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Abstract

This article examines female agency in Li Yu’s Lost in Beijing (2007). Unlike most commentators on 

the film, I argue, through a close reading of the mise-en-scène, that the heroine isn’t a passive character 

subjugated to the male gaze and that, on the contrary, the filmmaker uses displays of the male gaze to 

better subvert them. Lauren Elkin’s definition of the flâneuse and Jenn Marie Nunes’s discussion on 

active vanishing and the agency contained in invisibility provide a theoretical framework to analyse 

how the heroine not only stops the performing of the male gaze, but also successfully subverts the 

patriarchal and capitalist domination that was oppressing her.

Released in 2007, Li Yu’s (李玉) third fiction film, Lost in Beijing 迷失北京, addresses numerous 

women’s issues regarding gender and socio-economic discriminations in contemporary China. It 

tells the story of Pingguo (苹果), a female migrant worker employed in a massage parlour, who has 

come to Beijing with her husband. One day, when she arrives at work while drunk, her boss, Lin 

Dong (林东), rapes her. Her husband An Kun (安坤) happens to witness the scene, and also rapes 

her the same night. When Pingguo gets pregnant, her husband negotiates with her boss to sell him 

the baby if the latter is indeed his child. Lin Dong’s wife has no choice but to agree to her husband’s 

plan as she is infertile. When a son is born, An Kun bribes the doctor to change the birth certificate 

of the new-born and get his money from Lin Dong. In accordance with the contract’s terms, Pingguo 

temporarily settles at Lin Dong and his wife’s apartment to serve as a nanny for the child. On the 

side, An Kun and Lin Dong’s wife, Wang Mei (王梅), start an affair in order to get revenge against 

their partners. An Kun soon becomes envious of Lin and kidnaps the child. A DNA test performed 

by the police reveals that An Kun is indeed the child’s father, subsequently breaking the contract. 

While Wang Mei divorces Lin Dong, Pingguo decides to take her son as well as the contract money, 

and leave.
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Born in Shandong, Li Yu is one the most famous women directors in China. After a few documen-

taries, she directed the first mainland Chinese lesbian film, Fish and Elephant 今年夏天 (2001), 

and has stuck to fiction since. All her films focus on women’s issues, and with the making of Lost in 

Beijing, she has openly criticized how the male gaze usually portrays women on screen (Jiang 2007).1 

However, most scholars in and outside China either see the film as a failure for its misogynistic 

representation of women, or as a work effectively denouncing women’s status in contemporary China 

but without necessarily subverting the patriarchal structure (Li 2008; Yin 2009; Cui 2011; Yuan and 

Ye 2011; Zhu 2011; Donald 2008; Ho 2015).2 Pingguo is seen as a victim, and, in Cui Shuqin’s words, 

as a ‘passive character’ in ‘a narrative governed by male desire’ (Cui 2011, pp. 225, 227). While it 

is true that male desire plays a major part in the different steps of the narrative, and that there are 

several displays of a voyeuristic male gaze throughout the film, I will argue that a close reading of 

the film’s mise-en-scène shows that female agency isn’t as absent as Cui presents it, and that these 

same elements are actually subverted by Pingguo’s final departure.

The concept of male gaze was first introduced by Laura Mulvey in 1975 (Mulvey 1975). Commenting 

on Hollywood classic cinema, she criticized the omnipotence of the duality between active male 

and passive female. Following this binary logic, male characters are not only the bearers of the 

look, but they are also the driving force of the narrative, while women are characterized by their 

‘to-be-looked-at-ness’ and associated with ‘moments of spectacle’—moments that do not advance 

the plot—for the visual pleasure of the male characters and, through them, the spectators’. The male 

gaze not only objectifies women but also sexualizes them, often in a voyeuristic manner (looking 

at an unaware woman undressing through the keyhole of a door is a famous example). The concept 

has been widely discussed since then but remains helpful for film analysis since, as Anne Ross Muir 

states, ‘the masculine point of view is prevalent simply because men control the industry’ (Muir 

1989, p. 143). The Chinese cinematic industry is no exception, and Li Yu is one of the few successful 

female directors in the country. ‘What happens when the bearer of the look is female and the object is 

female?’ then asks Zoe Dirse (Dirse 2013, p. 18). In Lost in Beijing, I think the director treads a fine 

line, profiting from the male gaze and its codes on the one hand, but also disrupting it on the other 

hand.

