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Comparative Analysis of the Film "Lust, Caution" and the Novel "Lust, Caution" 

 

Abstract 

This article explores the differences between Ang Lee's film "Lust, Caution" and Eileen 

Chang's original novel "Lust, Caution" in terms of narrative focus and character development. 

It specifically analyzes the film's success in depicting patriarchal and collectivist oppression, 

as well as the complexity of the relationship between Mr. Yee and Wang Jiazhi. The comparison 

reveals that the film version, through the addition of background information and detailed 

descriptions, makes Wang Jiazhi's eventual regret more reasonable and inevitable, whereas the 

novel emphasizes the contingency of emotional moments. 

 

Introduction 

Eileen Chang's novel "Lust, Caution" is a classic in modern literature, known for its unique 

perspective and profound psychological portrayal. Ang Lee adapted it into a film, introducing 

significant innovations in visual storytelling and emotional expression. This article provides a 

detailed comparative analysis of the narrative differences, character development, and 

background settings between the film and the novel, exploring their thematic similarities and 

differences. 

 

1. Ang Lee's Cross-Cultural Background 



Ang Lee, a Taiwanese filmmaker settled in the United States, is passionate about expressing 

the differences and conflicts between Eastern and Western cultural concepts in his films, due 

to his cross-cultural background. His films on both Eastern and Western subjects have received 

global recognition, showcasing his exceptional ability to handle these themes and his adeptness 

in expressing both cultures. In "Lust, Caution," Lee further deepens the inner world and 

emotional conflicts of the characters through the contrast between Eastern and Western cultures, 

earning widespread acclaim and high praise in the international film industry. 

 

1.1 Lee's Cinematic Style 

Lee's cinematic style is characterized by his meticulous attention to detail and his ability to 

evoke deep emotional responses from the audience. His adaptation of "Lust, Caution" is no 

different. By incorporating elements of both Chinese and Western filmmaking techniques, Lee 

creates a visually stunning and emotionally compelling narrative that transcends cultural 

boundaries. His use of symbolism, color palettes, and period-accurate set designs enhances the 

storytelling, making the film a rich tapestry of visual and emotional experiences. 

 

1.2 Cultural Nuances and Symbolism 

In the film, Lee employs cultural nuances and symbolism to convey the underlying themes 

of the story. For instance, the use of traditional Chinese music, costumes, and settings helps to 

ground the story in its historical context, while also highlighting the cultural tensions between 

the characters. The recurring motif of the diamond ring, a symbol of both desire and betrayal, 

is used effectively to underscore Wang Jiazhi's internal conflict and eventual regret. 



2. Analysis of Differences between "Lust, Caution" Film and Novel 

 

2.1 Patriarchal and Collectivist Oppression 

Compared to the novel, the film "Lust, Caution" adds more depictions of patriarchal and 

collectivist oppression. By detailing Wang Jiazhi's family background (her father abandoning 

her in England and her house being sold by her aunt) and social background (wartime 

Shanghai/Hong Kong), Ang Lee makes it easier for the audience to understand Wang Jiazhi's 

psychological state and motivations. 

 

2.1.1 Family and Social Background 

In the film, Wang Jiazhi's family background is fleshed out more comprehensively. Her 

father's abandonment and the subsequent sale of her family home by her aunt are depicted in 

a way that highlights the patriarchal structures that shape her life. This added context allows 

the audience to empathize with Wang Jiazhi's decisions and understand the societal pressures 

she faces. 

 

2.1.2 Wartime Shanghai/Hong Kong 

The film's depiction of wartime Shanghai and Hong Kong adds another layer of 

complexity to Wang Jiazhi's character. The chaotic and oppressive atmosphere of these cities 

during the war provides a backdrop that amplifies the sense of urgency and danger in her 

mission. This setting also serves to highlight the collectivist ideology that permeates the 

characters' actions and decisions. 



2.2 Wang Jiazhi's Regret 

In the novel "Lust, Caution," Eileen Chang mentions that Wang Jiazhi's regret is largely 

accidental, mainly stemming from a momentary emotional change when she receives the 

diamond ring. However, the film portrays Mr. Yee's tenderness and Wang Jiazhi's 

psychological struggle, making her regret an inevitable result. Lee's explanation aligns more 

with the audience's expectations of the characters' logical behavior. 

 

2.2.1 Emotional Complexity 

The film delves deeper into the emotional complexity of Wang Jiazhi's character. Her 

internal struggle and the gradual development of her feelings for Mr. Yee are portrayed with 

nuance, making her eventual regret more believable. The diamond ring scene is a pivotal 

moment in the film, symbolizing not just a momentary lapse, but a culmination of her internal 

conflict and emotional turmoil. 

 

2.2.2 Mr. Yee's Tenderness 

Mr. Yee's character is also given more depth in the film. His occasional displays of 

tenderness and vulnerability create a more complex and multi-dimensional antagonist. This 

added complexity makes Wang Jiazhi's emotional attachment to him more plausible, and her 

final act of betrayal more tragic and inevitable. 

