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1. Introduction

The father image has attracted significant interest among film scholars

in a rich body of research on Ang Lee’s works. Due to Ang Lee’s Chinese

heritage, scholars always consider the father image in his movies as a

symbol of Chinese patriarchy. Therefore, the ageing and physically de-

teriorating father image is interpreted as Lee’s intention to shatter the

symbolic father in Chinese culture, despite his occasional sympathy and

respect towards the Chinese father (Yu 2004; Fu 2006; Chen 2006; Sun

2007). My paper draws on an interdisciplinary methodology from age-

ing, gender, and postcolonial studies to reexamine the Chinese father

image.

Age scholars have long argued that ageing “affects us all, and affects

us all differently” (LynneSegal 2013, 13).And it seems thatmost gendered

studies of ageing have centered on women while ageing males have sel-

dom been portrayed or discussed. This has contributed to the cultural

“invisibility” of older men and, even more, “the inverse correlation” be-

tween masculinity and ageing (Saxton and Cole 2012, 98). The study of

ageingmasculinity thus remains largely unexplored.As feminist scholar

Lynne Segal reminds us, “the scholarly material available for describing

men’s experiences of ageing remains more limited, far sparser for men

than for women” (2013, 83).
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88 Masculinities Ageing between Cultures

My paper sets out to investigate the representation of the ageing

Chinese father image in Ang Lee’s “Father Knows Best” Trilogy: Pushing

Hands (1991),TheWeddingBanquet (1993), andEatDrinkManWoman (1994).

These three films demonstrate Lee’s portrayal of the ageing fathers’ ex-

periences in transcultural spaces, in which generation gaps and cultural

conflicts are intertwined. Lee’s depiction of the Chinese father images

demonstrates different forms of ageing masculinities in and between

cultures, exploring the complex intersections among age, masculinity,

and ethnicity. More specifically, by representing Master Chu in the wen-

wu model in Pushing Hands, Lee dismantles the stereotypes of emascu-

lated Chinese men in American mainstream culture and introduces a

different perspective on perceptions of Chinese masculinities. By dis-

cussing the conflicts between Wai-tung’s homosexuality and Mr. Gao’s

Confucian fatherhood in The Wedding Banquet, Lee explores both the

suppression andwisdomof Confucianism, reflecting the positive values

of Chinese ethics and traditions in defining flexible masculinities. By

depicting Chef Chu’s caringwork and sexuality inEatDrinkManWoman,

Lee discusses the father’s pursuit of a new life in his old age, dealing

with issues of ageing, sexuality, and values of care in constructing

masculinities. In other words, Lee’s portrayal of the ageing Chinese

fathers demonstrates that men’s ageing experiences are anything but

monolithic, and men’s ageing is inflected by the particularities of race,

culture, and sexuality respectively.

2. Master Chu in Pushing Hands: the wen-wu father1

Pushing Hands is Lee’s first screenplay. It was first released in Taiwan in

1992 and later received a U.S. release after the success of The Wedding

Banquet. Pushing Hands tells the story of a traditional Chinese father

trapped by great changes in American society. A retired Chinese Tai Chi

1 This part relies on one chapter of my doctoral dissertation “Masculinities in

Transcultural Spaces — Negotiations of Masculinities in Ang Lee’s Films”. htt

ps://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713.
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master, Mr. Chu (Sihung Lung), emigrates from Beijing to live with his

son Alex (Bo Z.Wang), American daughter-in-lawMartha (Deb Snyder),

and grandson Jeremy (Haan Lee) in New York. The cultural differences

cause misunderstandings and emotional conflicts among all the family

members. Alex arranges a matchmaking picnic between Mr. Chu and

Mrs. Chang (Wang Lai) to be absolved from his filial obligations. Feel-

ing humiliated, Mr. Chu leaves home and washes dishes in a Chinese

restaurant. Offended by his ruthless Chinese boss, Master Chu defeats

the gangsters by turning their strength against them. Following his

arrest, Mr. Chu’s reputation as a Tai Chi master increases, and he later

teaches Tai Chi to both Chinese and American residents in Chinatown.

The film ends with Master Chu’s accidental encounter with Mrs. Chang

and hints at a possible union between them.

Portrayed as the “Yellow peril” and bachelor “Chinamen”, Chinese

men have long been depicted as “vile, womanly, cowardly and cunning”

in American popular discourse (Pon 2000, 142). Such stereotypes are

products of colonial andOrientalist discourse, resulting fromAmerican/

Eurocentric writings. Analysing Ang Lee, Dariotis and Fung assert, “he

presents his audience with alternative cultural histories that attempt to

challenge the hegemonic views of the ‘West’” (1997, 192). Following their

line, I argue that Lee’s depiction of Master Chu is culturally specific,

providing an alternative understanding of masculinity in the wen-wu

paradigm.

