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Abstract: This study examines the history of female representation in Chinese national dance drama, how 
dance education and institutional practices affect gendered performance styles, and audience perceptions 
of traditional and contemporary gender portrayals. According to Confucian gender norms of passive and 
supportive roles, traditional female characters are graceful and moral. Socialist-era female characters were 
more assertive, but state-driven narratives prioritized collective identity over individual autonomy. Dance 
drama gendered narratives are examined qualitatively using feminist theoretical frameworks, historical 
analysis, and performance studies. The sample includes 15 historically significant dance drama scripts, 
six cultural policies, 12 full-length performance recordings, 60 stage photographs, 25 scholarly articles, 
six feminist critiques, seven dance training manuals, and 12 semi-structured interviews with professional 
dancers, choreographers, and educators. Younger audiences and progressive scholars favor feminist 
reinterpretations that challenge tradition, while conventional audiences prefer traditional, decorative female 
roles. Reinterpreting traditional narratives, feminist dance education, and female choreographic agency 
may help Chinese national dance drama portray women more inclusively and dynamically.

Keywords: Gender Representation, Dance Drama, Feminist Theory, Performance Studies, 
Choreographic Agency.
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1. Introduction

Chinese national dance drama’s structure, training methods, and gender portrayals 
have evolved with Chinese educational frameworks and pedagogical developments, 
rooted in cultural storytelling and ideological expression through dance, music, and 
theater. This art form adapts to social and political changes, and its education has 
shaped stage gender roles (Burt, 2022). Institutionalizing dance education in national 
academies and state-endorsed curricula in China has greatly impacted dancers’ training, 
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movement vocabularies, and aesthetic standards, which reinforce or challenge gender 
ideologies. Confucian hierarchy, morality, and discipline shaped Chinese education 
and performance arts. Male dancers learned strength, heroism, and leadership, while 
females learned grace, restraint, and obedience. Early dance education confined 
national dance drama female characters to roles of daughters, wives, and sacrificial 
heroines. Confucian dance aesthetics and pedagogy reinforced performance arts 
gender roles (Kirk, 2021; Spies, 2020). 

The fall of the imperial system and educational reform movements that modernized 
artistic training changed early 20th-century Chinese dance pedagogy. The 1919 May 
Fourth Movement promotes intellectual renewal and social change, influencing education, 
including dance (Guo, 2024). National modernization introduced Western dance, theater, 
and feminist discourses that challenged gender norms to dance education (Steinberg, 
2024). The growth of formal dance schools gave women more opportunities in the arts, 
but curricula still emphasized delicate, graceful movements for women and commanding, 
dynamic gestures for men. Female dancers gained stage visibility and agency but were 
still expected to perform within aesthetic and ideological boundaries, creating a complex 
dance education negotiation between tradition and modernity (Backer, 2020). Chinese 
national dance drama’s pedagogical evolution reflected the ideological tensions of 
the time, when education was both a tool for progress and a way to preserve cultural 
heritage, particularly gender representation (Berry, 2021).

Chinese dance education changed drastically to promote socialist and nationalistic 
goals after the 1949 Communist takeover. Government-funded dance schools promoted 
collectivism, ideological discipline, and fitness (Cronin, 2022). Dance drama turned 
ornamental women into revolutionary heroines who sacrificed for the Communist 
cause. Dance was disciplined and unified by emphasizing athleticism, strength, and 
synchronized movement, reflecting this ideological shift. To represent nation-building, 
female dancers had to perform physically demanding roles. Gender equality in 
performance arts was achieved, but state-imposed narratives shaped dance education, 
placing women in revolutionary archetypes rather than artistic autonomy (Chen, 2022), 
Since gender performance was ideologically driven, national dance academies used 
female roles in dance drama to advance politics (Duffy, 2021; Klein, 2020).

After Mao, China’s economic reform and globalization changed dance education 
again to reflect social and cultural changes. International dance forms, feminist theories, 
and contemporary art shaped national dance drama training and performance. Multiple 
movement training methods allowed schools to experiment choreographically and 
thematically. At the time, scholars and artists questioned how dance education reinforced 
gender norms. Although fluid and expressive, modern dance pedagogy maintained gender 
roles. National dance academies taught men strength, assertiveness, and technical 
mastery and women elegance, emotional expression, and beauty. Dance education 
maintained gender norms despite social progress (Mandradjieff, 2021; Sandlos, 2020).

Educational policies influence gender training in national dance drama through role 
distribution, movement aesthetics, and costume symbolism. Previous government 
policies on artistic education have shaped national dance drama narratives, often 
aligning them with state ideology and cultural preservation (Klein, 2020). Dance 
schools limit feminist reinterpretations and female agency by maintaining gender roles. 
Precision, discipline, and classical form training maintain Chinese national dance 
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drama’s gendered aesthetic. Dancers’ foundational training shapes their art, even as 
modern productions show women more positively. Gendered movement vocabularies 
in dance education have maintained gender norms, making national dance drama 
binaries difficult to break (Risner, 2023).

Despite these institutional barriers, modern Chinese dance education embraces 
gender diversity and reinterpretation. Youth dancers, educators, and choreographers 
want a more flexible movement style and character development pedagogy. Progressive 
artists and feminist scholars want dance curriculum reforms to challenge gender 
stereotypes and reflect changing gender identity and representation. In some modern 
dance schools, feminist theory, postcolonial perspectives, and global performance 
practices are studied alongside traditional Chinese dance. They demonstrate a 
growing awareness that dance education must adapt to society and gender equality 
discussions. Institutional structures, cultural traditions, and audience expectations 
continue to shape how gender is taught, performed, and interpreted in Chinese 
national dance drama, making the transition to inclusive dance pedagogy gradual 
and contested (Felice, Alaoui, & Mackay, 2021). National dance drama gender roles 
and ideology are shaped by Chinese dance education. Dance pedagogy has evolved 
from Confucian morality to socialist revolutionary discipline and contemporary feminist 
reinterpretations, reflecting sociopolitical changes that have affected women in 
performance arts. Educational policies, institutional training frameworks, and artistic 
curricula promote gendered movement aesthetics, demonstrating how dance education 
can preserve and change culture. Modern dance education values gender diversity 
and artistic autonomy, but historical pedagogy shapes national dance drama’s portrayal 
of women. Dance education’s ongoing negotiation between tradition and progress 
shows the complex relationship between institutional training, gender representation, 
and artistic expression, making it important for performance scholars and feminist 
theorists studying gender in Chinese cultural performance.

2. Feminist Theoretical Framework & Historical Analysis

2.1. History and Feminist Theory
Feminist dance drama depicts gender through movement, storytelling, and 

aesthetics, while feminist critiques of performance challenge femininity stereotypes 
and examine how art reinforces gender ideologies. Women in dance drama follow 
cultural norms, according to historical educational theories and dance pedagogy. 
Feminist stage representation examines power dynamics, institutional influences on 
female identities, and dance education’s gendered movement aesthetics and roles. An 
intersectional feminist lens is needed to examine how political, racial, and class factors 
have shaped Chinese national dance drama’s gender representation and pedagogy. 
Confucian, socialist, and modern pedagogical reforms shape dance academies’ 
gender-normative training (Wirth, 2021). The Confucian morality, discipline, and gender 
hierarchy curriculum included traditional dance. Men learned strength, leadership, 
and heroism from early dance training, while women learned grace, obedience, and 
morality. Female dancers learned Confucian submission and support.  

