhile, films currently rated R and X are much easier to access due to the development of new media technolo-
gies (Wilson et al., 1990). Besides, scholars also believe that the rating system is essentially there to serve the gov-
ernment (Austin, 1982). Such an argument may be most easily applied to contemporary China, and this is embodied
in the creation of films aligned with government interest, with stable spiritual information transmission.

2.2 Media Affect the Sexual Awareness of the Young

In terms of sex education, parents and policymakers often tend to decide what kind of information is suitable for
the young, which may not fulfill the needs of the young viewers, who are still developing their identities(Livingstone,
2002). According to prior researchers, sex education consists of three aspects: school, family, and society (Callister
et al., 2011; Livingstone & Bovill, 2001). Sex education in schools is typically presented in text form, which is often
less engaging than visual and auditory materials. On the other hand, family education relies heavily on the level of
intimacy between parents and children, necessitating effective communication within their relationships. Without
this, the efforts may prove to be counterproductive. Compared to discussions with adults from family or school,
teenagers may rely more on obtaining information from media such as films and television. This means they have
more privacy and experience less embarrassment, both from the perspective of the young and adults (Halstead and
Reiss, 2003; Bragg, 2006). Scholars have suggested that the media has a powerful influence on audiences, and there
may be further changes in the future. It is worth studying the impact of media on young viewers (Valkenburg, Meier
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& Beyens, 2021; Livingstone, 2002).

In China, due to the influence of traditional culture, people are relatively conservative about the concept of sexu-
ality. Because of the neglect of adults and the needs of teenagers, young viewers’ attitudes and behaviors toward sex
are mainly generated by media products (Bragg, 2006; Callister et al., 2011). Reviewed prior literature, the researcher
found that audiences can comprehend the information they receive and integrate their personal experiences with
media content through critical thinking (Valkenburg, Meier, & Beyens, 2021). But this kind of ability is ignored by
adults in China. They try to shield the young from being influenced by sexual content. This can be observed from the
film regulations implemented by the Chinese government, which will be discussed in the next section.

2.3 Film Industry Promotion Law(2016)

China has issued its first Film Industry Promotion Law on March 1, 2017. The establishment of the law has gone
through a long process that took 13 years, its full regulations are clearly published on the internet by the Chinese
government. Discussions about the law mainly focus on the censorship and the effectiveness of it.

In the absence of a film rating system, censorship is the most prominent aspect of the Chinese film industry. The
most significant difference between the formal version and the draft of the regulation is the shift in censorship rights.
Although the regulations stipulate that the State Administration of Radio, Film, and Television (SAPPRFT) is the
national agency for censorship, the law grants authority to both national and provincial administrations of the press,
publication, radio, film, and television (Fan, 2019). This means that provincial administrations will have the same
rights as SAPPRFT, allowing them to issue licenses for film releases. However, the short-term economic prosperity
may lead to confusion in management. It is highly doubtful how these thirty-one provinces can ensure that the content
has reached the standard set by the law. According to Wang (2014), the absence of a rating system has negative
influences on the development of the Chinese film industry. Film censorship in China is designed to make every film
equivalent to a U rating in the MPAA, which means it is suitable for any age (Wang, 2014, p. 407).

The problem is that the film producers in China are limited due to the regulation, the creation and imagination of
film artists and the quality of the films has been reduced in a way. The regulations of the film content have also been
widely discussed, the forbidden content means content that involves national security, undermine national unity,
incite religious superstition and harm to social order, especially the content of obscenity, gambling, drug abuse, vio-
lence, terror and abetting crimes (Film Industry Promotion Law, 2017, p. 16). At the same time, it also has highlighted
the content that may be harmful to the physical and mental health of juveniles must be forbidden (Film Industry
Promotion Law, 2017, p. 16). This means that all Chinese films must avoid such content in the future creation process,
which may decrease the cultural diversity. Although no film rating system has been established according to the law,
regulations listed in this section still can show that the Chinese government has paid more attention to the influence
that film and the television works can have on the teenagers. There is another regulation that requires cinemas to
fulfill their responsibility to remind the parents that the film may cause physical or psychological discomfort to their
children (Film Industry Promotion Law, 2017, p. 20), which can be interpreted as a possibility to establish a Chinese
film rating system in the future. Moreover, the promotion law suggests the state council incorporate the education of
film and television into the school teaching program, which encourages students to watch at least two films that are
conducive to the healthy growth of juveniles every semester (Film Industry Promotion Law, 2017, p. 28). This is a
precautionary measure taken by policymakers towards possible problems caused by youth media environment
changes.