KamLouie develops awen-wu dyad to capture the Chinesemasculine

ideal over time in a broad spectrum, extending to contemporary China.

According to Louie, “wen is generally understood to refer to those gen-

teel, refined qualities associatedwith the literary and artistic pursuits of

the classical scholars” (2002, 14).Wu, however, is a concept that embod-

ies “attributes of physical strength and military prowess,” as well as “the

wisdom to know when and when not to deploy it” in the wu philosophy

(2002, 14). “All ambitious males strive for both wen and wu”, and those

who achieve both are the great ones” (2002, 17).

Mr. Chu incarnates the traditional masculine ideal in terms of both

wen-wu attributes. The opening shot of the film introduces him as a Tai

Chi master: the camera casts an extreme close-up of hands pushing
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90 Masculinities Ageing between Cultures

in the air, and then moves to a facial close-up of an old Chinese man.

Fluid and dramatic camera movements portray his gestures with a di-

versity of shots, depicting Tai Chi visually as an emancipating, leisurely

activity. Master Chu’s physical prowess in Tai Chi is further displayed

in the Chinese restaurant scene. After leaving his son’s house, Master

Chu finds a job as a dishwasher in a Chinese restaurant. The Chinese

boss treats him disrespectfully, impatiently forcing him to leave the

kitchen. Humiliated by his rudeness, Master Chu refuses to go. He

stands rooted in place, summoning energy from Tai Chi, and resists

the efforts of the Chinese gangsters to remove him. Whitney Crothers

Dilley remarks that the father’s “heroic action” requires “a distracting

cultural shift” for the Western audience, which may be confused about

Master Chu’s “warding off the employer who has fired him and ordered

him to leave the premises” (2007, 56). From the perspective of Chinese

wen-wumasculinity, this fighting scene is a marvelous display of Master

Chu’swu virility, which demonstrates not only physical strength but also

the wu virtue. In Chinese culture, wu centers on but is not restricted to,

martial andmilitary force.Wu also embodies seven virtues: “suppressed

violence, gathered in arms, protectedwhatwas great, establishedmerit,

gave peace to the people, harmonized themasses, and propagatewealth”

(Louie and Edwards 1994, 142),which togethermeans “the degree ofmil-

itary authority sufficient to make further engagement unnecessary”

(142). In this sense, wu masculinity contains the Confucian notion of

benevolence [仁] and self-restraints [忍] in deploying physical strength.
The fighting scene embodies this wu philosophy. Master Chu behaves

quite humbly and remains calm towards his ruthless boss until he is

infuriated by his insulting words. Master Chu still remains calm and

confident in the fight, displaying a Confucian concept of masculine

honor in terms of benevolence and tolerance. Compared to the young

gangster’s bluff manners, he pushes them over leisurely with self-

discipline and elegance. Such a scene may be read as a metaphor for

Master Chu’s remasculinization, symbolically transforming him from

an emasculated Chinese man to a virile hero.

Master Chu strikes a balance of wen-wu attributes. Besides his

prowess in Tai Chi, Mr. Chu exhibits other refined cultural practices
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such as writing calligraphy, reading poems, and playing chess. The

camera casts several meaningful shots of the scroll on the wall and

captures detailed moments of his practicing calligraphy, demonstrat-

ing his refined cultural taste in wen. Therefore, Lee’s representation of

Master Chu in wen-wu attributes provides an alternative interpretation

to understand Chinese manhood, and thus dismantles the Orientalist

stereotypes of Chinese men as emasculated.

Although Master Chu’s masculinity is asserted in such a wen-wu

model, his manliness is inevitably diminishing in the ageing process.

The camera casts shots of Master Chu spendingmost of his time watch-

ing television at home. He takes a walk outside but then gets lost in the

city. His wen-wumasculinity is also dwarfed in relation to his son Alex,

who embodies the transformed wenman.

(01:12:15)

Mrs. Chang: “Mr. Chu, your Kung Fu is so powerful. How do you

manage to have such elegant calligraphy?”2

Mr. Chu: “I am ashamed to talk about it. My grandfather was a

scholar in the Qing Dynasty. My father was one of the Nation

Founders, who is in charge of the Nationalist government. My son

has a Ph.D. in computer science. In a family of scholars for gener-

ations, there is worthless me. I have practiced Tai Chi for life, but

still cannot overcome the (pathetic) fate and circumstances.”