Women learned grace and restraint in early dance schools. Elite women, rustic 
heroines, and revolutionary fighters starred in gender-based Chinese national dance 
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drama. Intersectional feminism shows how these education and performance structures 
reinforced multi-layered oppression by giving elite female dancers refined, expressive 
training and lower-class dancers physically demanding or folk-based dance forms 
(Harrington, 2020). Republicans introduced Western education and feminism to Chinese 
dance schools. Early 20th-century Chinese dance dramas had more complex female 
characters due to instruction and performance changes. Feminist philosophy and 
international art influenced progressive educational methods that expanded female 
dancers’ artistic scope only in elite academic circles (Meneau, 2020). Boys learned 
power, agility, and technique, while girls learned softness, elegance, and emotion. 
Formal dance education was available to women, but performances reflected historical 
femininity (Hill, 2023).  

State-run dance schools promoted nationalism and ideology during the Communist 
era and 1949 socialist education system. The state took over dance academies and 
redesigned national dance drama programs for socialist gender equality. Women 
learned difficult choreography that reflected revolution and collectivism, not grace 
and submissiveness. Dance education under state control required brave, resilient, 
and nationalistic women revolutionaries (Girdwood, 2022). To match Communist 
gender narratives on stage, the Beijing Dance Academy and other state-sponsored 
performance troupes trained female dancers in military-style precision and ideological 
discipline. Dance training featured The Red Detachment of Women, which honored 
female Communist Revolution soldiers and promoted socialism (Burke, 2024). Though 
gender-inclusive, dance pedagogy limited female artistic agency. Contrary to gender 
equality ideology, women in education had to follow state-driven narratives rather 
than express themselves (Franko & Vallejos, 2023).  

Post-Mao economic reforms and globalization changed Chinese dance education 
again. Global dance interest led China’s schools to add ballet, contemporary dance, and 
modern feminist discourse. Teachers used more expressive movement vocabulary to 
challenge female dancers’ rigid roles. Despite pedagogical advances, national dance 
drama still emphasized graceful, decorative, and emotionally expressive female figures 
while giving male dancers more commanding roles. Current dance curricula include 
gendered movement aesthetics, suggesting feminist reinterpretation has not eliminated 
Chinese performance arts hierarchies. Globalization and feminism have confused 
dance education’s gender role. As dance schools modernize, feminist scholars and 
progressive educators Globalization and feminism have confused dance education’s 
gender role. As dance schools modernize, feminist scholars and progressive educators 
encourage gender-challenging pedagogy. Youth choreographers and educators want to 
make dance more inclusive by changing gender-based movement style categorization. 
Feminist dance theory lets women try new moves and characters. Equitable gender 
education and performance in national dance drama is gradual due to institutions, 
state policies, and audience expectations encourage gender-challenging pedagogy. 
Youth choreographers and educators want to make dance more inclusive by changing 
gender-based movement style categorization. Feminist dance theory lets women try 
new moves and characters. Equitable gender education and performance in national 
dance drama is gradual due to institutions, state policies, and audience expectations.

Finally, Chinese dance education’s emphasis on gender-based movement 
vocabularies, role assignments, and aesthetic expectations shapes national dance 
drama gender representation. Dance education has influenced Chinese social change 
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from Confucianism to socialism and feminism. Although contemporary dance education 
uses more progressive gender training methods, historical pedagogical methods still 
shape performance norms, making it difficult to break down traditional femininity and 
masculinity. Traditional educational models and modern feminist theories debate the 
complex relationship between dance education, gender representation, and artistic 
expression, emphasizing the need for pedagogical reforms to promote inclusivity and 
artistic agency in Chinese national dance drama.
2.2. Dance Drama Female Representation and Educational Influence  

Chinese national dance drama performers’ internalized and expressed gender 
identities are shaped by dance academies. Technical and cultural dance instruction 
fosters gender norms. Women learn grace, delicacy, and emotional sensitivity early 
on, while men learn strength, assertiveness, and heroism. These aesthetic differences 
affect dance drama female character choreography and performance. Scheduled dance 
classes teach gender-appropriate performance. Fluid, restrained, and ornamental 
female dancer roles promote cultural beauty and modesty. Men are strong and 
controlled dancers. Even though some modern dance institutions encourage gendered 
movement style flexibility, traditional aesthetics still shape women’s roles in national 
dance drama (Koeleman, 2021; Lerner, 2022; Norrıs, 2023).  

Cultural narratives in dance education promote gender representation in performance. 
Students internalize historical and mythological themes from dance dramas. Historical 
and mythological dance dramas feature virtuous women who love and sacrifice. 
Even in modern productions with more fluid gender roles, dance training reinforces 
traditional narratives, making it hard to break away. Dance education reinforces 
or challenges gender norms. The role assignments, aesthetic expectations, and 
movement training of dance teach women grace and emotional expression and men 
strength and dominance. Progressive pedagogy that allows fluid movement, diverse 
character portrayals, and feminist reinterpretations in performance arts can challenge 
these norms. Understanding how gender ideologies are embedded helps explain this. 
Through symbolism and gendered movement, dance dramas shape women. Stage 
design, costumes, and body language reinforce or subvert femininity. Elegant, fragile, 
and ornate dance drama female costumes enhance cultural grace. Style, fabric, and 
color affect gender. Stage design and choreography reinforce gender hierarchies 
by show women as passive and dependent on men. Dance drama affects audience 
views of femininity and power beyond the story, as shown in these images (Dickson, 
2022; Madison & Chatterjee, 2022; Weist & Jackson, 2021).  

Popular historical and mythical female roles in national dance drama are shaped by 
Chinese dance training. Female dancer training and cultural narratives shape Mulan, 
a symbol of female strength and resistance. Like national dance drama’s idealized filial 
piety, sacrifice, and duty, traditional dance education taught women grace, restraint, 
and selflessness. Fluidity, softness, and ornamentation in dance academies limited 
female dancers’ physicality and narrative authority. Period concubines, empresses, 
and warrior women performed, but gendered training maintained aesthetics. Chinese 
dance was meant to reflect Confucian morality, not art. Early female dance training 
emphasized body control, discipline, and femininity, making dancers delicate and 
attractive rather than expressive. More technical and physically demanding training 
gave male dancers power, speed, and narrative leadership movement vocabulary. 
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Even as powerful historical or mythical figures, female dancers were submissive 
and virtue-filled. Despite changing gender roles in dance narratives, this educational 
structure limited female choreography, movement, and artistic interpretation (Backer, 
2020; Franko & Vallejos, 2023).

The mid-20th century socialist dance education reform Communistized dance 
academies. Female characters’ military-inspired dance in The Red Detachment 
Women transformed dance training. Despite moving away from passive, decorative 
female roles, state ideology limited dance education’s feminist expression. Instead 
of challenging gender norms, women learned revolutionary resilience, discipline, and 
nationalism for the collective narrative. As dance schools standardised training, gender-
specific training shaped female and male dancers’ stage presence. Choreographic 
leadership, directorial authority, and narrative control were mostly male, but women 
were expected to perform controlled, disciplined movements that symbolized national 
strength (Connell, 2022; Flønes, 2023). Both modern and traditional dance training is 
gendered. Modern dance education’s aesthetic and expressive roles for women are 
challenged by contemporary movement vocabulary. Modern Chinese dance academies 
like the Beijing Dance Academy and Shanghai Theatre Academy give female performers 
more freedom by blending classical Chinese dance with ballet, contemporary dance, 
and experimental choreography. Modern dance training emphasizes strength and 
expression over grace and beauty, allowing female dancers to explore roles beyond 
submissiveness and nationalism (Kirk, 2021; Spies, 2020).

