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Abstract

Employing methods such as the literature review and through logical analysis, this
study conducts an in-depth exploration of the functional transformation and
symbolization process of Chinese Wushu in its historical evolution. It ana-lyzes
the intertextual relationship formed between Wushu and Wuxia, aiming to reveal
how Chinese Wushu has gradually evolved into a core symbol in Wuxia narratives
through cultural coding and media transformation. The research shows that in the
process of Wushu's transformation from physical technique to symbolization, and
then to narrative, it not only shapes a unique aesthetic sys-tem, but also pro-
foundly reflects the view of body and ethics embodied in Wu-shu, as well as its
adaptation and reshaping in the context of the new era.
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1. Introduction

Chinese Wushu is not only a physical art centered on “combat techniques”but also a
vital component of traditional Chinese culture. It has absorbed the essence of tradi-
tional Chinese culture throughout history and been refined by the people. Today, its
physical art form demonstrates diverse expressions in the cultural context of the
new era.On one hand, traditional Wushu, as an intangible cultural heritage, faces the
crisis of inheritance and anxiety over its identity. On the other hand, the “Wuxia
Wushu” reconstructed through media such as Wuxia literature, Wuxia films/TV
dramas, and online Wuxia games exhibits vigorous vitality. Just as Mr. Qiu Pixiang, a
renowned master of Chinese Wushu, stated, the development path for competitive
Wushu routines lies in “Wushu as art”—that is, “breaking free from all rule re-
strictions and taking a path of full artistic expression” [1].This disjointed phenome-
non compels us to ponder a question: How can Wushu techniques maintain their

essential “combat” nature while thriving as a cultural symbol with new vitality in
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imaginative narratives ?

Qiu Pixiang (2008) [2] took the development of Wushu in various historical periods
of the Chinese nation as the research object, expounded on important theoretical
issues such as the development course and laws of Chinese Wushu, systematically
sorted out the transformation track of Wushu from physical technique to
self-cultivation art, and depicted the historical context of the origin, formation, in-
heritance, change and development of Chinese Wushu. From the perspective of body
sociology, Dai Guobin analyzed the cultural coding process of Chinese Wushu tech-
niques and explained the interactive relationship between national discourse and
bodily practice [3].In addition, scholars such as Zhou Weiliang (2013) [4], Yang
Jianying (2018) [5], and Sun Jie et al. (2024) [6] have conducted in-depth studies on
the historical development context and historical truth of Wushu schools, Wushu
styles, Wushu manuals and historical materials. These studies have laid an im-
portant foundation for understanding the ontological value of Chinese Wushu. Fur-
thermore, renowned scholars like Jia Leilei (2025) [7] have carried out research on
the multi-dimensional narrative of Wushu films and TV dramas.However, further
reflection leads to a question: How does Wushu realize its symbolic transformation
through narrative media? This question has become one of the important directions
in current research. Based on this, this study further explores the intertextual con-
struction mechanism between Wushu and Wuxia on the basis of previous relevant
studies.

2. The Symbolic Transformation of Wushu Techniques

2.1. Ethical Adaptation of Violent Techniques

In primitive societies where hunting was a crucial way of life, the combat and
fighting skills used in daily practice were the embryonic form of Wushu. In this
sense, Wushu was inherently associated with violent elements from its very origin.
With the development of society, during the cold weapon era, the dominant form of
Wushu was military Wushu. However, the transformation of Wushu from a military
skill to a folk art marked a profound ethical revolution. As Qi Jiguang stated in his
work New Book of Effective Disciplines (Jixiao Xins hu), he opposed “empty pos-
tures that merely serve to look impressive in front of others” [8]. He emphasized
practical battlefield martial arts, which underwent constant value reconstruction
when introduced to the folk society. Today, the “traditional Wushu” we often refer
to is largely the form shaped by this folk value reconstruction. In this process, tradi-
tional Wushu integrated Confucian concepts of “benevolence and righteousness,”
Taoist ideas of “inaction” (wuwei), and Buddhist spirits of “compassion,” gradually
forming its unique ethical system of Wushu morality (wude).This ethical adaptation
not only provided legitimacy for the survival of Wushu in folk society but also laid
an important value foundation for its subsequent literary and symbolic transfor-
mation. (Table 1.)
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Table 1. Functional Transformation and Symbolization Path of Wushu.

ngiggecal Main Function Technical Symbolic Expression

Characteristics

Pre-Qin to Dynasty Battlefield Simple and Direct Tactical Records of Mili-
Ming Killing P tary Wushu, etc.
. . Dynasties Self-Defense & Systematic& MartlallArts Manuals,
Ming to Qing Fitness School-Stvlized Rhyming Formulas,
ty School Rules, etc.
Modern Era Sports & Culture Stand.ardlzed& Artis- Literature, Film/TV,
tic Games, etc.