This conversation demonstrates that Master Chu not only feels inferior

to his ancestors, but also considers that his wen attributes in cultural

refinements are inferior to his son’swenmasculinity established through

his middle-class profession and economic success. InTheorising Chinese

Masculinity (2002), Kam Louie goes beyond pre-modern China, explor-

ing the transformation of the wen-wu paradigm in the late twentieth

century. He observes that the positive image of wen men in the new

era is grounded in material success under Western influences. The

2 The English subtitles here are not accurate. Mrs. Chang points out critically

that Mr. Chu’s calligraphy skill is not as powerful as his Kung Fung and Mr.

Chu’s answer implies his inadequacy in wen attributes.
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capitalist ethos reduces the values of certain attributes in traditional

wenmasculinity. Cultural tastes in calligraphy or music are rendered as

less important whereas material success becomes a significant bench-

mark in the measurement of masculinity. Master Chu’s self-perception

demonstrates such a change inwen, destabilizing his traditionalwen-wu

masculinity.

Furthermore, the film underlines the deteriorating health ofMaster

Chu, depicting an emotional image of the ageing father in the prison

scene.

(01:35:44)

Alex: “Dad, we have bought a new house. It is much bigger than the

old one.”

Mr. Chu: “What for?”

Alex: “I am here to take you home.”

Mr. Chu: “Home? Whose home?”

Alex: “Mine is yours.”

Mr. Chu: “Forget it. I see clearly now. The only thing that matters is

that you have a happy life. If you want to show some filial respect,

rent me an apartment in Chinatown. Let me peacefully pass my days

and discipline my spirit. In your free time, bring the boy to see me. By

this way, when we get together, there will be some good feelings.”

Alex: “Dad, all these years, I have studied and worked so hard to

build a family in order that one day I could bring you the States, so

you could have some good days in your life.”

(Alex bursts out into crying in the arms of Mr. Chu)

Film techniques are meaningfully employed to evoke emotional reso-

nance and sympathy for the old Chinese father. The camera shows the

father sitting in the prison from a high angle shot from the perspective

of Alex, who stands in front of him, towering over him, thus marking

the relationship dynamics of the vulnerable father and the powerful son.

Then Alex bends down to Master Chu, and the camera moves closer to

show Alex’s head bowing lower to his father.The frozen shots keepMas-

ter Chu’s profile in the dark, avoiding exposing his face, indicating his

repression of emotions. Lowand sombermusic played on the traditional
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Chinese instruments er-hu portrays the inner pain and bitterness of the

old father,whose face is not cast in light until Alex ends the conversation

by bursting into tears in the arms of his father. The close-up of the

father’s withered face highlights his aging and his deteriorating health.

Finally, the camera takes a long shot of the father hugging the son in the

prison, demonstrating the ultimate reconciliation.

Besides the film techniques employed to stimulate understanding

for the ageing father, the conversation also demonstrates Master Chu’s

self-adaption for the sake of his son in American culture. When Alex

tells Master Chu to take him “home”, the father asks whose “home” it

is. It demonstrates the conflicts between two cultures. According the

Confucian culture, “while his parents are alive, a son should not dare

to consider his wealth his own or hold it for his own use only” [父母在,
不敢有其身, 不敢私其财].3 Such statements demonstrate the dom-
inant position of father in the family over the son, who is expected to

prioritize the needs of the father, providing himwithmaterial wellbeing

in his old age. However, Master Chu has realized that American culture

emphasizes personal boundaries and values self-reliance. He cannot

take his son’s home as his own. Alex’s reply “mine is yours” indicates his

regrets and adherence to the Confucian culture. But Master Chu finally

choose to live alone. His choice is more an active self-sacrifice for his

son according to Chinese culture than a forced acceptance of American

cultural values. Master Chu prioritizes the happiness of Alex over his

personal desire to live together with his son. In this way, Lee highlights

the kindness, love and full devotion of the Chinese father to his son.

Lee in this way maintains the self-esteem of the father and restores his

image as a respectable father according to Chinese tradition.

In summary, portraying Master Chu as the wen-wumasculine ideal,

Ang Lee challenges the assumption of Chinese men as emasculated.

Despite of being destabilized in the transforming process of wen-wu

attributes and ageing, Master Chu’s masculinity is finally restored as a

3 This statement is from The Book of Rites (The Li Ki). Legge, James. Trans. The Sa-

cred books of the East, Vol. 27–28. Ed. Max Müller. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1923.
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consequence of his adherence to Chinese traditions and self-adaption

to American culture.