Despite these advances, dance curricula still teach female dancers aestheticized 
movement styles that emphasize softness and expressiveness, while male dancers 
dominate roles that require strength, technical mastery, and choreographic complexity 
Girls rarely choreograph, direct, or explore movement in dance schools (Harrington, 
2020; Norrıs, 2023). Comparing traditional and contemporary dance education shows 
the gradual shift in gender representation in performance. Finally, educational structures 
that shape movement training, role distribution, and gendered aesthetics continue to 
shape stage representations in modern Chinese national dance drama productions, 
which have reinterpreted female roles from a feminist perspective Historical pedagogy 
shapes Chinese performance arts dance narratives and gender embodiment.

3. Research Methodology

This qualitative study examines Chinese national dance drama female roles using 
dance education history, feminist theory, and historical analysis. It examines how 
dance pedagogy, institutional curricula, and government policies have maintained or 
challenged gender norms in performance arts. How education has shaped female 
character is examined using feminist theories and historical, visual, and textual sources? 
Triangulation is used to interpret how dance training methods shaped movement 
aesthetics, role assignments, and gendered artistic expression in national dance drama.
3.1. Research Design

This study examines how training methods, institutional curricula, and pedagogical 
traditions have shaped Chinese national dance drama women’s representation using 
interpretative historical analysis and feminist theory. It examines how structured training, 
role assignments, and performance aesthetics have reinforced or challenged gender 
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roles in dance education and how historical pedagogical changes affected artistic 
expression. Female imagery in dance drama is contextualized and examined over 
time using multiple qualitative methods. The study uses a constructivist approach to 
acknowledge that historical events, political ideologies, cultural norms, and educational 
frameworks influence gender representation in performance arts. Feminist interpretations 
show how artistic expression affects gender roles and how modern performances 
reflect this. Female character representation, gender norms, and feminist discourse 
in Chinese dance drama are examined in detail. 

Qualitative research tools like NVivo for thematic coding, visual content analysis 
for performance recordings, images, and stage designs, and document analysis of 
historical scripts and academic critiques ensure a structured and in-depth analysis. 
With a fixed sample size, the study analyzes 15 significant dance drama scripts, six 
cultural policies and official records, twelve full-length performance recordings, and 
sixty stage photographs to examine female character portrayal throughout history. 
These materials show how political and cultural changes affect female representation. 

Since dance education shapes artistic depictions of femininity, the study reviews 
seven official dance training manuals and five structured curriculum documents from 
major dance academies. Twelve semi-structured interviews with dance educators, 
choreographers, and professional performers discuss institutional and artistic 
gender discourses in dance drama. National archives, university research centers, 
and institutional repositories provide credible and accurate archived documents. 
Academic performance databases, official theater archives, and recognized dance 
institutions provide reliable performance recordings and photographs for analysis. 
Feminist theory can explain how educational structures, pedagogies, and policies have 
shaped gender roles in Chinese national dance drama. Traditional dance education 
reinforces gender binaries by teaching men and women different movement styles and 
roles. Feminist theory can examine how cultural, political, and ideological influences 
on dance education maintained or challenged gender hierarchies. Dance academy 
materials and curricula from official dance conservatories demonstrate how education 
reinforces or challenges gender roles. 

A standardized protocol ensures thematic consistency, qualitative depth, and firsthand 
accounts of gender portrayal in Chinese national dance drama in semi-structured 
interviews. Data-collection methods This study analyzes Chinese national dance drama 
female representation using archival, visual, and textual data. Historical scripts, official 
records, cultural policies, and academic studies show how political movements like 
the Republican, Communist, and contemporary eras have shaped gender portrayals 
in traditional Chinese performing arts. Institutional curricula, pedagogical reforms, and 
government dance training policies are examined in this study, not gendered narratives. 
The study supports the journal’s focus on historical education and policy development 
by examining how state-directed educational policies shaped Chinese national dance 
drama movement vocabularies, role assignments, and artistic instruction.

Visual analysis analyzes femininity in performances, photos, costumes, and stage 
elements to shape gendered narratives. Costume symbolism and stage positioning 
create female imagery, while choreography and motion define male and female roles. 
Dance drama gender representation is examined in feminist critiques, scholarly 
discussions, and performance reviews. Reviewing 25 scholarly articles, critical 
essays, and contemporary feminist critiques on dance education examines public 
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reception, academic interpretations, and gender-based institutional influences. The 
training manuals and structured curricula of major dance academies are examined 
to determine how dance education genders performances. 

Chinese national dance drama female characters are examined using interpretative 
historical analysis and feminist theoretical critique in a qualitative study. The research 
examines how cultural, political, and artistic changes have shaped gendered narratives 
using historical, textual, visual, and institutional data. Gender representation is examined 
through archived scripts, cultural policies, performance recordings, scholarly critiques, 
dance training manuals, and qualitative interviews with dance professionals. NVivo 
thematic coding is used to categorize and interpret key female representation patterns 
in Chinese national dance drama, including choreography, costume symbolism, 
stage positioning, and narrative roles. This study uses intersectional and postcolonial 
feminism to reveal gender representation’s ideological structures and critically examine 
performance arts, education, and cultural discourse in contemporary China.
3.2. Data Analysis Method 

Thematic analysis identifies patterns, themes, and ideological structures shaping Chinese 
national dance drama’s representation of women. NVivo software is employed to code, 
categorize, and interpret qualitative data, following a structured three-step process. First, 
all textual, archival, and visual data are systematically organized and imported into NVivo 
for thematic clustering. The data is coded based on themes related to gender, history, 
power, and performance aesthetics. Education and dance pedagogy coded to represent 
the study’s focus on historical curricula, institutional training, and educational practices. 
Dance education, pedagogical institutions, and policy-driven training studied alongside 
gender, history, power, and performance aesthetics. This offers a thorough analysis of 
how dance instruction reinforced gender roles, curricular revisions altered movement 
patterns, and educational policies molded national dance drama gendered training. 
Educational theories, institutional pedagogy, and historical curricula supported the journal’s 
focus on education policy and dance training history. Second, patterns and relationships 
between historical influences and gender portrayals are identified, categorizing findings 
into predefined theoretical constructs and emerging themes from the data. Lastly, cross-
analysis of different sources ensures validation and provides multiple layers of evidence 
supporting the historical influences on female portrayals in dance drama. 

Three-step thematic analysis using NVivo:
•	 Step 1: Organizing and clustering data into thematic groups.
•	 Step 2: Coding themes related to gender, history, power, and performance aesthetics.
•	 Step 3: Cross-referencing findings for validation and historical influence assessment.

Coding-theme analysis helps to establish themes derived from the data, with 
categories based on theoretical frameworks and emerging findings. Key themes include 
traditional feminine archetypes, focusing on Confucian representations of women, 
political feminism, analyzing the portrayal of revolutionary heroines in Communist-era 
dance drama, contemporary gender shifts, examining modern productions negotiating 
feminism and tradition, and dance education and gender socialization, assessing how 
training institutions reinforce or challenge traditional femininity. These code clusters 
help explain how performance narratives, artistic choices, and institutional training 
shape gender roles. 
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3.3. Research Framework 
This study examines how historical, cultural, and educational influences shape gender 

representation in Chinese national dance drama from intersectional and postcolonial 
feminist perspectives, as shown in Figure 1. Intersectional feminism explores how 
gender, class, and cultural identity intersect to define female representation, assessing 
how political periods prioritize or marginalize female narratives and how women from 
diverse backgrounds are depicted in dance drama. Postcolonial feminism provides 
insight into how dance drama negotiates tradition and modernity in gender portrayals, 
how globalization impacts female representation, and how historical legacies and 
cultural nationalism influence female characterization. 

