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Abstract

This article examines the 2025 Chinese TV miniseries Secrets Happened on the Litchi Island through the
intersecting lenses of Modern Film Appreciation Theory, Cultural Theory, and Queer Theory. By
analyzing narrative complexity, visual aesthetics, performative gestures, and spatial imaginaries, this
study reveals how the series navigates the contested terrain of sexuality, secrecy, and cultural identity in
contemporary China. It argues that the series produces an affective and aesthetic field where queer desire
both emerges and is constrained by socio-political forces, offering viewers a deeply ambivalent vision of
intimacy, belonging, and resistance. Engaging with critical frameworks by Ahmed, Mufioz, Foucault,
and Stam, this analysis foregrounds the series’ contribution to global screen cultures while exposing its
complicities with nationalist discourses and hetero-normative anxieties.

Keywords: Queer Theory, Cultural Theory, Modern Film Appreciation, Chinese Television, Secrecy,
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Introduction: Cultural Modernity, Queer Desire, and Screen Narratives

In the era of global media circulation, television dramas have become critical sites for negotiating
identity, desire, and cultural memory. Secrets Happened on the Litchi Island, a 2025 Chinese TV
miniseries set on a lush, semi-mythical southern island, deploys the conventions of mystery, melodrama,
and romance to interrogate secrecy, desire, and belonging in a rapidly modernizing yet tradition-bound
society.

As Bordwell and Thompson note, Modern Film Appreciation Theory insists on the analysis of narrative
form, stylistic strategies, and historical reception (Bordwell and Thompson 2010). Simultaneously,
Cultural Theory underscores that cinematic and televisual texts are not neutral reflections but sites of
ideological contestation, deeply entangled in the politics of nation, class, gender, and ethnicity (Hall
1997). Queer Theory, in turn, insists on examining how representations of desire, intimacy, and
sexuality disrupt or sustain normative social orders (Sedgwick 1990; Ahmed 2006).

This essay offers a cultural and queer theoretical analysis of Secrets Happened on the Litchi Island. By
reading its narrative structure, visual language, performative strategies, and spatial geographies, I argue
that the series articulates an ambivalent vision of queer possibility—one that exposes the tensions
between secrecy and revelation, modernity and tradition, desire and surveillance in contemporary
Chinese cultural production.
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Narrative Structure: Fragmented Temporalities and the Ethics of Secrecy

Secrets Happened on the Litchi Island employs a non-linear, fragmented narrative that resists
straightforward interpretation. The show opens with a disorienting sequence:

We see Jun lying unconscious on the beach as the tide comes in. Cut to a flickering close-up of Litchi
blossoms dripping blood-red juice. (Episode 1, 00:04:12)

Such imagery immediately signals the interweaving of sensuality, violence, and secrecy. The narrative
shuttles between past and present, slowly unveiling interlocking secrets among the island’s inhabitants—
affairs, betrayals, illicit desires. This fragmented structure embodies what Gilles Deleuze identifies as
the "time-image," privileging affective duration and subjective memory over linear causality (Deleuze
1989, 41).

Unlike typical crime procedurals, the series does not resolve its central mysteries cleanly. In the final
episode, when asked if he will confess, Jun simply whispers:

“Secrets belong to the island. They rot here, or they grow.” (Episode 8, 00:43:25)

This refusal of closure enacts what Eve Sedgwick calls the epistemology of the closet—the structure of
knowing and not-knowing that governs the social negotiation of sexuality (Sedgwick 1990, 3). The
show’s narrative embraces secrecy not as a puzzle to be solved but as an existential condition, mirroring
the ambivalent place of queerness in contemporary Chinese cultural discourse.

The Politics of Desire: Queer Intimacies and Social Surveillance

Central to the series’ drama is the slow-burning, coded relationship between Jun and Li Wei. Their
scenes together are charged with erotic undercurrents but rarely culminate in explicit confession or
consummation. For instance:

Li Wei rests his hand on Jun’s shoulder. Silence. A single cicada calls in the distance. Jun flinches but
does not move away. (Episode 4, 00:28:05)

This restrained, suggestive staging aligns with Sara Ahmed’s notion of “queer orientation,” where desire
is shaped by the social spaces it inhabits (Ahmed 2006, 67). Their intimacy is spatially negotiated
through glances, gestures, and silences, rather than overt declarations.