2.2. Aesthetic Sublimation of Wushu Practice

In the process of Wushu's symbolization, the construction of its aesthetic system is
carried out simultaneously. Traditional Wushu has developed unique aesthetic pur-
suits during its long-term evolution—for example, Xingyiquan (Form-Intention
Boxing) pursues “the unity of mind and intention”, Taijiquan emphasizes “hardness
embedded in softness”, and Nanquan (Southern Boxing) focuses on “solid stances
and powerful moves”. These concepts not only reflect China’s traditional view of the
body but also contain profound aesthetic thoughts.

When these physical techniques enter literary narratives, their aesthetic traits are
further explored and refined. For instance, in Jin Yong’s The Legend of the Condor
Heroes, the “Eighteen Palms of Subduing the Dragon” is depicted such that the pro-
tagonist Qiao Feng becomes stronger when facing powerful foes and refuses to yield.
This integrates the moral ideal of unyielding justice into the imagery of the martial
art. Another example is the “Li’s Flying Dagger” created by Gu Long in The Senti-
mental Swordsman and the Ruthless Sword; through the “fast, accurate and
steady”dagger-throwing technique, it embodies a transcendent spiritual realm. It
can be said that the literary narrative of physical techniques has facilitated Wushu'’s

transformation from a physical skill to an aesthetic symbol.

3. The Wushu Symbol System in Wuxia Narratives

3.1. Literary Coding of Wushu Moves

Wuxia literature has established a complete martial arts symbol system, which is
mainly coded through three methods. First, pictographic coding. For example,
moves imitating animal forms—such as “Tiger Fist” and “Mantis Fist” from Xiang-
xingquan (Imitative-Shape Boxing)—are reimagined as “Toad Skill” in Demi-Gods
and Semi-Devils; similarly, “Drunken Fist,”which mimics the state of a drunk person,
is expressed in an exaggerated way in The Legend of Su Qier.Second, intentional
coding. This applies to Wushu styles that emphasize guidance by intention, such as
Taijiquan and Xingyiquan. A typical case is the reconstruction of “Yijin Jing” (Mus-
cle-Tendon Changing Classic)—originally a fitness method—into a top-tier martial
art in Wuxia narratives.Third, philosophical coding. The “Nine Swords of Dugu” is a
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representative example, as it embodies the Taoist thought of “winning without fixed
moves.”

These coding methods transform specific physical techniques into narrative sym-
bols rich in cultural connotations, making Wushu skills one of the core means to
convey values, shape characters, and drive the development of plot.

3.2. The Ethical Structure of the Jianghu World

“Jianghu” (the martial arts world) is the domain that carries the Wuxia universe. In
Wuxia narratives, “Jianghu” is an imagined social space. Within this space, Wushu is
not only a reflection of an individual’s ability, but also a symbol of social status and a
link of ethical relationships. Together with narrative elements such as the institu-
tions of various martial arts schools and the master-disciple relationships, it jointly
constructs an ethical world based on Wushu.

This construction reflects the unique understanding of the relationship between
skills and morality in traditional Chinese society—namely, the practice of Wushu is
not only a process of refining technical skills, but also a path to moral cultivation. As
the ancients said, “Those who practice Wushu should take strengthening their phy-
sique as the main purpose, and should engage in it day and night without random
interruption.” In other words, the cultivation of Wude (Wushu ethics) is placed at
the core of the inheritance of Wushu techniques.

4. Media Transformation and the Reconstruction of Wushu Sym-
bols

4.1. Visual Reconstruction of Wushu through Film and Television Lan-
guage

Film and television media have re-symbolized Wushu through their unique visual
language. This reconstruction is mainly reflected in three aspects. First, the specta-
cle of physical performance: for example, through wire techniques and special ef-
fects, visual spectacles that exceed the limits of the human body are created. Second,
the poeticization of space: that is, through scene selection and other methods, Wu-
shu spaces full of oriental aesthetic connotations are constructed, such as the bam-
boo forest battle in Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon. Third, the rhythmicization of
tempo: that is, through editing techniques and the coordination of music, a unique
sense of rhythm is endowed to martial arts scenes.

Admittedly, this visual reconstruction expands the expressiveness of Wushu; how-
ever, it may also lead to the obscuration of its essential “combat technique”nature.
The understanding of Wushu that audiences develop through film and television

works is often far from the reality of authentic Wushu.