Li Yu is aware of how the male gaze works. She explicitly mentions that she used Fan Bingbing’s（范
冰冰） beauty—the actress who plays Pingguo—to attract audience, more particularly ‘men’s eyes’. 

She further explains that the purpose was to make them watch the film so they would leave with 

‘something more’: ‘a different judgement and feeling’ (Li and Zuo 2011, p. 75).3 In the same way 

Li Yu has tried to draw the audience to see her film using her main actress’ beauty (although the 

efficiency of this strategy has been discussed), I believe she displays male voyeuristic gazes on the 
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character to better subvert them later through Pingguo’s scenes of flânerie in Beijing and her final 

departure.

I will first tackle on how the male gaze is articulated throughout the film, before analysing the three 

scenes where Pingguo takes a walk in the city using Lauren Elkin’s definition of the flâneuse, and 

then I will discuss the last scene of the film to show its disruptive potential for the oppression exerted 

on the heroine. 

1. Demonstrations of the male gaze

As a female migrant worker in a patriarchal society and a capitalist economy, compared to her 

husband Pingguo is more likely to be exploited for her body than her labour. Like many young 

Chinese women with few professional qualifications and skills, she works in a service industry where 

she is constantly sexualized. This is represented through the sexual harassment she endures at her 

workplace, a massage salon where the border between a regular massage and sex work can easily be 

crossed. The way her boss lays his hand on his employee also demonstrates this exploitation. Pingguo 

nonetheless insists on keeping her job at the salon after her assault. She and her husband have an 

agricultural household registration hukou (户口) and without a job in the capital, they aren’t eligible 

to transfer to an urban one, which is very difficult to achieve even with a local job, but represents for 

them an opportunity for social mobility. Until then, they are in a precarious position where they can 

be evicted anytime and have no rights to housing or social protection like healthcare. Consequently, 

Pingguo needs to keep her job in order to stay in Beijing. In other words, because of her gender and 

her social background, she is more prone to be objectified and exploited, but the narrative emphasizes 

her objectification even more. 

Li Yu doesn’t necessarily use the male gaze to shoot her film but she exposes the voyeuristic gaze 

of Pingguo’s husband and boss on the female character. Both their gaze on her and the way they see 

her play a crucial part in the narrative. Indeed, their gaze has power over her. They sexualize and 

objectify her: they see her as a sexual partner as well as a body they can capitalize on, like An Kun 

selling the baby she is pregnant with. An Kun’s job, as a window cleaner, gives him a privileged 

voyeuristic position as he works outside buildings, which is how he witnesses the rape. Before that, 

he monitors his wife by coming to see her at her workplace even though they are supposed to hide 

their marriage for the sake of Pingguo’s job (she has to appear ‘available’ in the eyes of her customers, 

another instance of the male gaze). In contrast, when he deems her not worthy of him anymore 

because she was raped, he refuses to look at her. And when he assaults her later, he avoids looking at 

her face. Lin Dong in turn is shown spying on Pingguo while she takes a shower or looking under her 
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skirt when she is drunk.

Another watchful gaze on Pingguo that needs to be addressed is Wang Mei’s, Lin Dong’s wife, who 

fears being replaced by the young and fertile woman. Openly hostile to the heroine, she is waiting 

for any signs of adultery, and punishes Pingguo when she discovers her husband spying on her. For 

most of the film, she sees Pingguo as a temptress in her own home, instead of a victim or an ally in a 

situation where both women are shown powerless to make their husbands change their minds about 

their plans and grudgingly give in. It is only when the contract is broken that she realizes her mistake 

and acknowledges Pingguo’s position.

Next, when the two men rape Pingguo, they indicate that they see her as a sexual object at their 

disposal. From this perspective, the setting of each rape exhibits a different form of domination. For 

Lin Dong, he thinks he has the right to lay hands on his employee as her superior. He argues that she 

seduced him—which supposedly denies his own responsibility—and that since she started it (while 

she was drunk, she first thought he was her husband), she must finish it, even though she protests 

vehemently and keeps asking him to stop. In the case of An Kun, he is reclaiming his ‘property’ after 

another man has enjoyed it. In the end, it is a matter of ego: as he rapes her, he keeps comparing his 

performance to Lin Dong’s. After all, as his wife, Pingguo owes him sex and cannot refuse him, even 

though she protests.