Figure 1: Research Flowchart.

4. Data Analysis and Critical Evaluation

History, culture, and education have shaped Chinese national dance drama gender 
representation in this section. Feminist theoretical frameworks, thematic coding, archival 
data, performance recordings, and dance training manuals examine gender roles in 
choreography, costume symbolism, and stage positioning. Female representation 
across political eras is compared using history, audience, and institutions. Qualitative 
and empirical data assess how dance education and artistic traditions reinforce or 
challenge gender norms.
4.1. Data Collection, and Historical Context

Table 1: Data Collection, Sample Size, and Source Verification.
Data Type Source Sample Size Verification Method

Archival Scripts Historical dance drama scripts 15 Cross-referenced with cultural archives
Cultural Policies Government and institutional records 6 Validated with official government documents
Performance 
Recordings

Traditional, revolutionary, and contemporary 
productions 12 Reviewed against publicly available and 

institutional records
Scholarly Articles Peer-reviewed journals and critical essays 25 Confirmed through peer-reviewed sources
Dance Training 
Manuals Dance academies and conservatories 7 Obtained from accredited dance institutions

This study’s qualitative data is genuine according to the Data Collection, Sample 
Size, and Source Verification table 1. Archival scripts, cultural policies, performance 
recordings, scholarly publications, dance training manuals, and expert interviews 
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illuminate Chinese national dance drama female representation. We selected sources 
based on historical significance, institutional trustworthiness, and scholarly relevance. 
Category sample sizes were chosen to maximize thematic richness and feasibility to 
ensure a balanced dataset that includes historical evolution, visual representation, 
theoretical arguments, and performers’ and educators’ lived experiences. To ensure 
data credibility, materials have been cross-referenced with official archives, vetted 
with institutional records, confirmed through peer-reviewed sources, and triangulated 
using several qualitative interviews. This rigorous cross-verification ensures empirical 
validation, reducing prejudice and misinterpretation. Archival scripts and cultural 
policies show how state narratives and historical discourses have shaped dance drama 
gender representation, while performance recordings and visual documentation show 
femininity on stage. Scholarship and critical essays contextualize these findings within 
feminism and performance studies, providing theoretical frameworks for interpretation. 
Dance manuals and expert interviews demonstrate how dance education reinforces or 
challenges gender stereotypes pedagogically and institutionally. A rigorous, triangulated 
data verification method ensures a complete, historically informed, and theoretically 
grounded gender representation study in Chinese national dance drama.

Table 2: Evolution of Female Representation in Chinese National Dance Drama.
Historical 

Period
Characteristics of Female 

Representation
Political and Social 

Influence Impact on Dance Drama

Traditional Era
Confucian ideals, virtuous and 
obedient women, passive roles, 
emphasis on family duties.

Strong Confucian patriarchal 
values, reinforcement of 
submissive and moralistic 
female roles.

Female characters depicted as 
delicate, graceful, and emotionally 
restrained; performance aesthetics 
reinforced femininity.

Revolutionary 
Era

Maoist influence, revolutionary 
heroines, socialist feminism, 
women as active participants in 
national struggle.

State-driven gender equality 
policies, propaganda 
emphasizing women’s role in 
revolution and labor force.

Choreography emphasized physical 
strength, military precision, and 
ideological devotion, breaking 
traditional feminine aesthetics.

Post-Reform 
Era

Complex female narratives, 
negotiation between tradition 
and modernity, feminist 
reinterpretations, women 
portrayed with individual agency.

Globalization, modern 
feminist movements, 
evolving social norms and 
reinterpretations of traditional 
gender roles.

Blended choreographic styles, 
balancing grace with strength; 
narratives incorporate personal 
struggle, emotional depth, and self-
realization.

The evolution of female representation in Chinese national dance drama table shows 
how political, social, and historical changes in China have shaped gender roles in 
performance arts. Cultural values, political ideologies, and artistic conventions shaped 
femininity in the Traditional, Revolutionary, and Post-Reform Eras as shown in Table 2. In 
the Traditional Era, Confucian virtue, obedience, and family duty made women passive, 
moral, and domesticated. Dance dramas’ delicate movements, restrained emotions, 
and graceful aesthetics reinforced social femininity. Patriarchal society limited women’s 
roles in dance drama. Dance drama idealized female characters as virtue symbols 
rather than independent individuals due to patriarchal structures and rigid moral codes.

To educate women for national dance theatre roles, Maoist theory and communist 
feminism transformed dance education throughout the Revolution in Table 2. For 
revolutionary heroes, the state replaced grace, restraint, and decorative movement with 
severe training for female dancers. Militarized choreography in dance academies and 
state-run institutions taught women discipline, resilience, and ideology. Dance education 
was intended to empower girls and promote collectivism over passion and expression 
through political propaganda. Although this changed, state ideology dominated schooling, 
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limiting physically powerful female roles to revolutionary messaging rather than feminist 
expression. The emphasis on ideological training over creative originality hindered 
female dancers’ gender independence. State-mandated training programs dictated 
movement vocabularies and choreographic frameworks, linking women in dance teaching 
to nationalist themes. Globalisation, modern feminism, and sociopolitics shaped dance 
education rules after Post-Reform. Female dancers gained liberty, self-realization, and 
emotional depth through expressive movement vocabulary. Modern dance training 
allowed women to combine technique and creativity, unlike revolutionary collectivism. 
Unlike ideological representations of women as rebels, choreographic education united 
modern femininity’s beauty and drive. Chinese national dance drama teaching balances 
gender aesthetics with feminist reinterpretations. Though dance schools no longer follow 
strict ideological requirements, obsolete pedagogy affects gender teaching. Modern 
curricula reflect past educational policies, ideological training, and gendered movement 
teaching, illustrating the complex relationship between tradition, state ideology, and 
shifting perspectives on female representation in dance education.

Figure 2: Gender Representation Trends in Different Political Eras.

Historical dance education curricula, pedagogical frameworks, and institutional training 
methods changed Chinese national dance drama feminine archetypes (Figure 2). Dance 
education policies and training affected female dancers’ choreography, expression, and 
agency. Confucian gendered dance prepared daughters to be obedient, virtuous wives, 
and selfless mothers. Dance taught gracefulness and emotional control, while Confucian 
morality promoted passivity and humility. Dance education limited women to ornamental 
and supportive roles without emphasising strength, assertiveness, or independence, 
so only 5% of parts had feminist or revolutionary heroines. The Revolutionary Era saw 
Maoist thought and socialist educational reforms recreate national dance training systems, 
revolutionizing dance pedagogy. State-run dance academies taught female dancers 
militaristic and physically demanding moves, reducing femininity by 30%. Because 
female actresses had to be strong, persistent, and ideologically committed to official 
narratives supporting gender equality in labor, the military, and politics, revolutionary 
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heroines played 80% of roles. Athleticism, discipline, and synchronized dance helped 
women develop under Communism. State ideology limited women’s performance arts 
roles, favoring political propaganda over feminist expression despite dance education 
changes.

