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A Taste of Something Different 

Examining Eat Drink Man Woman 

 It is said that art imitates life and this is no more present then in the world of cinema.  For 

over a hundred years now the history and the evolution of culture have made themselves present 

in societies’ films. From French poetic realism to German expressionism and Italian neorealism, 

a culture can use cinema to visually express the change in social climate and this is exceptionally 

present in Ang Lee’s Eat Drink Man Woman. The now world-renowned Chinese director uses 

the film as an allegory for the evolution of Taiwanese cinema.  

 To say that Eat Drink Man Woman is a leap forward in the modernization of Taiwanese 

cinema is an understatement considering the nation’s cinematic origins. The first films that came 

to Taiwan were usually imports brought from China and Japan. Most of these films were either 

dubbed in Japanese or at least had Japanese subtitles, giving the people of Taiwan their first 

glimpse of cinema but nothing they could call their own.  In fact the first film ever produced on 

the nation’s soil was a documentary about Japan’s rule over Taiwan. It was not until 1921 that 

Taiwan began to produce its own films but even then they were blended with Japanese culture 

and often featured a Japanese protagonist. In 1925 the Taiwan Motion Picture Study Society was 

formed and its first success, a film titled Bloodstain, featured actors native to Taiwan but still had 

an entirely Japanese production crew. (Zhang and Xiao 47- 49) It was a step in the right direction 

but a small one.  

 Censorship was always present is Taiwanese cinema; early on all films were monitored 

by the Japanese who used strict guidelines to monitor the films. According to the Encyclopedia 

of Chinese film, every film imported into the country was viewed immediately right there on the 



docks and later again by a review board. Other nation’s’ flags and leaders were often deleted 

from the film before being shown to the public. This remained the status quo through World War 

II when most of the Japanese citizens in Taiwan were forced to leave. Sadly this only led to 

change of ownership to the Chinese and most of the same production and censorship problems 

remained. After WWII the civil war began between Communists and Nationalists and film 

became mainly a way to promote the message for or against Communism. Most films were 

documentary based and featured the scenery or Taiwan. Throughout the fifties Hollywood 

invaded Taiwanese theaters, introducing them to features like Cinema Scope, Vista Vision, and 

3D. Still the culture was unable to really produce their own features. (Zhang and Xiao 47)  

 Throughout the next thirty years Taiwanese cinema would only grow stronger but would 

not really come into its own until the 1980’s and beyond. In the sixties and seventies kung fu 

movies and melodramas based off of popular literature became the standard. While these films 

became hits at the box office they still were not portraying an accurate representation of 

Taiwanese life. In the 1980’s Taiwan went through what authors Zhang and Xiao call a 

“schizophrenic period” where it was attempting to develop itself. The people had begun to lose 

interest in the Kung Fu films and melodramas of the past few years and were clamoring for 

something new.  They were no longer interested in fantasy and overly dramatized love stories,; a 

call for realism was going unheard. (49) 

 In the 1980’s Taiwan embarked on a time period that would be called New Taiwan 

Cinema and would pave the way for Lee’s family drama to be possible.  The industry began to 

attempt to revitalize itself by creating a sense of cinematic integrity and sending more and more 

films abroad. Directors began making autobiographical films and the presentation of showing 



modern day society and how it got to where it was became a persistent theme. (Zhang and Xiao 

49)   

 New Taiwan cinema, like every other movement before it, had trouble figuring out what 

it wanted to achieve. Early on in the 1980’s, thanks to a relaxation of the legal system, 

Taiwanese directors were able to shift their focus from Taiwan as a country to the people who 

made up the small nation. They wanted to tell stories that were more about individuals or local 

neighborhoods and oddly in doing so the world got a better introduction to Taiwan than ever 

before. The movement is said to be one of authorship in which the directors have had to develop 

their own personal house style in order to stand out. (Yueh-Yu Yeh and Davis 2-4) 

 Finding methods to help themselves stand out though for several directors has meant 

revisiting the very things they were trying to move away from. Taiwan new cinema directors 

often had to look at the cinema, politics, and Chinese literature that came before to help them 

find their way. Analyzing these past mediums and concepts allowed them to turn them on their 

heads and create something new for audiences to eat up.  Ang Lee is well known for doing this 

and it is the main reason Eat Drink Man Woman can still stand out today since its 1994 release. 