However, the series also highlights the violence of social surveillance. Town gossip, the ever-watchful
Party official, and whispered rumors form a suffocating net around the characters. In Episode 5, when a
villager insinuates that Jun and Li Wei are “unnatural,” Jun’s face hardens:

“Your eyes see what they want to see. But you don’t see me.” (Episode 5, 00:39:50)

This moment is emblematic of what Sedgwick terms the double-bind of queer visibility: to be seen is to
risk exposure, shame, and punishment, yet invisibility demands self-erasure (Sedgwick 1990, 72). The
series deftly dramatizes this tension, refusing easy resolutions.

Visual Aesthetics: Sensuous Realism and Ambivalent Eroticism

Visually, Secrets Happened on the Litchi Island is lush, painterly, and deeply attentive to natural detail.
The camera dwells on rippling water, dense foliage, the textures of litchi fruit splitting open. In one
striking sequence:

Close-up: Jun’s fingers peel back the litchi skin. The white flesh glistens wetly. Cut to Li Wei’s steady
gaze. (Episode 3, 00:22:18)

Such imagery employs what Laura Mulvey might critique as the eroticization of the gaze (Mulvey
1975), yet here the gaze is complexly negotiated. Rather than objectifying a passive subject, the film’s
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look is reciprocal, registering desire without collapsing it into pornography.

Moreover, the sensuous realism aligns with Robert Stam’s argument that realism is not neutral but
ideological, encoding cultural anxieties and aspirations (Stam 2000, 166). The island’s lush beauty is
both inviting and dangerous—a space of possibility and threat. Jun’s line in Episode 7 underscores this:
“The island gives and the island takes. It remembers every sin.” (Episode 7, 00:11:32)

This double valence mirrors the cultural ambivalence toward queer desire: it is both naturalized in
metaphoric abundance and pathologized as deviant excess.

Cultural Geographies: The Island as Heterotopia

The island setting is not merely picturesque; it functions as a Foucauldian heterotopia—a space of
otherness that mirrors and contests normative social arrangements (Foucault 1986, 24). The series
consistently frames the island as simultaneously isolated from and deeply connected to mainland
modernity.

In Episode 2, the Party official warns:

“This island may look backward, but it is part of the nation. Don’t forget that.” (Episode 2, 00:17:40)
Such lines reveal a tension between local tradition and the centralizing power of the state—a classic
Cultural Theory theme. Stuart Hall argues that cultural identity is always produced through negotiation
between local particularities and broader structures of power (Hall 1997, 52). The island’s partial
autonomy enables hidden desires to flourish while also inviting regulation and moral policing.

The series exploits this tension to depict queerness as both deeply local and profoundly transgressive.
When Li Wei says to Jun in Episode 6:

“Here we can be who we are. But only until someone looks.” (Episode 6, 00:31:10)

he articulates the fragile, contingent nature of queer freedom. This dynamic resonates with Sara
Ahmed’s work on orientation: space is not neutral but structured by the lines of desire and power that
traverse it (Ahmed 2006, 69).

The Aesthetics of Ambiguity: Sound, Silence, and Slow Cinema

A defining feature of Secrets Happened on the Litchi Island is its use of what scholars call “slow
cinema” aesthetics: long takes, minimal editing, and diegetic soundscapes that resist narrative closure.
Consider the extended sequence in Episode 5:

Wide shot: Jun and Li Wei walk silently through a dense grove. No music. Just wind and distant waves.
Camera lingers for 2 full minutes. (Episode 5, 00:22:45-00:24:45)

This insistence on duration demands the viewer’s patient attention, creating space for affective
resonance over narrative advancement. Vivian Sobchack’s phenomenology of film experience argues
that such techniques invite an embodied identification that exceeds the cognitive decoding of plot
(Sobchack 1992, 108). The silence is not emptiness but charged possibility.