Globalization and dancing education rules increased modern feminist roles by 50% 
in the Post-Reform Era, while conventional femininity fell to 10% and revolutionary 
heroines fell to 40% as China moved beyond communist brainwashing. Modern 
feminist discourse and global performance techniques shaped dance education’s new 
movement vocabulary that emphasized female agency, self-expression, and individuality. 
Traditional and modern training allows female dancers to explore identity, emotional 
depth, and personal struggles without repeating Confucian or socialist tropes. Table 
2 shows how dance education has changed gender representation in national dance 
drama, including the decline of passive, submissive female roles, state-controlled 
gender portrayals, and feminist training methods. Historical curricula and institutional 
training frameworks affect Chinese national dance drama’s portrayal of women.
4.2. Thematic Coding and Feminist Theoretical Application

This study organizes Chinese national dance drama gender representation using 
feminist theory and thematic coding. Traditional dance curriculum, revolutionary-era 
training reforms, modern pedagogical modifications, and institutional policies impacting 
gendered movement instruction are characterized by NVivo-based thematic analysis. From 
Confucian morality to socialist ideology and modern interdisciplinary methods, historical 
dance education regulated role allocations, movement vocabularies, and artistic expression. 
The study examines archival records, training manuals, and institutional curriculum to 
show how education policies and pedagogical models have affected Chinese dance 
training, altering artistic techniques and dancer agency. Intersectional and postcolonial 
feminist perspectives are then applied to these themes to better understand how gender 
identity is constructed, negotiated, and reinterpreted in different historical and political 
contexts. Postcolonial feminism questions tradition and modernity, nationalist discourse, 
and global influences on female portrayals, while intersectional feminism addresses 
how gender, class, and cultural identity affect women’s representation across political 
periods and social hierarchies. This combined theoretical lens examines dance narratives’ 
ideological structures and power dynamics in Chinese performance arts’ portrayal of 
women, allowing critical analysis of femininity’s transformation from passive to dynamic, 
multi-dimensional identities.

Table 3 indicates how historical dance education frameworks, institutional training 
techniques, and pedagogical strategies shaped Chinese national dance drama movement 
aesthetics, role assignments, and artistic expression. The chart stresses how education 
policies affected dance training, affecting performer agency and artistic development, 
not gender narratives. Traditional Confucian dance training taught female dancers 
graceful, decorative movement for passive, supportive roles. By emphasising aesthetic 
refinement and emotional restraint, early dance teaching reinforced gendered movement 
vocabulary that limited female artistic agency. During Maoist reforms, state-run dance 
colleges taught women militaristic steps for revolutionary narratives. Educational policies 
emphasized ideological roles over feminist expression, even with strong heroines. After 
reform, contemporary dance, multimodal training, and feminist perspectives expanded 
movement diversity and female agency in dance education. Gendered training frameworks 
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and inadequate female choreographic leadership effect dance education. Modern dance 
curricula change, yet historical educational traditions determine national dance drama’s 
femininity and masculinity.

Table 3: Thematic Coding of Female Representation in Dance Drama (NVivo Analysis).
Thematic Category Description Representation in Dance Drama

Traditional 
Dance Education 
Frameworks

Confucian and early pedagogical models 
emphasizing discipline, grace, and moral instruction 
for female dancers, restricting movement styles to 
delicate, ornamental performances.

Female roles confined to passive, 
decorative figures; restricted movement 
vocabularies emphasizing purity and 
emotional restraint.

Revolutionary-Era 
Training Reforms

State-controlled dance education aligning 
with socialist ideology, integrating physical 
rigor, synchronized movement, and ideological 
discipline into female dancer training.

Strong, assertive choreography; women 
trained as revolutionary heroines 
embodying collectivist ideals but with 
restricted artistic independence.

Contemporary 
Pedagogical Shifts

Modernized curricula blending classical Chinese 
dance with ballet, contemporary movement, and 
global influences, allowing for greater flexibility 
in gender expression.

Hybrid of traditional grace and modern 
strength; female dancers given more 
expressive agency, but historical gendered 
training persists.

Educational and 
Institutional Influence

Institutionalized dance training methods, 
historical policy frameworks dictating role 
assignments, limited female choreographic 
agency, evolving curricula adapting feminist 
perspectives and interdisciplinary training.

Structured movement instruction shaping 
artistic expression; educational policies 
influencing gendered dance aesthetics; 
evolving pedagogy expanding choreographic 
opportunities for female performers.

Figure 3: NVivo Hierarchical Thematic Coding Network.

Figure 3 links major gender representation themes in Chinese national dance 
drama. The picture shows how structurally related subthemes are to four main themes: 
Traditional Feminine Archetypes, Political Feminism, Contemporary Gender Shifts, 
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and Educational & Institutional Influence. The Educational & Institutional Influence 
category should be the main focus because historical dance education frameworks, 
pedagogical modifications, and institutional limits established gendered movement 
aesthetics and role allocations. Dance education history may reveal how training and 
institutions created Traditional Feminine Archetypes, Political Feminism, and Gender 
Shifts. This method combines national dance drama with dance teaching. Historical, 
ideological, and institutional contexts influence female portrayals. Confucian morality, 
submissiveness, and family responsibility are traditional feminine archetypes. Female 
characters are moral, obedient, and calm. Confucian ideals, submissive women, and 
sacrificing mothers strengthen dance dramas’ passive, secondary roles for women. 
Beautiful choreography and symbolic costume emphasize female vulnerability and 
morality. In contrast, Political Feminism represents Maoism’s revolutionary change in 
female roles. Women joined socialist and nationalist groups. Revolutionary Heroines, 
State-Driven Gender Equality, and Women in Nationalist Movements show how women 
became intellectual revolutionaries. This shift was exhibited in dance performances 
with physically demanding routines and storylines about women in work, military, and 
political campaigns. Current Gender Shifts categories reflect feminist reinterpretations 
of female roles. Woman are strong, complex, and emotional. In contemporary dance 
theater, Modern Empowered Female Figures, Dual-Role Identities, and Feminist 
Reinterpretations examine personal difficulties, self-identity, and career aspirations. 
Their depictions transcend beyond moralistic or ideological history. Modern and 
traditional movements balance gender roles and culture. Chinese national dance 
theater’s historical curriculum, governmental laws, and institutional training frameworks 
have reinforced gendered movement aesthetics and roles. Gendered training should 
be linked to Traditional Feminine Archetypes, Political Feminism, and Contemporary 
Gender Shifts to demonstrate how education perpetuated or challenged gendered 
narratives. Early dance instruction was inspired by Confucian morality, socialist 
curricula redefined female movement training through state oversight, and modern 
multidisciplinary dance education featured feminist ideology. Examine choreographic 
leadership and institutional restrictions on female dancers’ agency to see how 
education affects role distribution and movement vocabulary. These relationships must 
be developed to understand how formal dance instruction changed and preserved 
gender roles in performing arts. 

Table 4: Feminist Theoretical Framework in Dance Drama.
Feminist 

Perspective Core Focus Application in Dance Drama Impact on Female 
Representation

Intersectional 
Feminism

Analyzing how gender, class, 
and ethnicity intersect in dance 
drama; examining layered 
oppression and privilege.

Examines how womenâ€™s roles 
vary across different social classes 
and ethnic backgrounds; highlights 
disparities in representation.

Reveals how intersectional identities 
influence choreography, costuming, 
and role assignments; emphasizes 
the need for inclusive narratives.

Postcolonial 
Feminism

Exploring the balance between 
tradition and modernity; 
analyzing the influence of 
nationalism and globalization 
on female representation.