2.4 Lust, Caution (2007)

Lust, Caution is a romantic movie directed by Ang Lee, released in 2007, it attracted extensive attention and dis-
cussion due to the nudity and sex scenes in the film, but also caused deep concerns of film regulation and censorship
in China (Donald, 2010). The film based on a short story by Chinese writer Ailing Zhang, is set in 1940s Shanghai
and Hong Kong during World War II, follows college student Jiazhi Wang (played by Wei Tang), who attempts to
assassinate traitor Mr Yee (played by Tony Leung) using her beauty to get close to him.. The seven-minute sexual
scenes were deleted when released in mainland China because the authorities thought the passions expressed in the
sex scenes could be socially disruptive and bring a negative impact on the audience (Donald, 2010), which has caused
a lot of controversy among Chinese film industry and audiences at that time. Many Chinese young adults during the
age 18 to 35 had access to the banned content in Lust, Caution when they were teenagers. Wei Tang, the actress in
the film was banned in mainland China for years after the movie has been released.
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To gain a comprehensive understanding of Lust, Caution, the author has primarily reviewed two studies that ex-
amine the film from different perspectives. Xiaoping Wang's study focuses on the film's narrative strategy, revealing
Lust, Caution as a political film that reflects modern Chinese history while discussing the social repercussions expe-
rienced by different classes (Wang, 2010). Although the research fields differ, the social issues arising from Lust,
Caution, such as Wei Tang's ban from mainstream Chinese media due to her explicit sexual performance in the movie
(Wang, 2010), are relevant to this study. The film also influenced other producers to include controversial content in
their movies, making Lust, Caution one of the most sensational cultural and political events of 2007 (Wang, 2010).
Another scholar focuses on critiques regarding the absence of a film rating system in the country. She examines the
draft of Film Industry Promotion Law and concludes that a rating system could address existing issues in the Chinese
film industry, such as inadequate protection for juveniles and the low quality of Chinese films (Wang, 2014). Wang’s
argument emphasizes regulations and key social events through case analysis but overlooks the audience's perspective,
while this study primarily focuses on young Chinese audiences with regulations as a crucial background context.

3. Methodology
3.1 Research Objectives

The complex media environment in China, with blurred legal boundaries and the rapid development of media
technologies, has led to increased accessibility to banned content among young viewers (Lagerkvist, 2011). Addi-
tionally, China's dogmatic and closed approach to sexual education contributes to this issue. This study will examine
the methods used by young Chinese viewers to access banned sexual content, focusing on the film Lust, Caution, and
analyzing the impact of media on youth through the personal experiences of interviewees.

1) To analyze the encounter of young Chinese viewers with the banned sexual content in films through the explo-
ration of the methods, and communication technologies that they use, by focusing on how they feel about such expe-
riences from the aspect of self-education of young audiences.

2) To examine the effects that Chinese media regulations have brought to the film industry, as well as the sexual
awareness of young audiences.

3) To study how Chinese film regulations achieve their guiding function and social responsibilities.

3.2 Research Design

This research focuses on young Chinese audiences. The sample consists of 14 Chinese young adults aged between
18 and 35. Twelve of them were teenagers when the film Lust, Caution was released. Such a design avoids the
awkwardness of discussing sensitive issues related to juveniles and allows them to share their personal experiences
from a more familiar perspective. It also enables longitudinal contrasts to be made during the interviews. The invita-
tion email includes detailed information, confidential work, and contact details of the researchers. To ensure objec-
tivity in the data, an equal proportion of male and female respondents were included in the survey. Four of the inter-
viewees come from Hong Kong and Taiwan, where the film regulations are different from those in China. In these
regions, they have their own rating systems. This variable exists in the sample for comparison purposes.

The interviews were conducted in person or through video calling software like Skype or Wechat and each inter-
view was limited to less than an hour. One important necessity is to ensure at the beginning of the study that there is
a common understanding of the topic among respondents (Keats, 2000, p. 82). All the interviewees have already
confirmed they have watched the banned sexual clips in the Lust, Caution, the prepared clips and law regulations
have been displayed in a few interviews to help the interviewees remember more details and to achieve deeper con-
versations. During the process, the interview atmosphere was more like discussions between peers, rather than serious
questioning. In this case, interviewees were more likely to share their personal experiences and ideas.