3. Mr. Gao in The Wedding Banquet:
The Confucian father4

In the film The Wedding Banquet, a Chinese son Wai-tung Gao (Win-

ston Chao) and his lover Simon (Mitchell Lichtenstein) are living in

Manhattan. To stop his parents from pushing him to marry, he takes

Simon’s suggestion of a sham marriage with Wei-wei (May Chin), who

is an artist from Shanghai and faced with deportation from the U.S.

since she has outstayed her visa. Wei-wei moves into the basement

and everything is supposed to be fine until Wai-tung’s parents, Mr. and

Mrs. Gao (Sihung Lung and Ah-Leh Gua), decide to make the trip from

Taiwan to attend the wedding and meet their daughter-in-law. Wai-

tung’s plan for a small and uncomplicated civil ceremony at City Hall

is thwarted when Mr. Gao’s former driver offers his restaurant for a

big traditional Chinese wedding banquet. Forced to drink excessively

during the banquet, Wai-tung is seduced by Wei-wei and impregnates

her. Ultimately, Wai-tung reveals his homosexual secret to his mother

but wishes to keep it from his father. However, Mr. Gao sees through it

early and shares his secret with Simon, whom he accepts as a kind of

“son-in-law”. Wei-wei finally decides to keep the baby and asks Wai-

tung and Simon to be its fathers.The film ends with Mr. and Mrs. Gao’s

departure for Taiwan, and the whole family is left in the moment of

pain, relief, and ambivalent emotions.

Mr.Gao is introduced as a retiredmilitary general to the audience at

the beginning of the film through the voice of Mrs. Gao. Later, when he

arrives in the apartment, the camera shots show his Chinese calligraphy

scrolls, emphasizing his cultural attainments. As both amilitary general

4 This part relies on one chapter of my doctoral dissertation “Masculinities in

Transcultural Spaces — Negotiations of Masculinities in Ang Lee’s Films”. htt

ps://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839469064-006 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839469064-006
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713
https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/19713


Yumin Zhang: Ageing as Emasculation? 95

with wu power and a calligrapher with wen virtue, Mr. Gao conforms to

the ideal Chinese masculinity. Moreover, the film portrays Mr. Gao as

an ageing father full of wisdom, challenging the inverse correlation be-

tweenmasculinity and ageing inWestern culture. In Chinese traditions,

the old group represent experience, wisdom, order and authority, play-

ing the role ofmoral governor. “The old iswise” is a deeply rooted idea. In

ancient China, the elder people even could be elevated to high ranks, for

the stage of old age is regarded as a natural progression towards matu-

ration andwisdom.For example, in Tangdynasty,men in their 80s could

be taken as county magistrate, in their 90s as county sima, and 100s as

county governor (Xiao 2001, 87). This demonstrates a positive attitude

towards ageing and a tradition of respecting the elderly. Therefore, the

ageing father is considered as “a veritable hero in his son’s eyes, in or-

der that he may command, and maybe worthy to command his admira-

tion and reverence” (Dawson, 154). Fathers in this sense are governors of

Confucianmoral and social criteria, “ever-watchful and lovingguardian,

happy in his son’swell-doing and grieved, ratherwroth, at hismisdoings

(154). InTheWedding Banquet, Mr. Gao is portrayed as such a Confucian

father, emphasizing status hierarchy, social propriety and formality in

the father-son relationship. He delivers a speech for the significance of

the union at the wedding.

(00:51:56)

Mr. Gao: Wai-tung, Wei-wei, you two grew up differently. But fate

unites the two of you here so far from home. It’s something you

should treasure. If differences arise… opinions… habits… you must

work to resolve them. Always be thoughtful of (sic) each other. That’s

the key to a successful marriage.

Although this speech comes across as an inappropriate platitude in its

comic context of the sham marriage between Wei-wei and Wai-tung,

it sounds also like an insightful suggestion for establishing a harmo-

nious and mutually beneficial partnership. Actually Mr. Gao follows his

own words to “treasure” the family and be “thoughtful” of all the family

members. Although no one tells him about Wai-tung’s homosexuality,
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he “hears, understands and learns” and finally accepts Simon as another

son: “Wai-tung ismy son,and you aremy son also”.Shortly before his de-

parture, the father, a typical Chinesemalewhomakes little physical con-

tact,holds Simon’s hand tightly to bid farewell and thankshim,acknowl-

edginghimas amemberof theGao family. It demonstrates that theCon-

fucian fatherhood does not mean a lack of love and intimacy, or psycho-

logical distance. The articulation of the soft and sentimental emotions

of the old father cannot always be confined by the ‘strict father’ persona.