Studies how traditional Chinese 
cultural elements blend with 
modern performance styles; 
evaluates how colonial legacies 
shape gender portrayals.

Demonstrates how dance dramas 
reflect national identity and 
evolving gender roles; highlights 
the negotiation between cultural 
preservation and feminist progress.

Table 4 examines Chinese national dance theater gender representation from a 
feminist standpoint. Intersectional and Postcolonial Feminism investigates how social 
hierarchies, cultural traditions, and historical narratives impact performing arts’ intricate 
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gender roles. Intersectional feminism shows representation disparities across social 
backgrounds and regional identities by examining gender, class, and ethnicity. This 
approach exposes dance theater disadvantages such underrepresentation of lower-
class or ethnic minority women and female-role choreography. It reinforces class-
based gender expectations by showing how history and culture shape movement, 
costuming, and character portrayals. Nationality, globalization, and colonialism shape 
dance drama female representation. Postcolonial Feminism examines this tradition-
modernity balance. This framework examines how modern performances incorporate 
Chinese culture. The conflicts between cultural identity and progressive feminism in 
dance dramas are examined. The table shows how historical and cultural contexts 
affect female representation in Chinese national dance drama, supporting the study’s 
theory. This gendered performance arts critique emphasizes diversity, inclusivity, and 
feminist reinterpretations.

Table 5: Choreography, Costume, and Visual Symbolism in Female Representation.
Aspect Description Impact on Gender Representation

Choreography
Female dancers often perform fluid, soft 
movements, reinforcing ideals of femininity, 
while male dancers use larger, more forceful 
movements, symbolizing strength.

Soft movements reinforce traditional gender 
roles, associating femininity with delicacy and 
emotional expression, while stronger movements 
are reserved for male leadership roles.

Costume 
Symbolism

Traditional costumes emphasize grace and 
fragility (e.g., flowing silk dresses), whereas 
revolutionary-era costumes feature military attire, 
symbolizing strength and ideological commitment.

Costume choices visually separate gender 
roles, with female attire symbolizing grace and 
restraint, while male costumes often suggest 
power, authority, or political engagement.

Stage 
Positioning & 
Lighting

Female characters are often positioned behind or 
beside male leads, reinforcing secondary roles in 
traditional dance dramas. Lighting often highlights 
male figures, symbolizing dominance.

Stage positioning and lighting techniques place 
female characters in supportive or subordinate 
roles, reinforcing the perception of male 
dominance in narrative storytelling.

Through dance education and training, Chinese national dance drama has reinforced 
gender norms through movement aesthetics, costuming, stage location, and lighting 
(Table 5). Institutional training that teaches dancers gendered roles has affected male 
and female movement vocabulary, costume symbolism, and stage posture. Women 
were taught soft, fluid movements to show grace, delicacy, and emotional vulnerability, 
while men were taught strength, power, and narrative leadership. Confucian-influenced 
dance education stressed moral discipline and aesthetic refinement. Dance schools 
taught men to move powerfully and women delicately. These training programs were 
designed to subordinate women and empower men in the performing arts. Traditional 
dance instruction taught female dancers to be graceful and submissive in silk costumes, 
enhancing their stage presence. Male dancers wore structured, authoritative clothing 
that emphasized strength and space control. These costumes were not only decorative 
but also important to dance instruction because they affected how dancers expressed 
themselves within gender norms.

State-controlled dance colleges adapted their training to political narratives due to 
Maoist philosophy and socialist feminism. Female dancers learned muscular, structured 
dances that stressed discipline, collectivism, and revolution, not just beauty. These 
dance manuals taught women synchronized, strong choreography for revolutionary 
dramas like The Red Detachment of Women’s martial aesthetic. Women were taught 
to wear military uniforms for nationalistic storytelling in dance class. Despite teaching 
women stronger, more aggressive movement vocabulary, dance education in this period 
enforced state-controlled narratives that limited artistic autonomy. Interdisciplinary 
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and global influences have changed modern dance instruction from revolutionary 
and traditional paradigms. Contemporary dance education lets women defy gender 
stereotypes with strength and fluidity. Major dance academies teach modern, ballet, and 
contemporary choreography, challenging gender boundaries. Dance training includes 
traditional and modern costuming to reflect changing gender roles in performance arts. 
Current costumes give dancers more artistic and visual freedom in some productions. 
Instead of placing female dancers behind or beside male leads, dance training stage 
arrangement and lighting now balance gender power.

Table 5 shows how historical dance education developed Chinese national dance 
drama nonverbal clues, movement aesthetics, costume symbolism, and stage posture. 
From Confucian moral instruction to socialist-era ideology and modern pedagogy, 
dance education has reinforced and challenged gender stereotypes. Modern dance 
pedagogy has increased movement freedom and artistic agency, but national dance 
theater gender is still shaped by historical training frameworks.

Figure 4: Comparative Analysis of Traditional vs. Modern Female 
Representation in Dance Drama.

Figure 4 shows how gender portrayals have changed choreography, costume, 
and stage positioning. Figure 4 depicts how dance education and institutional training 
have shaped Chinese national dance drama choreography, costume, and stage 
positioning by gender. Dance pedagogy, movement instruction, and role distribution 
have changed how female performers appear onstage. In traditional dance education, 
Confucian morality and early performance training made women passive, secondary 
figures through graceful, delicate movement. Blue bars show how historical training 
taught women graceful choreography. Dancers were taught to move in flowing silk 
dresses and muted colors for beauty and compliance, restricting female movement. 
Staged behind or beside male leads, women reinforced traditional pedagogy that 
limited their narrative presence. The orange bars show how pedagogical reforms and 
interdisciplinary training increased dance vocabulary. Women can lead and express 
themselves artistically through modern dance. Dance curriculums include traditional 
and modern costuming to improve movement and expression. Stage storytelling by 
women represents their narrative authority and equal representation in performance 
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arts. Figure 4 supports Table 5 by showing how dance training, costuming, and spatial 
positioning challenge and reinforce gender norms. The change in female roles in 
Chinese national dance drama shows how pedagogy and curricula affect gender 
representation in performance arts. 

Table 6: Gender Role Assignments and Institutional Influence in Dance Education.
Aspect Description Impact on Dance Education and Performance

Gendered Role 
Assignments 
in Dance

Male dancers are predominantly trained for lead roles, 
while female dancers are mostly cast in supporting, 
decorative, or emotionally expressive roles.

Establishes a hierarchical system where men are 
trained for authority, while women are conditioned for 
supporting roles, reinforcing gendered storytelling.

Training 
Methods and 
Curriculum

Female training emphasizes soft, graceful, and delicate 
movements, reinforcing ideals of femininity, while male 
training prioritizes power, agility, and athleticism.

Maintains a rigid gender binary in performance 
aesthetics, restricting the creative evolution of 
movement and role interpretation in dance drama.

Performance 
and Role 
Opportunities

Male dancers are given more opportunities to perform 
heroic, action-oriented, or dominant roles, while female 
dancers remain confined to traditional archetypes.

Reduces the visibility of female agency in performance 
arts, limiting the scope for feminist reinterpretations 
and dynamic female-centered storytelling.

Institutional 
Barriers to 
Leadership

Leadership roles in choreography, artistic direction, and 
creative decision-making are largely occupied by men, 
limiting female dancers’ access to influential positions.

Prevents women from influencing institutional 
changes in dance education, restricting innovation 
in choreography and gender representation.

Choreographic 
and Artistic 
Restrictions

Choreographic structures often reinforce gendered distinctions, 
restricting female performers from executing movements 
associated with strength, aggression, or dominance.