3.3 Data Collection

A great deal of information would be generated through interviews, the management started by dividing materials
into several categories that have been preset into interview questions to make further analysis more systematic and
scientific (Keats, 2000). When doing data collection in this research, data collection and management commenced
during the interview process rather than waiting until all interviews were completed. This time-saving approach also
reinforced the author's memory.
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The data were categorized based on the interviewees' background information, revealing several contributing fac-
tors to their differing experiences. First, gender played a role. Second, living environments led to varying opinions,
allowing for classification into two groups: those with and without overseas living experiences. Lastly, interviewees'
areas of expertise were divided into those working in media industries and those who did not. After the classification,
it might be found that some of the material is duplicated or irrelevant, which requires data reduction to make sure
that useful materials have been applied to the study (Husband, 2020). As the research objectives introduced in 3.1,
the key information will be collected is the experience of the respondents, including their living conditions, the age
when they first encountered the banned clips, the technologies have been applied, whether their parents were informed,
and whether they had watched again when they were after the age of 17. To facilitate the theme analysis, the author
has summarized the basic information into two tables (see Table 1).

3.4 Limitations and Ethics

Because of the time and budget limitations, the sample is small in this study and may not be necessarily repre-
sentative enough of the broader population. Meanwhile, the conclusion may not be as thorough enough that the edu-
cational background of the sample is higher than the average educational level of Chinese, which implies that most
young Chinese people lack knowledge about sex and the media. Therefore, the results of this study will be weakened
in practice.

Ethical issues in social research with human participants demand responsibility that researchers should always be
aware of the ethical implications involved in the process (Husband, 2020). The topic in this study is sensitive that the
information sheet and consent form are needed to provide to the participants in advance, which concludes the detailed
information of the research topic, and the confidentiality and anonymity.

4. Findings and Analysis

In this section, the findings of this research will be presented and analyzed to demonstrate how they help answer
the research question. To better present the research findings, the basic information of the 14 respondents can be seen
in the following table:

Table 1. Basic information of the respondents

AB ICDEIFGHJ KL MN O [Proportion

Overseas living experiences| v NN NN AN NV ] T1.4%
Mainland China citizen VIV ANV V]A]A v | 71.4%
Media related occupations NRE N N 35.7%
[First encountered the NEIRIRIE NERIE NV || 78.6%

lbanned clips under 17

[Parents have been informed 0%

Watched again after 17 NIV VAN NV NIV |V | 71.4%

According to the information collected from interviews, the findings and analysis have been divided into three
sections as follows: the reasons and methods for accessing banned clips, the development of sexual awareness, and
challenges and opportunities.

4.1 Why and How to Access the Banned Clips

4.1.1 Motivation

According to the conversations with the interviewees, all of them were motivated by curiosity to get the banned
clips. There are three reasons contribute to the curiosity of young Chinese viewers: the media reports, the heated
discussion, and the desire for sexual knowledge.

Some interviewees had a strong impression of the media's evaluation of the movie. O, an actuary in the United
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States, recalled that some movie theatres launched promotional events, offering free admission to those wearing
gipaos (a dress worn by the female lead in the film) to watch Lust, Caution. Five interviewees (A, J, K, L & O)
remembered the same report that many mainland Chinese residents went to Hong Kong to watch the uncensored
version of Lust, Caution, including two interviewees from Hong Kong (K & L). In addition to their personal experi-
ences accessing the banned content, their memories of mainstream media's comments on the movie and actress Tang
Wei are worth analyzing, as they believe it was the mainstream media that pushed the film into the spotlight and
controversy. Eight interviewees felt that the Chinese mainstream media portrayed Tang Wei as "China's boldest ac-
tress," and her participation in the film might be the direct cause of her being banned by mainland Chinese authorities
for years. The discussions among the masses prompted Chinese youth to be more curious about the movie's banned
clips. At the same time, due to the development of new media technologies, movies with lower ratings were more
accessible (Wilson et al., 1990). C, one of the interviewees, mentioned: "I think the media coverage at that time stirred
up a craze for watching banned clips among young Chinese people." Additionally, four interviewees (A, C, D & O)
remembered many illegal links appearing on the internet with the caption "click to view the clip."