Mr. Gao is portrayed far from a strict and stern father in the film. He

hugs Wai-tung to express his parental love, recalling his memory when

the son was a kid. He washes the dishes, an activity he regards as ‘fem-

inine’ to show his comradeship with Simon: “Simon cooked, I’ll wash”.

He leavesWai-tung andWei-wei a free choice whether to have the baby,

though he expects a child to continue the family lineage. Lee’s portrayal

of Mr. Gao challenges certain stereotypes of the Chinese father with a

stubborn adherence to outworn rules and ideas, indicating Lee’s nostal-

gia for traditional Chinese fatherhood with aspect of wisdom, benevo-

lence and love.

Moreover,Mr.Gao’smasculinity is further constructed in theConfu-

cian fatherhood in tackling conflicts betweenWai-tung’s homosexuality

and the filial obligations, maintaining a harmony in family relations. In

Confucianism, the discontinuing of a family name due to the lack of an

heir is considered as the biggest offense against the ideal of filial piety,

which is themost importantdeterminant indefiningmanhood5.Fathers

and sons are both governed by filial piety and “failure to do sowould ren-

derhimself anunfilial son in the eyesofhis ancestor” (Ho2013,228).Wai-

tung’s homosexuality is the obstacle to fulfilling the filial obligations to

both himself and his father Mr. Gao by discontinuing the familial lin-

eage. The film centers around the issue of homosexuality, focusing on

howMr. Gao’s fatherhood is maintained in the father-son conflict.

5 According to Bret Hinsch, the elevation of filial piety to a preeminent mascu-

line ideal marks a radical distinction between manhood in China and the west

(2013:7).
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Firstly, the harmonious bonds are cemented by mutual secrets kept

between Mr. Gao andWai-tung.Wai-tung keeps his secret of homosex-

uality to maintain Mr. Gao’s authoritative power and knowledge. When

Wai-tung is challenged by Simon for his obedience to his parents, “look

at yourself – your parents send you a form in themail and you practically

pee in your pants. You know, you are an adult – as amatter of fact, you’re

practically middle-aged.” Wai-tung responds: “you’re right, it’s kind of

stupid, all these likes, but I’mused to it”. Simon cannot understandWai-

tung’s lack of autonomy as a middle-aged man. In many cultures, par-

ticularly in the Western culture, manhood originally means departure

from boyhood to adulthood, the need for asserting independence from

the parents. A true man is mature, not only physically and financially,

but also emotionally and in relationships. Nevertheless, a Chinese man

always remains a child in relation to his parents. In contrast to assert-

ing individual independence aggressively,he proves hismaturity by sup-

pressing his owndesire for demonstrating amanly strength ofwill (Hin-

sch 2013, 8).Therefore,Wai-tung’s obedience to his father not only indi-

cates his maturity and manliness in self-restraint and filial piety, but it

significantly demonstrates his great respect towards his father Mr. Gao.

Secondly, Mr. Gao does not exert authoritative demands on Wai-

tung, but rather makes the mother Mrs. Gao the translator, and thus

avoids the direct conflict between them. The film literally begins with

the mother’s voice on tape translating and speaking for the father, giv-

ing voice to his wish that Wai-tung would marry and procreate. Even

when they arrive in the United States, the mother continues to act as

the bearer of Chinese customs, while the father remains mostly silent.

WhenMrs. Gao is finally forced to recognizeWai-tung’s homosexuality,

she insists that Mr. Gao should not be told. “It would kill him”, she says,

sobbing quietly. It is true that his father has had a series of strokes, but

her concern for his health masks the systemic role of secrecy as a bond

in a patriarchal structure of authority. For the father to know things

that are inconvenient or inappropriate casts doubt on his disciplinary

parental role and threatens his authority. The greater his power is, the

greater the prohibition on any challenge to it. Therefore, the mother

becomes the bearer of guilt and a secret that, on the one hand, hasmade
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her rolemore significant; yet on the other hand, her agency and identity

are completely disintegrated by the overwhelming importance of the

connection between father and son (Dariotis and Fung 1997, 203).

But as it turns out, Mr. Gao has found out the “secret” his wife and

son have tried to keep from him. Just before the Gaos depart, he gives

Simon a birthday present, an envelope full of money, and reveals that he

speaks English and has been aware of his son’s homosexual relationship

for a long time.

(01:35:45)

Mr. Gao: “Happy birthday, Simon.”

Simon: “Mr. Gao? You speak English?”

Mr.Gao: “Please. Happy birthday.”

Simon: “My birthday. Even I forgot. Then you know, you’ve known…”

Mr. Gao: “I watch, I hear, I learn. Wei-tong is my son. So you’re my

son, also.”

Simon: “Why, you…thank you.”