Constrains the physical and artistic versatility of female 
dancers, making it difficult for them to challenge 
traditional gender norms in movement styles.

Figure 5: Gender Disparities in Dance Education and Performance Training.

Table 6: Influence in Dance Education shows how training, role distribution, and 
institutional policies reinforce gender norms in Chinese national dance drama. Male 
dancers are trained for lead roles and emphasize strength, assertiveness, and agility 
because men dominate performance narratives. Female dancers are mostly cast in 
supporting roles and expected to be graceful and restrained, limiting their physical 
and artistic versatility. Male and female dancers are confined to patriarchal movement 
aesthetics by these training distinctions. The table also shows that men play dominant, 
heroic, action-driven roles and women play romantic interests, maternal figures, or 
sacrificial heroines. Female agency in storytelling is underrepresented, preventing 
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performance archetype challenge. Institutional leadership barriers limit women’s 
artistic direction, choreography, and casting, ensuring male dominance on and off 
stage. Women’s exclusion from dance education decision-making makes feminist 
reinterpretations and progressive storytelling difficult to incorporate into national dance 
drama. Choreographies reinforce gendered movement expectations, making dominant 
female roles difficult. This prevents women from breaking historical stereotypes through 
movement and stage presence. Dance education reinforces gender roles, making it 
hard for national dance drama to portray women progressively. Traditional gender 
narratives hinder gender equality in dance performance due to institutional barriers. 
Training, role distribution, and leadership must change.

Gender Disparities in Dance Education and Performance Training is now a dynamic 
radial (polar) figure 5. This design enhances readability, aesthetic clarity, and structured 
comparisons. Male dancers are 75% lead and 80% assertive choreographers, reinforcing 
their dominance in heroic and physically commanding roles. Only 25% of male dancers 
play supporting roles and 20% move gracefully, showing how traditional masculinity 
in dance values power and leadership. Female dancers, 75% in supporting roles and 
80% in soft, graceful movements, reinforce dance education’s femininity ideals in the 
red area. Only 25% of female dancers get lead roles, and only 20% are trained in 
assertive choreography, excluding them from powerful, action-driven performances. 
Supporting Table 6, this figure shows how institutionalized gender norms shape dance 
education and performance training. The differences in movement styles and roles 
show systemic barriers to female dancers leading national dance drama.

Table 7: Audience Perception of Female Representation in Dance Drama.
Aspect Survey Findings Impact on Cultural Reception

Preference 
for Traditional 
Femininity

Traditional audiences (older generations and cultural 
purists) still prefer classical depictions of femininity, 
emphasizing grace, restraint, and moral virtue.

Maintains conventional gender norms in performance 
arts, preserving historical representations of women 
as delicate and morally upright.

Support for 
Feminist 
Reinterpretations

Younger audiences (especially urban and 
educated demographics) show strong preference 
for feminist reinterpretations, supporting stronger, 
independent female characters.

Encourages innovation in dance drama by 
integrating modern feminist ideals, broadening 
the role of women beyond traditional 
constraints.

Criticism of 
Historical 
Limitations

Critics highlight how traditional dance drama restricts
female agency, reinforcing passive roles and limiting
the narrative scope for female characters.

Pushes for critical dialogue on gender roles in
performing arts, prompting adaptations that challenge 
stereotypical portrayals of women in dance drama.

Table 7 shows how different audience groups view female representation in 
Chinese national dance drama, reflecting the cultural conflict between traditional 
and modern feminism. Performance arts audiences respond to gendered storytelling 
by age, education, and culture, highlighting generational and ideological divides. 
Older audiences and cultural purists prefer classical femininity’s grace, restraint, and 
morality. They prefer historical depictions of women as delicate, morally upright figures, 
ensuring that traditional art dominates some plays. Dance dramas preserve cultural 
gender roles, limiting progressive reinterpretations of female characters. Younger, 
urban, and educated audiences like feminist dance drama female characters. They 
prefer strong, independent, and complex female characters in performance narratives 
to promote gender equality. Given this audience preference shift, dance storytelling 
should include more diverse and empowered female roles that challenge passive 
and ornamental roles. Contemporary productions experiment with choreography, 
costuming, and character development to please audiences.
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Critics and scholars say traditions have relegated female dancers to supporting 
roles with little narrative autonomy. These restrictions have sparked academic and 
public debates on gender equity in performance arts, calling for storytelling and dance 
education reforms. Feminist art movements for gender equality have benefited from 
this critical dialogue on women’s representation. Table 7 shows how generational 
perspectives, feminist discourse, and cultural traditions affect dance drama audience 
perceptions of female representation. Youth and critics want contemporary dance drama 
to redefine gender roles, but traditional audiences prefer classical. Public perception 
shapes artistic narratives, showing that performance arts transform gender equality.

Figure 6: Public Reception of Female Portrayals in Dance Drama.

A modern stacked horizontal bar chart compares Dance Drama audience preferences 
for traditional vs. modern female roles, feminist reinterpretations, and gender constraints 
in Figure 6. Eliminating redundancy keeps visual storytelling clear and engaging in this 
alternative design. 40% of the bar prefers historical, graceful, and restrained female 
roles in dance drama. Older generations and cultural traditionalists prefer classical 
gender roles in performance arts. Modern feminist reinterpretations of independent, 
complex female characters are supported by 35%. This segment includes progressive 
thinkers and younger audiences who support gendered storytelling diversity. 20% of 
respondents actively criticize traditional dance drama’s gender limitations, highlighting 
female agency and autonomy. This audience—critics and scholars—want to change 
performance narratives and empower female dancers. Only 5% are neutral, indicating 
either no gender discussions or acceptance of traditional and modern portrayals. This 
modern stacked visualization shows audience divisions and how public perception 
affects dance drama gender portrayals. Arts are changing to reflect gender discourses 
through tradition, feminist reinterpretations, and critique of limitations.

5. Critical Discussion 

The critical discussions of gender representation in Chinese national dance drama 
should consider how educational institutions, dance academies, and formalized training 
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methodologies have shaped dance pedagogy and gender training practices, not just 
gender portrayals and sociopolitical influences. Chinese dance education has shaped 
dancer training and gender roles in performance arts through choreographic conventions, 
movement discipline, and changing artistic expectations. Early dance training was 
influenced by Confucian morality, hierarchy, and gender. The gendered aesthetic was 
passed down through generations as female dancers learned grace (Felice et al., 
2021), delicacy, and controlled bodily expressions and male dancers learned strong, 
dominant, and authoritative movement vocabulary. Female dancers were choreographed 
to complement male leads visually and emotionally rather than take charge of the story 
in early dance education. Dance schools used Confucian pedagogy to distinguish 
moves for centuries. After Republican-era modernization and early exposure to Western 
artistic theories, Chinese dance education absorbed ballet and contemporary theater, 
improving technical training and movement instruction (Duffy, 2021). Gendered movement 
education’s core pedagogy prepared women for expression. National dance academies 
formalized dance education in the early 20th century, but they still categorized movement 
styles by gender, reinforcing gender differences in technical execution, physicality, and 
role preparation (Chen, 2022). This created different training paths for male and female 
national dance drama dancers, shaping their performance identities. Socialist ideology 
and physically demanding, militarized choreography were introduced into national dance 
academies by state-controlled educational policies, replacing ornamental, decorative 
movement training with rigid, disciplined, and ideologically driven training. This era 
gave female performers physically demanding movement vocabularies to perform 
highly demanding choreography that showed their strength, endurance, and collectivist 
discipline, but institutional control limited female agency in creative decision-making, 
choreographic leadership, and narrative structuring. States still portrayed women 
ideologically. National dance academies and performing arts institutions began blending 
ballet, modern dance, and experimental performance practices into traditional Chinese 
dance pedagogy to expand female dancers’ technical possibilities and introduce new 
ways of embodying (Harrington, 2020). Female dancers received more physical and 
technical training but were excluded from choreographic leadership, artistic direction, 
and institutional decision-making, reinforcing dance education hierarchies that limited 
women’s performance arts leadership.  Like Western ballet, contemporary theater, 
and other national dance traditions, Chinese dance teaches women to be ethereal, 
delicate, and visually expressive and men to be artistic leaders. Dance pedagogy has 
institutionalized gender-specific movement education across performing arts traditions, 
giving women visual appeal but artistic and narrative subordination (Koeleman, 2021).