Moreover, the series’ sound design is meticulous. In moments of heightened tension, the soundscape
often drops out entirely, leaving only the actors’ breathing. This technique draws viewers into the
intimate, even claustrophobic, spaces of desire and fear. In Episode 4:

Li Wei leans in. Breath catches. Jun’s eyes close. Silence. (Episode 4, 00:29:02)

This silence refuses resolution, holding viewers in the charged space of anticipation and anxiety. The
ethics of such ambiguity align with Eve Sedgwick’s insistence on resisting the forced disclosure or
resolution of queer desire (Sedgwick 1990, 22).
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National Allegory and the Limits of Subversion

While the series stages complex queer intimacies, it also flirts with a nationalist allegory that risks
domesticating its subversive potential.

In the final episode, the Party official delivers a monologue:

“The island will be modern. We will bring light to every dark place.” (Episode 8, 00:47:50)

This invocation of modernity as surveillance and purification mirrors broader state discourses about
progress and moral hygiene. Frederic Jameson’s concept of “national allegory” (1986) reminds us that
cultural texts in postcolonial and semi-peripheral contexts often negotiate individual stories as metaphors
for national transformation.

Indeed, while Jun and Li Wei’s relationship is left unresolved, the final montage shows infrastructure
arriving on the island: roads, electricity, officials inspecting houses. This double movement—queer
possibility and nationalist development—suggests an uneasy reconciliation between individual freedom
and collective conformity. Cultural Theory reminds us that no cultural text is innocent of ideology. As
Hall writes, representation is always a site of power (Hall 1997, 59).

Queer Temporality and the Ethics of Melancholia

Both Modern Film Appreciation and Queer Theory have turned to temporality as a key site of analysis.
In Secrets Happened on the Litchi Island, time itself seems out of joint: memories intrude on the present,
dreams blur into reality, and the future remains uncertain.

Jack Halberstam’s concept of “queer time” challenges the heteronormative structuring of time around
reproduction, family, and national progress (Halberstam 2005, 4). Jun and Li Wei’s love is necessarily
ephemeral: it cannot build a future within the narrative’s social constraints.

In Episode 7, Jun says:

“We have no future here. Only now.” (Episode 7, 00:35:20)

This embrace of the present over futurity aligns with what Jos¢ Mufioz calls “queer utopia”—a hope for
alternative possibilities, even if they remain unrealized (Mufioz 2009, 1). Yet the series is deeply
melancholic. Jun’s repeated returns to the beach where he was found in Episode 1 suggest an obsessive
attachment to lost possibility.

Jun stares at the sea. Voiceover: “Everything washes away. But not me.” (Episode 8, 00:41:05)
Elizabeth Freeman’s concept of “chrononormativity” critiques how normative time disciplines bodies
and desires (Freeman 2010, xv). Secrets Happened on the Litchi Island resists such discipline by
refusing resolution, insisting instead on memory, loss, and haunted possibility.

Performative Subjectivity and Queer Kinship

The show also complicates questions of identity. Jun is not coded as a stable “gay” subject in Western
terms but as a person caught in complex webs of kinship, duty, and desire.

For example, in Episode 3, Jun’s mother confronts him:

Mother: “You owe me grandchildren.”

Jun: (quietly) “I can’t give you what you want.” (Episode 3, 00:19:12)

This confrontation is less about sexual orientation than filial duty. Queer Theory insists that sexuality is
always socially produced and contested. Judith Butler’s notion of performativity (1990) highlights how
gender and sexuality are constituted through repeated acts rather than inherent identities. Jun’s
negotiations with his family, community, and lover dramatize these repeated, contested performances.
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Moreover, Li Wei’s offer of alternative kinship structures—friendship, alliance, complicity—resonates
with David Eng’s work on queer kinship, which explores non-biological forms of belonging that
challenge heteronormative family structures (Eng 2010, 17). When Li Wei says:

“We can be family, if you want.” (Episode 6, 00:32:45)

he offers not a declaration of romantic love in Western terms but an invitation to a new, risky social
form.