Mr. Gao: “Thank you.”

Simon: “When Wei-tong…”

Mr.Gao: “No. Not Wei-tong, not Mother, not Wei-wei shall know. Our

secret.”

Simon: “Why?”

Mr. Gao: “For the family.”

“If I didn’t let them lie, I’d never have gotten my grandchild” (in Chi-

nese).

Simon: “I don’t understand.”

Mr. Gao: “I don’t understand.”

Mr. Gao here reveals (though not to Simon) that the cunning is neces-

sary to ensurea familial continuity. In concealinghisknowledge,Mr.Gao

successfully maintains his authority as a proper father and surmounts

the ‘obstacle’ of Wai-tung’s homosexuality. Most significantly, as Fran

Martin states, his (Mr.Gao’s) power increases through the surprising but

welcome revelation that such an initially distant “traditional, familial”

and “Chinese” authority in fact contains within it what is effectively a

familiar, liberal ‘tolerance’ of homosexuality (2003, 159). Consequently,
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Mr. Gao’s epistemological privilege over his son not only reconsolidates

his authority, but also constructs a plausible image of reconciliation and

harmony between father and son.

Thirdly, Lee’s emotional portrayal of the ageing father further stim-

ulates sympathy and concern from the son tomaintainMr.Gao’s father-

hood. The beginning of the film reveals the poor physical health of the

father through Mrs. Gao, rendering his long expectation for a grand-

child understandable. Later, the father is found in a death-like doze in

the room.The camera shows the father dozing on the sofa, using a high

angle shot from the perspective of Wai-tung, who stands in front in low

angle shots, visually foregrounding the contrast between the vulnerable

father and the powerful son. Suspecting that he may be dead,Wai-tung

comes close and bends down to check his breath. The camera takes a

close-up of the father’swithered face and thenmoves to the son,demon-

stratingWai-tung’s dilemma between his filial obligations to his ageing

father and his individual freedom. The father turns to be rather weak

each time when the father-son relation is on the edge. Finally, it is also

due to the physical weakness of the father (he has a stoke) thatWai-tung

agrees to keep the secret from him, thus avoiding to explicitly challenge

the father’s authoritative position.

In conclusion, Lee’s sensitive portrayal of the father-son relationship

exhibits a complicated picture of Mr. Gao as a paragon of Confucian fa-

therhood. Lee exposes the father’s oppression of the son’s male subjec-

tivity,butmeanwhile advocatesChinese tradition in the reconciliationof

the father and the son.Despite of displaying anageing andphysically de-

teriorating father image, Lee underlines the father’s wisdom in solving

family conflicts, evoking understanding, awe and respect towards Mr.

Gao. In this way, Lee also reflects on the positive cultural heritage in re-

considering the inverse correlations between ageing and masculinities.
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4. Chef Chu in Eat Drink Man Woman:
The caring and sexual father

Different from Pushing Hands andTheWedding Banquet, which focus on

the father-son relationship, Eat Drink Man Woman tells the story of the

father Chef Chu (Sihung Lung) and his three daughters: Jia-zhen (Kuei-

Mei Yang), Jia-qian (Chien-lien Wu) and Jia-ning (Yu-wen Wang). Chef

Chu is a retired master of Chinese cuisine in Taiwan. His wife has died

many years ago and he has raised the daughters alone. Chef Chu regu-

larly makes a sumptuous dinner for the big family get-together on Sun-

day evening, but the family table always becomes a battlefield for gen-

erational conflicts with an ending on bad terms. As his friend ChefWen

(ShuiWang) passes away, the youngest daughter Jia-ning and the eldest

daughter Jia-zhen also move out of the house respectively, leaving Chef

Chu alone. He decides to sell the house and start a new life with Jin-

rong (Sylvia Chang) and her daughter Shan-shan.When he declares the

love relationship at the dinner table, the whole family is shocked. All his

daughters disagree to such a marriage between their ageing father and

a young woman. In the end, the daughters accept the father’s marriage

with Jin-rong, with whomChef Chu is expecting another child.The film

ends with the second daughter Jia-qian’s cooking for the reunion with

the ageing father in the old house.

Lee’s portrayal of Chef Chu demonstrates a refiguring of masculine

identity in which age, values of care and emotional connections are

intertwined. It focuses on the ageing father’s experience of tenderness

and complicated emotions, rather than simply portraying his sexuality

in mechanical, phallocentric and ageist ways. The film opens with Chef

Chu’s marvelous culinary arts, exhibiting a domestic masculinity. The

camera casts many close-ups of Chef Chu’s cooking details, intercutting

these with the daughters’ reluctance in going back home, establishing

him as the dominant family head. Although the three daughters are

tired of the Sunday supper ritual, they dare not disobey their father.