To shoot these scenes, the filmmaker explained that she tried to be as close as possible to the action to 

avoid a voyeuristic gaze and make the audience feel involved (Yang and Wei 2009, p. 252).4 However, 

the first scene doesn’t fully comply with this statement since the audience briefly adopts An Kun’s 

point of view, who witnesses the act through the window. That the image’s axis is always inclined 

and the characters sometimes out of focus in the frame certainly reflects Pingguo’s confusion and 

drunk state of mind, but the mise-en-scène of the second scene is much more effective in denouncing 

the male character’s assault. This time Pingguo doesn’t verbally protest, even though she tries to push 

her husband away from her before giving up. The handheld camera stays focused on her petrified face 

and her hand tightly grabbing the side of the bed in the foreground. This time, the film’s soundtrack 

can be heard, emphasizing the tragic situation. In this case, the camera being this close to the action 

prevents the audience from embracing a voyeuristic gaze and drawing any visual pleasure from it. 

On the contrary, the audience empathizes with Pingguo, which makes the scene even more painful 

to watch. 

Even though she is confronted with this violence, I will argue next that Pingguo cannot be consid-

ered a passive victim as she later proves her resilience and gradually demonstrates some agency.
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2. Flâneuse or ‘the liberating possibilities of a good walk’ 

The original Chinese title of the film is Mishi Beijing 迷失北京5, mishi meaning ‘to lose’ or ‘to 

get lost’. G. Andrew Stuckey has pointed out that this feeling of being lost is expressed on the one 

hand by the drifting handheld camerawork and the drifting of the characters in the frame, leaving 

and returning as if the camera’s briefly lost them, and on the other hand by the aimless wandering 

of the same characters in the capital city, whether on foot, on a bike, or in a car, depending on their 

social status (Stuckey 2018, pp. 104-105). As I will demonstrate, in this film wandering in the city 

has a symbolic meaning. Lin Dong and Wang Mei, as rich entrepreneurs, both own a car and drive 

separately around the city, while An Kun is seen on foot or on a bike, and Pingguo goes exclusively 

on foot, which emphasizes her inferior social status compared to the other characters. In addition, 

the couple first wanders together, but as soon as An Kun signs the contract with Lin Dong, we never 

see them walking together anymore, which suggests the deterioration of their relationship. Their 

attitude when they wander separately also reflects their respective situations: if An Kun is shown 

wandering with a dejected, bored, or dazed expression meaning that he has nothing better to do, 

Pingguo actually reclaims her agency when she takes a walk.

In her book Flâneuse: Women Walk the City in Paris, New York, Tokyo, Venice, and London (2017), 

Lauren Elkin defines the flâneuse not as a female version of the flâneur but as a completely distinct 

figure.

I found her using cities . . . as places to liberate herself from oppression or to help those who are 

oppressed; as places to declare her independence . . . She voyages out and goes where she’s not 

supposed to . . . She is a determined, resourceful individual keenly attuned to the creative potential 

of the city and the liberating possibilities of a good walk (Elkin 2017, p. 25).

The flâneuse thus becomes a feminist figure who not only reclaims the urban space but also achieves 

more agency through her walks. 

One of the flâneuses Elkin discusses about is the heroine of Agnès Varda’s film Cléo from 5 to 7 

(Cléo de 5 à 7, 1962) and I find that she and Pingguo go through a similar process in their respective 

films. Varda’s film follows a young woman named Cléo for two hours as she waits for the results of 

a biopsy. In the first part of the film, Cléo is an admired singer who receives a lot of attention from 

her entourage, but in the second part, she chooses to go outside and walk in the streets of Paris. The 

camera adopts her point of view on the city and, as Varda said, the heroine goes then from being ‘the 

object of the look’ to ‘the subject who looks’ (Elkin 2017, p. 177). Elkin comments that ‘[t]he city acts 
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like a 'mirror' on Cléo, or a tarot card, in which she doesn’t see her future, but herself' (Elkin 2019, 

p. 257, emphasis added).6 This idea of a mirror, or more precisely, a reflecting surface that helps the 

character to reflect on herself in turn, seems particularly striking. Indeed, in each of the three scenes 

where Pingguo walks alone in Beijing, she is faced with a reflective surface which allows her to 

ponder on her situation. In those moments, Pingguo ceases to be the object of the look of the male 

characters but sees herself with her own eyes and thus becomes a subject, a subject who looks.

