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Exploring the Structure of Feeling in China through TV Dramas

Dong Guang Fang, Byung Woo Sohn

Daejeon University, Chungnam National University

This study evaluated the transformation of emotional structures in Chinese society through the
lens of television dramas produced from the 1990s to the 2010s. Amid China’s rapid socio-economic
transitions following the Reform and Opening-Up policy, profound shifts in institutional systems,
values, lifestyles, and emotional orientations occured. This study examined how such changes
are reflected and refracted in the narrative and affective dimensions of contemporary TV dramas.
Grounded in Raymond Williams’ concept of the “structure of feeling,” this research analyzed six
representative dramas, Yearning, Beijingers in New York, Struggle, Dwelling Narrowness, Nothing
But Thirty, and The Bad Kids. Through integrative and paradigmatic analysis, including the application
of Greimas’ actantial model, this study explored how emotions are narratively structured and
ethically mobilized across different periods.

Dramas from the 1990s express the ethics of suppression and adjustment, managing social anxiety
during the transitional era. In the 2000s, emotional structures were marked by the tension between
individual aspiration and the ideology of self-development. By the 2010s, emotions were narrated
through failure, deferral, and rupture, revealing the fragmentation of subjectivity and the instability
of communal bonds.

This research argues that emotions in TV dramas are not merely expressive or psychological
but act as social scripts that mediate collective ethics, political sensibilities, and hegemonic
negotiations. As cultural texts, dramas function as affective sensors of their timescapturing and
organizing the shifting structures of feeling within Chinese society. Through the emotional narratives
of drama, this dissertation offers a critical lens to map the ethical and political textures of China’s
contemporary transformation.

Keywords: Structure of Feeling, Chinese TV Dramas, Social Transformation, Cultural Politics
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