Most of the interviewees said they had heard discussions about whether the male and female actors had sexual
relations during filming. "At that time, like many early adolescents, I was inquisitive about sex. We talked about the
movie, and those who had seen it liked to share it with others," said B, a 20-year-old college student majoring in
finance. Similarly, two other interviewees (E & M) said they did not understand how sex worked, so they wanted to
figure it out through the movie: "After all, adults said the scenes in the movie were very realistic." A lack of sexual
knowledge might lead young people to seek answers from movies. However, the interviews revealed that differences
in gender and growing regions did not affect the outcomes and reasons for motivation. Whether female or male
interviewees, or whether mainland Chinese citizens or not, their needs for sexual development during their youth
were the same.

4.1.2 Methods and Technologies

By examining how young viewers access banned content, this study seeks better to understand the media's role in
their sexual development. Almost all respondents accessed the content through illegal methods, with their parents
and teachers remaining unaware, except for one interviewee (K), who was already an adult when Lust, Caution was
released, allowing him to watch the complete edition in a Hong Kong cinema. The primary means of accessing these
resources involved sharing among friends and utilizing various technologies and tools. The most frequently used
methods among respondents included pirated DVDs (21.4%), cloud drives (14.2%), video players (21.4%), download
software (14.2%), and private online pages (21.4%).

Pirated DVDs, Cloud Drives, download software like Xunlei, online purchases, video players like QVOD, and
websites like Dnvod.tv are all channels through which people in China obtain unauthorized film and television re-
sources. These methods are popular due to strict regulations and censorship in mainland China. Three out of fourteen
respondents confirmed accessing deleted resources through pirated DVDs, highlighting the ease with which young
people could obtain unsuitable content. Cloud storage services like Baidu and 360 contributed to the rampant spread
of pirated resources, while users downloaded illegal movies using software like Xunlei. Some respondents purchased
or requested banned content online, undermining the interests of film producers. QVOD Player, once popular in
mainland China, allowed users to access a wide range of video resources but was eventually shut down for spreading
pornographic materials. Dnvod.tv provides free movies to Chinese living overseas, even offering HD playback ser-
vices for VIP users.

According to the findings above, due to the regulation and censorship in mainland China, most of the film and
television resources need to be obtained through the above-mentioned technologies. As for filmmakers, such a situ-
ation has damaged their economic interests and may reduce the creators' enthusiasm. For authorities like SARFT, the
phenomenon might increase the difficulties of managing the Chinese film market. In terms of adult audiences, the
new media technologies have brought them great convenience for accessing various resources. However, for under-
age viewers, this would affect their choices and judgment of unknown content.

4.2 The Development of Sexual Awareness

Exploring how young Chinese viewers feel about such experiences can help to better understand their behaviors
of sexual awareness and self-education through the media. This section will mainly illustrate Chinese young people's
experiences in the deleted clips in Lust, Caution, and analyzes the media's role in their sexual development at a deeper
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level.

4.2.1 As Teenagers

Half of the respondents recalled that they skimmed the rest of the content and only watched the seven minutes of
deleted sexual clips in Lust, Caution. Some interviewees said they felt confused about the sexual intercourse in the
movie when they were teenagers. “I have just learned some basic physiological knowledge from school, then. I knew
the physiological construction differences between men and women, but I did not know what it is like to have real
sex. The sexual scenes in Lust, Caution made me feel scared of sexual intercourse.” Said by D, a 23-year-old inter-
viewee was doing her master's degree in the UK. The other half respondents watched the movie's full version; their
most memorable parts were the sexual clips. “Wei Tang has sacrificed greatly that ‘naked’ had become her label,” K
said, one of the eight interviewees shared the same impression that the film's sex scenes were bold, which was sen-
sational at that time. For most respondents, the film's plot and ideas were ignored when they first watched Lust,
Caution. Four respondents (G, J, K&N) considered the movie a good work of art when they first saw it, and such a
sex lens is necessary as a whole. Two of them (J&K) are now over thirty years old and were adults when they accessed
the film in 2007. It can be said that underage teenagers are more desirable for sex, and they want to build their
identities, which would result in their sexual behaviors (Livingstone, 2002; Livingstone and Bovill, 2001). Moreover,
differing respondent feelings stem not from gender, but from past experiences; males were more communicative with
peers during adolescence, while females felt shame discussing the topic and often sought resources independently.