Stuckey comments on the scene where Pingguo is shown catching her reflection in a mirror in the 

street by saying that it allows her to ‘come to a fuller understanding of her own affective state’ 

(Stuckey 2018, p. 105). I will argue that this scene isn’t the only one and is actually part of a process 

the character is going through throughout the film, a personal journey to reclaim some agency that 

will lead her to leave at the end of the story. Embedded in this process, the character’s departure 

makes more sense. 

Each of the three scenes takes place right before a turning point in the plot: the first scene precedes 

the revelation of Pingguo’s pregnancy, the second one precedes the signature of the contract between 

her husband and her employer, and the third one takes place before her final departure with her child 

and the money of said contract. In two of these scenes, the character crosses a bridge, which also 

conveys an idea of transition and therefore of personal evolution.

The first scene is the briefest one. It takes place after Pingguo’s two consecutive rapes. She was able 

to negotiate with her boss in order to keep her job and hopes this is the end of the story. The young 

woman is first shot sitting on the edge of a bridge crossing one of Beijing’s canals [Figure 1]. She 

appears a bit tired and lost in thought. The shot next cuts to another one of her exiting the bridge and 

[Figure 1] Pingguo on the bridge
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eventually leaving the frame. She seems to have decided to do something after taking some time 

to think about it. And indeed, in the next scene, a pregnancy test reveals that she is pregnant. The 

reflecting surface here, the ‘mirror’ provided by the city, is the water of the canal behind her, where 

she could see herself. However, she turns her back to it and leaves.

The second scene occurs shortly after and precedes the signature of the contract between An Kun 

and Lin Dong. The first shot of the scene presents a very unstable image of the character captured on 

a diagonal axis. The swivelling of the camera reveals that we are in fact looking at a mirror carried 

by some workers [Figure 2]. The Pingguo that is seen in that shot is actually her reflection, as she’s 

walking next to it. When she recognizes herself in the mirror, the young woman starts adjusting a 

lock of her hair and her jacket before looking away, not contemplating herself any further. Right after 

she is finished, the camera swivels, allowing us to understand the unusual nature of the camera angle 

until now. 

The scene next cuts to Pingguo scanning 

the ads plastered on a wall as she looks for a 

clandestine abortion clinic. After writing down 

a phone number on her hand, she keeps walking 

and crosses another bridge. The transition to the 

next shot is abrupt as the character is suddenly 

awakened by the cry of pain of a young girl. 

Pingguo had fallen asleep in the waiting room 

of a clandestine clinic and the patient’s scream brings her back to reality. She gets up and follows 

this young girl who just escaped. She finds her a little further on, furiously tearing off the clinic’s 

advertisements on an electric pole. Noticing Pingguo’s presence, the girl pushes her to the ground 

before running away again. Pingguo gets up but she is too distraught and has to lean on the pole 

to catch her breath. The film’s original soundtrack, a repetitive and dramatic piano rhythm that has 

remained constant up to this point, now takes on a melancholic and slower tone to emphasize the 

character’s emotions on her face as she is filmed in close-up. Her distress is clear as she understands 

that she won’t be able to abort: she doesn’t have enough money to go to a hospital and the illegal 

clinic seems too dangerous for her life.

The third scene comes near the end of the film, after the police, who just arrested An Kun for kidnap-

ping, reveals that he is the real father of the child. Pingguo is reunited with her son but her future is 

now uncertain considering that the contract is consequently broken. She then receives a call from the 

morgue asking her to come and identify the body of her friend Xiao Mei, who previously worked 

[Figure 2] Pingguo catching herself in the mirror
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with her at the salon but ended up working as a prostitute after being fired. The first shot shows the 

back of Pingguo walking slowly in the corridors of the morgue as the camera follows her. The focus 

is on her, which makes her surroundings blurred. In the next shot, a morgue drawer is opened to 

reveal the corpse of her friend. The camera pans back to Pingguo’s face when she is asked to identify 

her. As soon as she nods, the policeman starts to close the body bag, but she interrupts him. The 

camera then moves back down to Xiao Mei and shows Pingguo’s hands gently touching her friend’s 

cheek and removing a lock of hair that has got caught in her mouth. The camera pans back again 

to Pingguo’s face as she asks how Xiao Mei died. The policeman tells her that she was most likely 

robbed and murdered by one of her clients, while he puts the body away for good this time. Once the 

drawer is closed, a close-up shows Pingguo pressing her forehead against the metallic surface of the 

furniture and closing her eyes.