(Yueh-Yu Yeh and Davis 2) 

 All of these setbacks with censorship and cinematic movements would pave the way for 

Taiwanese new wave of which Ang Lee is an important part. His film Eat Drink Man Woman, 

about a master chef and his three daughters, is a film about self discovery and making tough 

decisions in the face of an evolving culture.  The film shows a modern family breaking away 

from traditions to improve the quality of their lives. The scenes in particular that show this 

conflict are the dinner scenes throughout the film.  These scenes use the films’ characters to 



perfectly symbolize the struggle that Taiwanese cinema has had to endure in order to reach the 

point when a film such Eat Drink could be released. 

Eat Drink Man Woman is considered to be part of Ang Lee’s “father knows best” trilogy. 

Along with the films The Wedding Banquet and Pushing Hands, Lee uses the role of the father 

figure to explore life in modern day Taiwan. It is through this character’s eyes that we see how 

unique and individualized Taiwan’s culture has become by examining a particular  family’s 

crisis. Authors of Taiwan Film Directors: A Treasure Island, Emilie Yueh-Yu Yeh and Darrell 

William Davis say “Lee and Tsai are building on Chinese canon but they do so critically, 

reviewing it with firm, sometimes severe corrections.”(7)     

 In the film each of the four members of the family that are introduced represent a 

different time period of the film industry’s history. This is done inadvertently and in a subtle 

manner. While the audience watches a film about what they perceive as a simple family drama, 

they are also witnessing the culmination of a 50 year old struggling film industry. Author 

Yvonne Tasker says this on Lee’s ability to explore both familial and social conventions,: “From 

the consummate chamber pieces that exemplify his early films, through to the more expansive, 

visually breathtaking later work, Lee appears to offer an interpretation of both forms in order to 

explore the values and principles of his characters and their place in a constantly changing 

world.” (Tasker 228) 

 The patriarch of the family in Eat Drink Man Woman is Chu, a widowed aging master 

chef who is coming to terms with the fact that the world he has always known is gone. His 

daughters have all become women and are beginning to start their own lives. Chu represents the 

origins of Taiwanese cinema in the film in the fact that throughout the whole movie he seems 



incredibly repressed. He clearly has something he wants to get off of his chest but cannot 

because he is tied down by his traditional role of a Taiwanese father.  

He has begun to lose his sense of taste, which is devastating to a chef, but what it really 

represents is the lack of individuality and creativity that the nation’s cinema has been forced to 

endure. With his sense of taste dwindling, the traditional Sunday dinners Chu slaves over to 

make for his family have become annoying and almost painful to endure. This is a similar feeling 

to what Taiwanese movie goers have felt for the better half of the last century. It is only at the 

end of the film when Chu begins his own love affair with a younger woman and moves out of his 

family’s old home that he manages to reconnect with his daughters and regain his sense of taste. 

Like Taiwan’s cinematic culture it is only through modernization that it has been able to spice 

itself up thematically and come into its own.  

Chu’s eldest daughter, Jia Jen, represents the period of time between the 1930’s and 

1970’s in Taiwan’s film culture. In the film Jia Jen is the most restrained like her father. She is a 

converted Christian chemistry teacher who has become complacent with what she thinks is her 

role as care taker for Chu. She dreams of having a great love affair but has convinced herself that 

it will never happen and resents anyone who insists she needs a husband.   

She is the most traditional of the three daughters and has the most trouble fitting in with 

the modern setting. Her story is much like one of the melodramas that were so popular in the late 

60’s and 70’s.  When she begins to receive anonymous love letters, she mentally turns what in 

reality is just a mild crush into a passionate love affair with another teacher.  At the end of the 

film it is only after she lets go of the romantic notion of the letters and makes a move like a 

modern woman does she get the happy ending she has been searching for.  Just as only after 



Taiwan moved away from the melodrama and kung fu film was it able to begin the movement 

into New Taiwan Cinema.  