In the dinner scenes, the camera keeps casting characters in separate

shots, indicating the alienation of them. The film depicts six dinner

scenes, and the first four center on the daughters’ escape from the
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family dominated by the father. In the first scene, the second daughter

Jia-qian declares that she intends to invest in real estates and will move

out. Her decision is a big blow for Chef Chu. Beautiful, independent

and successful, Jia-qian works as an executive in an international cor-

poration. Her resemblance with her mother indicates Chef Chu has

preference toward her. At the dinner table, Jia-qian is critical of the taste

of the soup, only to be impatiently interrupted and stopped byChef Chu,

asserting his unchallenged authority.When Jia-qian questions whether

it is because of Chef Chu’s deteriorating taste buds, he angrily disputes:

“my taste buds are extremely good.” Then the camera casts Chef Chu’s

receiving of the call from the restaurant,where he takes an authoritative

position and can solve any unexpected problems in the kitchen. But it

soon becomes clear that Chef Chu has lost his taste sensibility, relying

on his friend Chef Wen for cooking. In the following dinner scenes, the

obedient youngest daughter Jia-ning unexpectedly tells the family that

she is pregnant. The eldest daughter Jia-zhen cannot wait for the end

of the dinner to introduce her boyfriend. The camera casts long and

distant shots of Chef Chu standing in front of the house, looking at the

daughters’ leaving, indicating his no longer being the family head.

Chef Chu’s taste sensibility is a metaphor for his masculinity. As the

daughters are leaving home respectively, Chef Chu is losing his sense of

taste.When his friend ChefWen passes away, he asks Jia-qian to change

his tea towater, acknowledging that he cannot taste the difference. It in-

dicates that Chef Chu has lost his masculine identity based upon domi-

nation. However, at the end of the film, when Chef Chu starts a new life

with Jin-rong and reconcileswithhis daughters,he regains his taste sen-

sibility. It can be interpreted as a recasting of caring masculinity.

Theconcept of caringmasculinitieshasbeenput forwardbyK.Elliott

in 2015. She proposes that “caring masculinities are masculine identi-

ties that reject domination and its associated traits, and embrace values

of care such as positive emotion, interdependence, and relationality” (1).

Elliot points out that the concept is not “a homogenizing character de-

scription of the ‘new man’”, but rather intends to “open up debate and

discussion around the concept of care in men’s lives” (2). Elliot identi-

fies twomain characteristics as the core of caringmasculinities.Thefirst
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is the rejection of domination. Because domination leads to inequality

in a relationship, caring masculinities argue for an absence of domina-

tion in traditional masculinities to embrace gender equality.The second

characteristic is recasting traditionalmasculine norms into affective, re-

lational, interdependent and care-oriented qualities. For example, “re-

spect” is not “fear” of the patriarch’s authority but is coupled with “love”.

“Responsibility” can mean looking after a young life rather than being a

breadwinner.Caringmasculinities can therefore enrichmen’s lives emo-

tionally, psychologically, and physically. In a word, caring masculinities

can be recognized as “positive, enrichingmasculine identities”, yielding

newmeanings for men (Elliot 2015, 15).

Chef Chu’s masculinity is firstly reconstructed through his giving-

up of domination in the father-daughter relations. After the death of

his wife, Chef Chu takes the responsibility of bringing up the daugh-

ters. His caring work has left sweet memories for the daughters. Jia-

qian has ever emotionally recalled her childhood with Chef Chu. How-

ever, as the daughters growupandbecome independent,ChefChu’s car-

ing work without boundaries seems to be oppressive, resulting in the

daughters’ rebellion and their escape from home. Chef Chu’s later re-

treat from the daughters’ lives not only brings a thawing in the father-

daughter relationship but also recasts him from a dominant father to

caring one. Hooks argues that “[r]ather than assuming males are born

with the will to aggress, the culture would assume that males are born

with the inherentwill to connect” (2004, 117).Hooks’ ideal of a connected,

peaceful culture suggests that masculine identities do not have to in-

clude the practice of domination.With an absence of domination, Chef

Chu furtherdevelops a caringmasculinity in relation tohis “new”daugh-

ter Shan-shan. Shan-shan is the daughter of Jin-rong,who latermarries

Chef Chu. Divorced and busy with her work, Jin-rong has no more time

to take good care of Shan-shan.ChefChu ismuch concernedwith the lit-

tle girl in kindergarten, preparing lunch boxes for her every day. Shan-

shan exhibits her lunch boxes with great pride in front of all her class-

mates, which renders Chef Chu a “celebrity” in class. According to Niall

Hanlon, “[c]aringwas believed to offer common rewards, including feel-

ing loved and respected for doing it, experiencing emotional intimacy
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and feelings of self-esteem, respect, and competence” (2012,137). In tak-

ing care of Shanshan, Chef Chu excludes domination, embraces the af-

fective and emotional qualities of care and regains his self-esteem as a

caring father.