In this last scene, Pingguo encounters two ‘mirrors’. The first one is the corpse of her deceased 

friend Xiao Mei: the back and forth of the camera between their two faces establishes a parallel 

between them. Moreover, Pingguo’s gesture to remove the lock of hair echoes her own in the previous 

wandering scene, which adds the identification of one character with the other. Xiao Mei’s dead 

body constitutes a symbolic mirror and a tragic reminder of their precarious position. As female 

migrant workers in a capitalist and patriarchal 

society, they are the most vulnerable. The death 

of her friend can thus be interpreted as a warning 

of what could happen to her in the future. Finally, 

the second mirror appears as Pingguo leans 

against the morgue’s cabinet in grief and the 

metallic surface reflects a blurred image of her 

pale face [Figure 3]. 

Therefore, in each of these three scenes, the city provides a mirror allowing the character to see 

herself through her own eyes and not through someone else’s, and thus to reflect on her situation. 

As we have seen, there is a linear evolution in Pingguo’s attitude towards the reflecting surfaces she 

encounters. In the first scene, she takes some time to gather her thoughts but turns her back to the 

water, thus unable to see her reflection. In the second scene, she briefly acknowledges her reflection 

in the mirror but is more focused on finding an abortion clinic. Finally, in the third and last scene, 

confronted with her friend’s corpse, she identifies with her and ponders on this connection. 

This evolution mirrors her inner one. At first, she doesn’t do anything. In the second scene, she 

decides to abort, which would jeopardize all the arrangements An Kun and Lin Dong have made 

[Figure 3] Pingguo leaning on the morgue's cabinet
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without her. So, even though she fails to go through with it, this is a definite attempt to reclaim 

control on her body and her future. Finally, in the third scene, she stops the policeman when he tries 

to put her friend’s corpse away. With this gesture, not only does she protest against this man’s lack of 

decency towards the dead woman, but we also witness her succeeding at standing up against a male 

figure for the first time. 

Therefore, each walk slowly leads her to more awareness and more ability to make decisions for 

herself. Like Cléo, who goes from being an object to a subject through her wandering in Paris, 

Pingguo is gradually able to assert herself against what oppresses her. Until now, she has often found 

herself powerless against her husband and employer’s words and actions, but now she finally dares to 

oppose them. After her visit to the morgue, she refuses to go home to her husband when he tries to 

get her and their child, and slams the door in his face. This last gesture establishes a physical separa-

tion between them, and, more importantly, the end of his authority over her. Her developing agency 

culminates with her departure at the end of the film, which thus marks another physical separation 

with every male authority figure in her life. With these three scenes, ‘the liberating possibilities of a 

good walk’, as Elkin says, deeply resonates with Pingguo’s storyline. Furthermore, the other female 

characters also participate in this emancipation process. 

When the contract is broken, Wang Mei divorces her husband and obtains half of their property. Right 

after Pingguo chases her husband out, Wang Mei stops by Pingguo’s room as she is about to leave the 

apartment for good. Even though she previously only treated her as a rival and was even mean to her, 

she sits next to her on the bed and gently takes her hands in her own. The two women remain silent 

but one can feel the emotion when they cry and seemingly resent everything that happened to them. 

After this scene, Pingguo leaves with her child and the contract money previously returned by her 

husband. 

Seeing Xiao Mei’s dead body is a shock to Pingguo, reminding her of how vulnerable she is, but 

the silent communion with Wang Mei is the reassurance she needs. She may not help her in the 

future, but I argue that Wang Mei is the final push she needed to leave. The solidarity between 

women, although brief, is nevertheless crucial for them. Their social background may be different, 

but they share a gendered oppression. As they cry, they both acknowledge the failure of their respec-

tive marriages and the maternity that was forced upon them, since one is infertile while the other was 

raped. In a way, Xiao Mei is sacrificed so that Pingguo can be saved, and Wang Mei shows Pingguo 

the way out, giving her approval by holding her hands. The flâneuse is then not necessarily a lone 

figure, but can find support in other women, exchanging comfort and tears.
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Thanks to these walks and the support of other women, Pingguo is able to resist the oppression 

exerted on her and also undermine how the (mostly male) characters envision her. When she leaves, 

like a flâneuse, she relies on the crowd to escape the eyes of the two men coming after her. 