The middle child, Jia Chien, has one of the strongest roles in the film because she 

represents the New Taiwan Cinema movement. In the film she is presented as being a perfect 

example of the modern woman. She has a high ranking job with an airliner and is confident in 

her love life by having a casual sexual relationship with a friend. Early in the film we discover 

that she has the hardest time attending the weekly Sunday dinner. She sees the time as wasted 

and feels frustrated keeping the tradition for a man who has little to no connection to her beyond 

paternal. Tasker says “For the daughters of Eat Drink Man Woman, the traditional family dinner 

represents the imposition of their father’s patriarchal values.” (Tasker 230)  

Lee’s characterization of Jia Chien is brilliant because she is very different from Chu and 

yet similar at the same time. They both seem to feel lost throughout the film, as if they are stuck 

between the past and the present in which they now live. They also both share a passion for 

cooking and use it as a way of expressing themselves. Lee uses food in several of his films to 

help represent the tension in the family dichotomy. “Its preparation and presentation links values 

and traditions, both old and new, and is the catalyst that ignites familial differences and 

generational conflict”. (Tasker 230)  

Jia Chien is the first of the three daughters to propose the idea of moving out because she 

wants to separate herself from the traditions that come with living with Chu. Yet by the end of 

the film she is last of the daughters to actually move out of the house; she has trouble leaving 

Chu after all of her complaining about being stuck with him. This represents the ideas of the 



New Taiwan Cinema perfectly in the fact that it has a desire to break free and become its own 

entity but at the same time to remember where it comes from and to remain a part of that culture.   

Finally, the youngest daughter, Jia Ning, is the most modern of all the girls and most 

likely represents the future of Taiwanese cinema. In the film Jia Ning is a student who works at 

an Americanized fast food restaurant and effectively steals her friend’s boyfriend. She is also the 

first of the daughters to actually move out of the house. She takes little to no consideration of 

how the family or Chu will see her actions and moves forward confidently.  

Her character had no actual conflict with Chu but helps cement his separation with 

modern day society. Her working at a fast food restaurant is a culinary slap in the face to Chu, 

who throughout the film is shown taking painstaking measures to prepare banquets for his 

daughters. Jia Ning however goes to work in a restaurant where everything is prepackaged and 

designed to taste the same no matter what. Tasker points out “When he tells a friend that ‘people 

today don’t appreciate the exquisite art of cooking’ he is referring to the disappearance of the 

values he has always used to make sense of the world.” (320) Her quick pregnancy and marriage 

to an almost complete stranger also help to alienate Chu from the world he lives in.  

This shows how far Taiwan has come as a culture and that it is still growing.  A character 

like Jia Ning could never have been present in a Taiwanese film even fifteen years before its 

release but now with its cinema catching up with its culture, it is. Her character could definitely 

be seen as a sign of what is to come in the future of Taiwanese film making. The style with 

which she is presented is easily relatable to any modern audience. 

All of these characters and the time periods of cinema history converge repeatedly in the 

dinner scenes throughout the film. These scenes carry the whole film because it is during these 



sequences that each family member announces their new life discovery. The brilliance of this is 

that the Sunday dinner itself is the tradition they want to avoid but it is the forum that each 

character uses as a podium for themselves  

The last two dinner scenes are the most poignant because in the first it is where Chu 

announces his planned marriage to a younger woman, and in the second it is where he regains his 

sense of taste. The first of these is important because it takes place late in the film after the three 

daughters have all moved out, gotten married, or had overall life-changing situations. It is here 

that Chu turns the tables on them all by showing them that he is willing to adapt to modern times 

as much as they are. The last dinner scene, where Chu regains his sense of taste, is the result of 

the previous dinner because it shows how the weight has been lifted from his shoulders. He can 

savor life and food again and he can do it with his daughters. 

Taiwan has always been a nation with an evolving state of cinema. From its early 

beginnings the nation has wanted to express itself through film as much as any other but has 

struggled to find its place. Ang Lee’s Eat Drink Man Woman is an unexpected personification of 

for the painstaking measures that Taiwan has gone through to discover its sense of taste. From 

struggling to have their own citizens as actors to attempting to use those actors to tell compelling 

and modern stories, Taiwan has finally earned a seat at the dinner table that is world cinema.  
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