Traditional Confucian educational models, socialist ideological training, and state-
directed performance policies have exacerbated these institutional trends in Chinese 
national dance drama, ensuring that dance education continues to shape femininity 
and masculinity in art. In traditional and modern Chinese national dance drama, female 
dancers are trained for ornamental movement, expressive grace, and supporting 
character roles over narrative dominance, artistic leadership, and choreographic 
innovation, reinforcing gender roles. Women’s supporting visual roles, choreographed 
behind or beside male leads rather than occupying central narrative space, and 
assigned roles that align with traditional femininity rather than radical reinterpretations 
of gender identity reflect dance education’s gendered training, movement vocabularies, 
and performance spaces (Burke, 2024; Dickson, 2022; Meneau, 2020).
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Contemporary feminist critiques and global influences promote gender equality in 
dance drama, but institutional barriers limit female choreographers, artistic directors, 
and policymakers, maintaining male-dominated dance education. How much national 
dance academies and performance institutions reform their educational frameworks 
to dismantle gendered training hierarchies. This canincrease opportunities for female 
performers to lead and create will determine whether Chinese national dance drama 
can redefine gender roles (Lerner, 2022; Norrıs, 2023).

Historical preservation and gendered dance pedagogy reform are complicated by 
the fact that younger and more progressive audiences prefer feminist reinterpretations 
of female roles in dance drama, while traditionalists and cultural preservationists prefer 
classical portrayals that follow long-standing dance education principles. This ongoing 
conflict between institutional tradition and artistic evolution highlights the need for structural 
reforms in dance education to train future generations of dancers within a pedagogical 
framework that embraces historical continuity and progressive reinterpretation, making 
Chinese national dance drama more gender flexible (Ren, 2024).

6.  Conclusion

Chinese national dance drama has maintained gendered movement aesthetics, 
role assignments, and artistic hierarchies throughout political and cultural eras due 
to educational frameworks, institutional policies, and evolving pedagogical models. 
Confucianism portrayed women as submissive and moral, while socialism reshaped 
female dance for nationalist narratives. Dance education maintained gender roles. 
Institutional dance training limits female performers’ artistic, narrative, and choreographic 
agency, reinforcing performance arts gender disparities. Traditional dance education 
taught men leadership, technical mastery, and choreography while complementing 
female dancers. Girl dancers have few chances to break gender norms due to systemic 
reinforcement of gendered movement training in performance and dance institutions. 
To promote Confucian femininity, early dance dramas taught grace, morality, and 
emotional vulnerability. Socialist-era training programs portrayed women as strong 
and disciplined, emphasizing national identity over personal identity.

Modern feminist perspectives have nuanced female characters in national dance 
drama, but structured training that reinforces male and female movement vocabularies 
genders dance education. Men learn strength, agility, and assertiveness, while women 
learn graceful, delicate, and expressive movements, limiting their physicality and 
choreographic agency. Educational gender coding restricts female dancers’ artistic 
direction and narrative construction through casting, choreography, and performance. 
Some contemporary dance training curricula include feminist discourse, but national 
dance theater’s pedagogical traditions that prioritize male artistic leadership over 
female creative autonomy continue to shape gender education and performance.

Generational and ideological differences in audience acceptance of feminist dance 
drama reinterpretations of female roles complicate gender reform. Traditional femininity 
appeals to older, conservative audiences, especially classical performers, reinforcing 
institutional resistance to dance education and artistic production change. Dance 
drama institutions cannot fully embrace feminist reinterpretations because audience 
expectations support traditional choreographic structures and role assignments. Younger, 
more progressive audiences want more complex, independent, and empowered 
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female characters, reflecting a cultural shift toward gender inclusivity in art. Cultural 
preservation over modern reinterpretation slows dance education’s gender-inclusive 
pedagogy adoption. Despite gender discourse improvements, structural barriers 
prevent women from choreographing, directing, and teaching dance. Feminist narratives 
in modern dance drama are growing, but slow institutional change in training and 
artistic leadership prevents female performers from breaking gender norms. Male 
choreographers and artistic directors dominate national dance drama, reinforcing 
gender roles in dance education and performance. A conflict between preserving 
historical artistic traditions and incorporating modern feminist reinterpretations slows 
dance education and training gender equality.

Gender-inclusive dance education will determine Chinese national dance drama 
gender representation. Training curricula must emphasize female choreographic 
agency, leadership, and diverse movement vocabularies to empower future female 
dancers to create and control performance arts. Female dancers need more flexible 
and interdisciplinary movement education in schools and training programs to break 
stereotypes. Dance education that promotes female artistic leadership and directorial 
roles can help women shape national dance drama rather than just perform within it. 
Inclusive dance education requires critical engagement with gendered movement norms 
and structural barriers to female agency in Chinese national dance theater. Dance 
academies must review institutional policies, training curricula, and role distribution 
to give women equal technical mastery, artistic authorship, and narrative authority. 
Changing gender education in dance can make national dance drama more dynamic 
and equitable. Artistry, gender identity, and cultural change emerge here.

Although feminist reinterpretations and global influences have increased gender 
representation in Chinese national dance drama, institutional training structures 
reinforce gendered movement aesthetics and artistic hierarchies, preventing women 
from choreographic authorship and artistic leadership. Performance arts gender reform 
is complicated by tradition and modernity, audience reception and artistic evolution, and 
cultural preservation and progressive reinterpretation. For future female performers’ 
creative, technical, and leadership opportunities, gender-inclusive dance drama requires 
fundamental changes in dance education, training, and institutional leadership.

7. Research Implications

This study on how historical educational frameworks and institutional training methods 
shaped gender norms in Chinese national dance drama benefits feminist theory, 
performance studies, and dance education. This research shows that dance education, 
not culture or politics, maintains gendered movement aesthetics, role distribution, and 
choreographic hierarchies. The study uses intersectional and postcolonial feminist 
perspectives to show how traditional pedagogical models have institutionalized 
gendered storytelling in national performance arts, requiring educational reform to 
change. Feminist discourse must examine how dance schools, role assignments, and 
choreography reinforce gender differences beyond performance narratives. Traditional 
movement instruction portrayed women as delicate and expressive while teaching 
men leadership and technique, limiting choreography and artistic direction. Dance 
education must promote gender-equitable artistic development through leadership and 
technical training. Dance education reform influences Chinese cultural studies and 
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gender discourse. Performance institutions must use inclusive pedagogical methods 
to make dance drama an artistic and cultural platform for gender equity as younger 
audiences and progressive scholars demand feminist reinterpretations.
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