3. Agency and ‘active vanishing’

Some commentators have rightfully argued that Pingguo is still living in a capitalist and patriar-

chal society and that her departure doesn’t change her situation that much. Indeed, she remains 

vulnerable, even more now with a baby to take care of on her own. However, she takes with her a 

considerable amount of money, and more importantly, the final scene of the film, as I will argue, 

represents another marker of the character’s agency and definitely subverts her systemic oppression.

The final scene begins when the credits start rolling, right after Pingguo’s departure from Lin Dong’s 

apartment. It is divided into two parts: the first is a nearly-one minute long editing of various shots 

of Beijing’s dwellers in the streets or at the train station, and the second shows a highway congested 

with cars filmed from the top of a bridge. A car suddenly stops in the middle of traffic, turns on its 

warning lights, and the two passengers get out to push the vehicle to the side of the road. We are 

then able to identify the two men: Lin Dong and An Kun, most likely brought together to look for 

Pingguo. Soon, the image fades to black as the credits keep on rolling. In this scene, Pingguo is 

missing and thus no longer visible on screen, but as we will see, her absence combined with the car’s 

breakdown has many consequences for the male characters, which can be divided in three layers of 

interpretation.

Firstly, the breakdown of the car suggests that the heroine successfully escaped the two men. Pingguo 

is fleeing on foot while being chased by a car. The two men being physically stopped in their pursuit 

gives her an advantage by allowing her more time to escape. Besides, while most of the scene is shot 

in daylight, the very last shot is shot at night, which means that the two men have spent a substan-

tial amount of time pushing the car. Moreover, as G. Andrew Stuckey has rightly remarked, the car 

represents Lin Dong’s economic power (Stuckey 2018, pp. 106-108). The brand and the type of the 

car indicates his social and economic achievements. It facilitates his actions and movement while 

being a source of envy from An Kun. He uses it to assert his dominance over women while negoti-

ating with Pingguo and Wang Mei by trapping them in the car. The fact that the car fails him when 

he needs it the most then considerably undermines his authority and prestige. Finally, I will add that 

even if the two men have joined forces to find Pingguo, they are nevertheless rendered powerless 

by the car’s breakdown, moving even slower than her, which again highlights the disruption of their 

authority.
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Secondly, the heroine’s departure disrupts the male gaze. In the first part of the scene, every shot 

seems to be taken from a car, which suggests that we are watching through the eyes of Lin Dong 

and An Kun, looking for Pingguo while driving. We are then adopting the point of view of the male 

gaze, the same that repeatedly objectified the heroine. Therefore, the breakdown of the car not only 

interrupts the men’s search but also stops the performance of the male gaze. Without the object of 

their attention—the missing woman—their gaze is subverted. They no longer find satisfaction nor 

pleasure in looking, and now the breakdown prevents them looking any further. In addition, in the 

last shots of the scene, the point of view is reversed: we are now watching the two men from afar. 

The bridge where the camera is set is commonly used by pedestrians to cross the road safely, so we 

could even imagine that this is actually Pingguo’s point of view, watching them trying to manoeuvre 

the car in the middle of a traffic jam and maybe exulting while doing so. Finally, the car ceases to be 

an advantage and becomes a deadweight for the two characters, significantly limiting their range of 

action compared to the rest of the film. They are then no longer a ‘driving force’ of the narrative.

Thirdly, I argue that Pingguo still possesses some agency even though she is invisible on screen. 

Commenting on the ending of another film by Li Yu, Fish and Elephant, Jenn Marie Nunes uses the 

concept of ‘active vanishing’ (original emphasis) to attribute more agency to the absent characters 

(Nunes 2018). Her concept is inspired by both Peggy Phelan and Cheng Meiling’s works. For Phelan, 

the ‘active vanishing’ of a given minority (in her case, women) means choosing to remain invisible. 