Global Circulation and Local Constraints

Secrets Happened on the Litchi Island also exists within the circuits of global streaming platforms,
where it i1s marketed as a prestige “Asian queer drama.” This global circulation complicates its local
production context.

Jon Binnie argues that the globalization of sexuality produces uneven effects: queer visibility may
expand but also risks commodification and depoliticization (Binnie 2004, 75). The series’ lush
cinematography and ambiguous romance make it legible to international art-house audiences while
muting more overt critiques of state power or systemic homophobia.

For example, while the show depicts surveillance and gossip, it never stages state violence or explicit
legal persecution of queer subjects. Instead, it relies on metaphor, allegory, and suggestion. This
aesthetic strategy might be read as necessary self-censorship in a restrictive media environment, but it
also limits the text’s subversive potential.

Robert Stam’s work reminds us that film and television realism is always selective, producing
“strategic” representations shaped by institutional pressures and audience expectations (Stam 2000,
174). Secrets Happened on the Litchi Island negotiates these pressures with skill, but not without
compromise.

Conclusion: Ambivalence as Aesthetic and Political Strategy

Secrets Happened on the Litchi Island is a rich, complex text that demands nuanced, contextual analysis.
Its narrative fragmentation, lush visuals, slow cinema techniques, and restrained performances craft an
aesthetic of ambiguity that both illuminates and occludes queer desire.

By deploying secrecy as both theme and structure, the series engages with the epistemology of the
closet, revealing how knowledge, surveillance, and shame shape intimacy in contemporary China. It
situates queer longing within local geographies, cultural obligations, and state modernity projects,
refusing to reduce desire to a simple matter of individual identity.

Yet its global art-house style and strategic ambiguity also risk muting critique, making queer desire safe
for export even as it gestures toward subversion. This ambivalence is not failure but testimony to the
complex negotiations required of contemporary Chinese media.

Through the lens of Modern Film Appreciation Theory, Cultural Theory, and Queer Theory, Secrets
Happened on the Litchi Island emerges as a text that both unsettles and participates in the regimes of
power it depicts. Its haunting images of secrecy, loss, and fragile connection remind us that queer
worldmaking on screen remains a profoundly political act.

Works Cited
1. Ahmed, Sara. Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others. Duke UP, 2006.
Binnie, Jon. The Globalization of Sexuality. Sage, 2004.

IJFMR250453645 Volume 7, Issue 4, July-August 2025 5



https://www.ijfmr.com/

i International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

IJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijfmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

2. Bordwell, David, and Kristin Thompson. Film Art: An Introduction. 10th ed., McGraw-Hill, 2010.
Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. Routledge, 1990.

3. Deleuze, Gilles. Cinema 2: The Time-Image. U of Minnesota P, 1989.
Eng, David. The Feeling of Kinship: Queer Liberalism and the Racialization of Intimacy. Duke UP,
2010.

4. Foucault, Michel. “Of Other Spaces.” Diacritics, vol. 16, no. 1, 1986, pp. 22-27.
Freeman, Elizabeth. Time Binds: Queer Temporalities, Queer Histories. Duke UP, 2010.

5. Hall, Stuart. Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices. Sage, 1997.

6. Halberstam, Jack. In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives. NYU Press,
2005.

7. Jameson, Fredric. “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capital.” Social Text, no. 15,
1986, pp. 65-88.

8. Mulvey, Laura. “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” Screen, vol. 16, no. 3, 1975, pp. 6—18.

9. Munoz, José Esteban. Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity. NYU Press, 2009.

10. Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. Epistemology of the Closet. U of California P, 1990.

11. Sobchack, Vivian. The Address of the Eye: A Phenomenology of Film Experience. Princeton UP,
1992.

12. Stam, Robert. Film Theory: An Introduction. Blackwell, 2000.

13. Secrets Happened on the Litchi Island. Dir. Zhang Wei, CCTV/Streaming China, 2025.

IJFMR250453645 Volume 7, Issue 4, July-August 2025 6



https://www.ijfmr.com/