Moreover, Ang Lee portrays a late love relationship between Jin-rong

andChef Chu, exploring the personal desires and sexuality of the ageing

father. Chef Chu remains single half of his life in order to bring up his

daughters and thinks little of himself. It is not until the end of the film

that Lee declares that it is time for fathers to think what is best for him-

self. The film demonstrates the ageing father’s loneliness and sexuality

many times. After Chef Chu has solved the problem in the kitchen, the

camera casts an emotional conversation between him and his old friend

ChefWen.

(0:23:01)

Chef Chu: I cannot cook any more. The tongue is getting worse. It

depends on your face every time while I am cooking now.

Chef Wen: No, it is all right. It’s all about the chef who feels good.

Cooking does not depend on your tongue. You are like a deaf man

in a foreign country, Beethoven. The so-called good music is not in

the ear, the good taste is not in your mouth. As for good women, I

don’t know where I can get.

Chef Chu: You are drunk again.

(They put arms on each other’s shoulder, walking out of the kitchen)

Chef Chu: Food and sex are what men and women desire. It is hard

not to think about it. But I’ve been busy all my life only for it? It is

annoying to think of it. Good taste (of food and sex), who has tasted

it?

Such a conversation demonstrates the two ageing men’s loneliness and

desires. Chef Wen is the only one who understands and comforts Chef

Chu. It is after Chef Wen’s death that he determines to start a new life,

pursuing the “good taste” of life. The camera casts several shots of his

jogging in the park,figuring out healthy recipes, emphasizing his recon-

struction ofmasculinity.When Jia-qianworries about her father’s phys-

ical condition when seeing him in the hospital, Chef Chu is busy doing a
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pre-marriage checkup. At the end of the film, the camera casts shots of

Chef Chu’s intimacy with pregnant Jin-rong. He regains his taste sensi-

bility and reconciles with the daughter Jia-qian in the old house for the

last dinner. Such an ending indicates Lee’s support and encouragement

for Chef Chu’s pursuit of his personal life, demonstrating Lee’s care and

concern for the ageing fathers in his “Father Trilogy”.

In summary, Lee’s portrayal of Chef Chu reconsiders the ageing fa-

ther’s experience in family responsibility and individual pursuits, recast-

ing him from a dominating father to a caring one. Chef Chu’s emotional

vulnerability and his individual pursuits of sexuality for a new life in his

old age demonstrate thatmore concerns should be advocated to the age-

ingmen and theirmasculinities should not be overlooked or confined to

certain gender norms.

5. Conclusion

This study has concentrated on the Chinese American filmmaker Ang

Lee’s “Father Trilogy” in order to analyse the ageing father image.These

three films were directed in the early 1990s, in which China has trans-

formed socially, culturally and economically, facing the ambiguities of

entering the global arena. Lee’s “Father Trilogy” illustrates some complex

and profound changes in this period. Lee’s representation of the ageing

fathers concerns the conflicting encounter betweenChina and the global

world, questioning Western gender norms as universal, and reflecting

Chinese cultural heritage in defining masculinities. However, Lee has

never advocated a simplistic and essentialist fashioning of Chinese tra-

dition. He instead explores a complex, profound and diversified trans-

formation inmasculinities through the ageing father images. For exam-

ple,Mr.Chu’s final withdrawal to Chinatown is not a sheer restoration of

the Chinese wen-wumasculine ideal but also an adaption of his mascu-

line identity. Lee’s affirmation of the Confucian fatherhood in Mr. Gao

is not a simplistic flaunt of the Confucian tradition but rather demon-

strates a rethinking of the positive values of Confucianism in solving cri-

sis and maintaining harmony for a family. Chef Chu’s recasting of the
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caring masculinity demonstrate the practice of establishing new mas-

culinities devoid of domination.

In this sense, Lee’s depiction of the father images demonstrates the

interactions between Chinese and Western cultures, pre-modern and

contemporary world. In such a communicative arena, Lee advocates a

flexible understanding of masculinities, which is more practice-based

rather than an essentialist notion of certain cultures. In this sense, Lee’s

“Father Trilogy” portrays not just the variety but also the ambiguities

that definemen’s gendered experiences of ageing.
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