 

 

 



2.3 Concretization of the Patriotic Organization 

In the novel, the patriotic organization and leading characters are often vaguely 

mentioned, serving as structural elements to propel the plot forward. In the film, they appear 

as concrete scenes and characters with multiple appearances, no longer just structural 

elements but imbued by the director with clear patriarchal metaphors and collective 

oppression, exerting control and suppression over Wang Jiazhi's individual consciousness and 

behavioral choices. 

 

2.3.1 Visual Representation 

The film's visual representation of the patriotic organization adds a layer of realism and 

immediacy to the story. The organization's meetings, missions, and interactions are depicted 

in detail, showcasing the collective pressure and ideological indoctrination that Wang Jiazhi 

experiences. This concretization helps the audience to grasp the full extent of the 

organization's influence on her actions and decisions. 

 

2.3.2 Patriarchal Metaphors 

Lee uses the patriotic organization as a metaphor for the patriarchal structures that 

dominate Wang Jiazhi's life. The organization's control over her actions and decisions mirrors 

the societal expectations and restrictions imposed on her as a woman. This parallel enhances 

the film's thematic depth, highlighting the intersection of personal and political oppression. 

 

 



2.4 Visual Storytelling and Psychological Depiction 

Unlike the novel, films inherently have a disadvantage in psychological depiction, 

relying only on language, expressions, and actions to compensate. Ang Lee excels in this 

aspect, such as the original scene where Wang Jiazhi sings to Mr. Yee in a Japanese 

restaurant, causing him to tear up, showing a shared sense of "kindred spirits." This level of 

detail in the film compensates for the novel's lack of portrayal of Mr. Yee, enhancing the 

audience's understanding of the characters' emotions. 

 

2.4.1 Cinematic Techniques 

Lee employs various cinematic techniques to convey the psychological states of the 

characters. Close-ups, lighting, and music are used effectively to highlight the emotional 

nuances of the scenes. For example, the dimly lit scenes in the Japanese restaurant create an 

intimate and tense atmosphere, allowing the audience to feel the emotional undercurrents 

between Wang Jiazhi and Mr. Yee. 

 

2.4.2 Emotional Resonance 

The film's visual and auditory elements work together to create a powerful emotional 

resonance. The scene where Wang Jiazhi sings to Mr. Yee is a prime example of this. Her 

voice, the song's lyrics, and Mr. Yee's reaction all combine to convey a deep sense of shared 

loneliness and connection, making their relationship more poignant and believable. 

 

 



2.5 The Relationship Between Wang Jiazhi and Mr. Yee 

Eileen Chang's novel provides limited depiction of Mr. Yee, making it difficult for 

readers to understand why Wang Jiazhi falls in love with him. The female character's motives 

seem inexplicable, causing discomfort for some readers. Ang Lee, by supplementing Wang 

Jiazhi's personal background and the chaotic social background, clarifies her behavioral logic. 

The film also shows Wang Jiazhi's pain under the dual oppression of the drama troupe and the 

Kuomintang secret service through her quarrel with Old Wu. Ultimately, Mr. Yee's affection 

becomes the main reason for her regret, making it easier for the audience to accept her 

choice. 

 

2.5.1 Character Development 

The film provides a more comprehensive development of Mr. Yee's character. His 

background, motivations, and inner conflicts are explored in greater detail, making him a 

more relatable and multi-dimensional character. This development helps to explain Wang 

Jiazhi's attraction to him, as she sees glimpses of vulnerability and humanity beneath his cold 

exterior. 

 

2.5.2 Emotional Dynamics 

The emotional dynamics between Wang Jiazhi and Mr. Yee are portrayed with greater 

depth in the film. Their interactions are filled with tension, ambiguity, and unspoken feelings, 

creating a complex and compelling relationship. The film's portrayal of their evolving 



emotions and the gradual blurring of lines between duty and desire make Wang Jiazhi's final 

decision more understandable and tragic. 

 

Conclusion 

Through comparative analysis, it is evident that Ang Lee's film "Lust, Caution" makes 

significant adjustments in narrative focus and character development, making the story more 

coherent and moving. The film successfully compensates for the novel's lack of 

psychological depiction by adding background information and detailed descriptions, making 

Wang Jiazhi's regret more inevitable and reasonable. This adaptation method not only 

respects the spirit of the original work but also breathes new life into the story. 

 

Ang Lee's cross-cultural background and cinematic expertise allow him to create a film 

that resonates with audiences on multiple levels. By deepening the characters' backgrounds, 

adding visual and emotional complexity, and highlighting the themes of patriarchal and 

collectivist oppression, Lee's adaptation of "Lust, Caution" offers a rich and nuanced 

interpretation of Eileen Chang's novel. This comparative analysis underscores the power of 

film as a medium to enhance and expand upon literary works, creating new dimensions of 

meaning and emotional impact.  
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