She considers invisibility as a mean to subvert the mainstream and to resist being controlled by it 

because, as she says, visibility ‘can mean surveillance and regulation of the representational image 

by dominant cultural producers’ (Nunes 2018, p. 5; Phelan 1993). In other words, invisibility prevents 

any manipulation and domestication from the mainstream not willing to question itself. Meanwhile, 

Cheng Meiling argues that invisibility is only efficient when the absence of a given minority is felt 

(Cheng 1999). Jenn Marie Nunes further elaborates: ‘For invisibility to function as a source of power 

that interferes with the hegemony, it cannot simply mean avoiding surveillance, but must also be 

felt and in a sense “seen” by the dominant culture’ (Nunes 2018, p. 6). Thus, invisibility must still 

be ‘visible’ in a way. Nunes then talks about an active, palpable absence that comes to disrupt the 

mainstream, in her case, heteronormativity.  

Like Nunes did for the lesbian couple in Fish and Elephant, I argue that Pingguo’s departure, which 

renders her invisible on screen, is another marker of her agency. She is no longer visible on screen 

but, in a way, she is still present since the two men are looking for her. They deeply feel her absence, 

and Pingguo’s vanishing is active because she willingly decided to disappear. 

With the departure of both Pingguo and Wang Mei and so their palpable absence, the mainstream, 
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or the privileged position of the two men here, is disrupted. The end of their respective relationships 

marks the end of the men’s influence on their wives, both emotionally and financially as they are now 

independent—a situation hard to achieve for many Chinese women, as research has shown (Li 2015; 

Fincher 2014).7 With Pingguo gone, An Kun and Lin Dong can no longer exploit her and profit from 

her. In the same way, each wife takes with her what represents for each of the men a considerable 

amount of money.

Money has been mostly represented as corrupting in Lost in Beijing. It was always obtained while 

using violence and manipulation to satisfy greed and pride, and, in the end, it doesn’t fulfil the 

characters’ emotional needs. In comparison, when Pingguo takes the contract money, she does so in 

order to sustain herself and her child. In doing so, she reclaims the money made from her exploita-

tion, which is a powerful action. 

Finally, by taking her son with her, Pingguo not only claims to be the best parent to take care of him 

but also interrupts the patrilineal tradition by separating the fathers and their son. Thus, to some 

extent, we can consider that she also interrupts the transmission of patriarchal patterns between men.

In the end, the breakdown of the car following Pingguo’s departure, combined with her absence, 

on the one hand successfully undermines both the male gaze and the male characters’ leading part 

in the narrative, and on the other hand, undeniably subverts the performance of the patriarchal and 

capitalist domination of the female character. The ending of Lost in Beijing thus allows a glimpse of 

hope for Pingguo’s fate. 

In conclusion, the scenes analysed in this paper suggest that Pingguo isn’t a passive character 

subjugated to men, but that her resilience and agency are in fact much stronger than expected. 

Through her walks in Beijing and the reflections she finds there, she gradually stops being the object 

of the looks of the other characters to become a subject who looks and who is able to stand for herself. 

Last but not least, the final scene of Lost in Beijing can be considered as successfully undermining 

the patriarchal structure, whether materially, symbolically, or cinematically.

All translations are the author’s.
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Notes

1 “国内对于女性命运的探究的影片还是太少，女性被过多的男性目光审视，成为被宰割、被操纵的对象 。 ” (Jiang 
2007). 

2  G. Andrew Stuckey’s work in Metacinema in Contemporary Chinese Film (2018), which will be quoted in this article, is one 
notable exception.

3  “我有一种潜在的想法，我想用冰冰的美丽先吸引男性的目光，但是当他们看这部电影的时候不光是看到了这种美丽，要
看到的是整部电影。. . . 观众先被她吸引去看电影，就会得出另外一个不同的判断和感觉。我想让观众看到她美丽之外的
东西。” (Li and Zuo 2014, p. 75).

4  “连亏是的角度都没有，直接就是参与感的” (Yang and Wei 2009, p. 252).
5  After going through censorship, the film was renamed Pingguo for its domestic release, as all mentions to the capital were cut. 
6  ‘La ville agit comme un miroir sur Cléo, ou une carte de tarot, dans laquelle elle voit non pas son avenir, mais elle-même.’ (Elkin 

2019, p. 257). Curiously, this sentence appears in the French edition of Elkin’s book, but not in the first edition in English.
7  Research has shown that women tend to stay in abusive relationships as legal remedies represent little help for them or find 

themselves deprived of most of their assets, besides the stigmatization of being a divorced woman (Li 2015; Fincher 2014).
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