Schools and families have a responsibility to educate juveniles, but the media often plays a more significant role
in shaping young people's sexual lives (Callister et al., 2011). Young individuals may feel uncomfortable discussing
sex with adults, turning to media products for information (Bragg, 2006). Lust, Caution is rated NC-17 in the US,
targeting adult audiences, but many juveniles watched the banned clips without understanding the rating or the po-
tential psychological impact. "Sex is what happens in our everyday life. Why don't we let teenagers know what life
is like?" Said M, who believed that young people have the right to learn more about sexual knowledge from school
and family. For this issue, many respondents said that the restrictions and control of juveniles need to be based on
guidance, rather than blind censorship.

4.2.2 As Adults

Most of the interviewees watched the movie again when they became adults or after they had sexual experiences.
The focus is no longer solely on sexual curiosity once they gain more knowledge about sexuality. They can then
appreciate the movie and the ideas it presents, acknowledging the director's and actors' artistic achievements. Only
one out of the fourteen respondents thought that the sex scenes would not affect the plot. Almost all of the respondents
believed that the deleted scenes in mainland China were an integral part of Lust, Caution, which resulted in a loss for
the film producer. E, a 19-year-old college student majoring in film-making, said, "Excessive media coverage needs
to take some responsibility for this disappointment." Nine respondents shared the same sentiment that Ang Lee had
created a masterpiece, but it had been significantly compromised by the deleted scenes.

‘A’ is a twenty-eight years old civil engineer, who gave a detailed description to me about his understanding of
these sex scenes. “The three sex scenes actually have a progressive relation, from the beginning Mr. Yee raped Jiazhi
Wang roughly, but at the end, they had sex more as a couple did, emotional changes between them has been reflected,
which was essential to carry out the plot.” This point of view has been illustrated by previous researchers while
analyzing the narrative strategy of Lust, Caution, which can be indicated that young Chinese audiences have the
ability to appreciate film works (Wang, 2010). Although Hong Kong and Taiwan have a film rating system, respond-
ents (J, K, L&M) from these places also confirm that the education from school and family does not provide enough
positive effects on the juveniles' sexual development.

However, the influence of sex scenes on younger audiences is not constantly changing positively. J, a twenty-
eight-year-old English teacher, considered that his sexual preferences might have been affected by Lust, Caution, "1
think there was a kind of violent beauty in the sexual clip that Mr Yee raped Jiazhi Wang, and women in cheongsam
are very sexy. | want to try some unusual forms of sex with my girlfriend." It can be suggested that if adolescents
lack proper and healthy guidance during the establishment of sexual consciousness, the consequences will be severe.
'A" explains his point of view through the Hong Kong movie Young and Dangerous (1996), that when the film was
released, many young people in China were obsessed with the story that they followed the lifestyle of gangsters and
began to organize illegal activities.

From the findings above, it can be concluded that the interviewees' feelings about the film and the deleted clips
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vary with age and experience. Most of the respondents are more objective when they become adults with their appre-
ciation of the whole film. Scholars have put forward the function of school and family sex education, however, sex
education in schools and families is less attractive than media products but needs a high standard that requires good
communication between adults and the young (Livingstone, 2002; Halstead & Reiss, 2006). The lack of education is
likely to lead to the consequences of malicious imitation, which may cause serious social harm, such as violence and
rape.

4.3 Divergence: Challenges and Opportunities Coexist

Interviewees have expressed their considerations of the necessity of applying a rating system in China. During the
process, the author showed them Film Industry Promotion Law, and most expressed dissatisfaction. It is essential to
answer whether the audiences have the right to choose whatever they want to watch. However, a small number of
interviewees (E, H&M) suggested the law can be looked at in a positive way that it has adapted to the social and
political system. More than half of the interviewees have overseas living experiences. After encountering the film
rating system in Western countries, these people have a more in-depth view of the current situation and development
of the Chinese film industry. Most of the respondents are looking from the perspective of consumers that they thought
Film Industry Promotion Law seriously affected the rights and interests of Chinese audiences, as O said, who has
lived in the US for four years: “The government has no right to determine what we can or cannot see." C, another
interviewee has a similar opinion: “Do not harm the interests of adults in the name of protecting juveniles, some
movies are just not made for children.” Other respondents said the lack of a rating system has led to a decline in the
quality of Chinese films. Eighty percent of the respondents complained in interviews that the type and content in
Chinese films were monotonous. D said that the regulations might limit the creation of Chinese film scripts. “It should
be the film creators to decide what audiences need to see, not the government. Their original idea should be retained”,
Said J.

As for interviewees who had never left mainland China, their consideration might have focused more on the per-
spective of politics. C said: “The control of film content is a government-oriented method rather than industry-ori-
ented, that the purpose of keeping the political stability is achieved through the spiritual control of the audience.” In
addition, the interviewees (D, E, F, K&N) who major in media believed that while film rating system won’t help a
lot to solve the problems in the Chinese film market. They suggested that the future film rating system's promotion
depends on the needs of the changeable Chinese film market. For instance, much market research will be needed
when setting the proportion of different rated films in cinemas. Regarding the restrictions on film content and access
paths, some respondents are optimistic that they considered young adults in China would have ways to access the
resources, so it will not affect them a lot. Three respondents (E, K&M) affirmed the positive significance of Film
Industry Promotion Law, “The forbidden films sure have reasons for being banned.” Said by M. K agreed that the
law is concerned about the difference between the minor and the adult audience, this is an excellent change to help
young people build their sexual awareness under supervised, which is also a necessary process of development. The
further issue is how can the Chinese authority ensure the censorship standard.

4.4 Summary

Through the exploration of the impact that the banned clips in Lust, Caution brought to the young Chinese viewers
when they encounter sexual content, an unexpected but significant influencing factor has been identified from the
above analysis of discourses, that is the regulatory context in China. Film Industry Promotion Law, which is consid-
ered the precursor to a future film rating system (Wang, 2014), but most interviewees criticized it for prioritizing
political purposes over juvenile protection. For some audiences, the regulations’ political function is greater than
their cultural and social service function. While, according to the interview, this regulation indeed has delivered some
information for the audience to choose movies, while the amount of information may be insufficient, it also avoids
the negative psychological impact on juveniles to a certain extent. However, implementing a film rating system may
not be necessary in contemporary China, as it could share similar issues with existing laws (Austin, 1982).

Under such circumstances, media production in China has been guided and shaped by regulations, leading to two
trends among filmmakers: pursuing provocative scenes for attention and profit (Wang, 2010), or avoiding contentious
content for easier film release (Wang, 2014). Either trend may impact film quality and the Chinese film industry's
order. This environment not only grants access to various resources but also exposes them to risky information (Liv-
ingstone, 2002). Suggestions can be put forward that improving this situation relies on schools and families

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2023.10.004 1946 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science



Bingxin Leng

strengthening minors' sexual education and society providing a better environment for underage individuals, rather
than solely on media production restrictions.

5. Conclusion

This study aimed to answer the question, "How do young Chinese viewers encounter banned sexual content in
films?" Using interviews and the film Lust, Caution as an example, the study explored how respondents accessed and
felt about the banned content. Data collected from interviews allowed for an examination of the effects of Chinese
media regulations on the film industry and an evaluation of Chinese film censorship's guiding function and social
responsibilities.

Findings revealed that most young Chinese viewers watched banned clips out of curiosity, often lacking adequate
sexual knowledge and mental preparation, moreover, the transmission of resources is carried out in the peer group
without parents' supervision. In addition, two respondents were watching Lust, Caution in the cinema, because they
were adults when the film was released, most of the interviewees had access to the resources from improper ap-
proaches such as pirated DVDs, Cloud Drive, and illegal websites. Underage audiences tend to share resources and
feelings with peers, leading to a surge in watching banned clips from numerous films, driven by mass media publicity
and widespread discussions among their peers. However, young viewers’ experiences of encountering the deleted
scenes at an inappropriate age may have influenced their sexual behavior and preferences.

Given the situation, regulating media content is crucial, and the development of rules carries a greater social re-
sponsibility. Presently, the film rating system in China has been replaced by the Film Industry Promotion Law. This
law includes several provisions related to juveniles, primarily restricting content unsuitable for them and requiring
cinemas to inform parents about a film's appropriateness for children at the time of ticket purchase. However, the law
only bans films that cannot be screened in mainland China without imposing restrictions on juvenile behavior. For
young viewers, these regulations do not provide comprehensive protection. To foster healthy sexual development,
individuals require proper sexual education from both their family and school, as well as a positive media environ-
ment. Guidance, rather than restrictions, from adults is essential for underage viewers. For the Chinese film industry,
this could reduce the variety of films and create a cultural divide, as well as regulatory confusion and challenges.
This study provides insights and perspectives for future academic research, which can also explore the impact of
violent film content or the influence of different political opinions on banned films.
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