4.2. Reconstruction of Wushu Experience in Game Interaction

As an emerging genre in recent decades, online Wuxia games have realized the
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re-translation of Wushu symbols through their distinctive interactive mechanisms.
For example, in Wuxia games such as Naraka: Bladepoint, players directly “partici-
pate” in the execution of Wushu moves via the operation interface. This embodied
interactive experience has formed an entirely new way of understanding Wushu
(Figure 1).

Film & Television
Physical Practice Literary Description Game Interaction
Presentation

Technical System Imagery System Visual System Experience System

Figure 1. Wushu Cognition in Online Wuxia Games

In Wuxia online games, Wushu is no longer an object for passive viewing. Instead,
players actively experience Wushu content through their operations. This transfor-
mation not only expands the dissemination methods of Wushu but also reshapes the

audience's understanding mode of Wushu culture.

5. Conclusion

Looking ahead, a core dilemma that Chinese Wushu must face in its symbolization
process is the tension between the authenticity and innovation of Wushu—namely,
how to ensure the innovative expression of Wushu while maintaining its authentici-
ty. In a certain sense, as Wushu is continuously reconstructed into narrative sym-
bols, its essential characteristics as a bodily practice will inevitably be diluted; yet, if
it clings to its traditional form, it will struggle to adapt to the communication envi-
ronment of modern society.Therefore, the future development of Wushu culture
may require exploring a new path of “creative inheritance” and “innovative devel-
opment” on the premise of acknowledging this tension. This means, on the one hand,
maintaining respect for and understanding of the traditional Wushu technique sys-
tem; on the other hand, actively seeking dialogue and integration with the contem-
porary media environment. Only in this way can Wushu retain its cultural roots

while thriving in the context of the new era.

Acknowledgements

This research was funded by the Philosophy and Social Sciences Research Fund of
Jiangsu Province Higher Education Institutions. The funded project title: “Research
on the Revival and Inheritance Path of Chinese Wushu Culture in the Great Changes
Unseen in a Century.” Funding number: 2022SJYB0583

References

[1] Yang, ]. Y. (2018). The Development Path of Chinese Wushu Trapped in Dilemma: An
Academic Dialogue with Professor Qiu Pixiang. Sports & Science, 39(04), 18-25.

[2] Qiu, P.X. (2008). A History of Chinese Wushu. Beijing: Higher Education Press.

DOI: 10.63313/ah.9029

75 Art Horizons



Guo Cheng

(3]
(4]
(5]

(6]

[7]

(8]

Dai, G. B. (2011). Wushu: The Culture of the Body. Beijing: People's Sports Publishing
House.

Zhou, W. L. (2013). A Historical Collation of Wudang Wushu: A Cultural Case under the
Influence of Taoism. Academic Circle, (10), 198-207.

Yang, J. Y. (2018). A Study on the Historical Formation and Systematic Inheritance of
Wushu Styles. China Sport Science, 38(01), 34-41.

Sun, J.,, Wy, D., & Yan, M. (2024). The Inevitable Value, Current Situation and Ideal Strat-
egy of Interpreting Traditional Chinese Wushu Manuals. Journal of Sports Science,
31(04), 41-46.

Jia, L. L. (2025). The Utopia in Xu's Wuxia World: The Ethical Narrative of the Film The
Legend of the Condor Heroes: The Great Hero. Contemporary Cinema, (03), 17-20+2.
Dong, J. P,, & Qing, G. M. (2024). Exploration on the Development of Traditional Ethnic

Sports in the Process of Chinese-Style Modernization. Sports Culture Guide, (02),
1-6+34.

DOI: 10.63313/ah.9029

76 Art Horizons



	[1] Yang, J. Y. (2018). The Development Path of Chinese Wushu Trapped in Dilemma: An Academic Dialogue with Professor Qiu Pixiang. Sports & Science, 39(04), 18-25.
	[2] Qiu, P. X. (2008). A History of Chinese Wushu. Beijing: Higher Education Press.
	[3] Dai, G. B. (2011). Wushu: The Culture of the Body. Beijing: People's Sports Publishing House.
	[4] Zhou, W. L. (2013). A Historical Collation of Wudang Wushu: A Cultural Case under the Influence of Taoism. Academic Circle, (10), 198-207.
	[5] Yang, J. Y. (2018). A Study on the Historical Formation and Systematic Inheritance of Wushu Styles. China Sport Science, 38(01), 34-41.
	[6] Sun, J., Wu, D., & Yan, M. (2024). The Inevitable Value, Current Situation and Ideal Strategy of Interpreting Traditional Chinese Wushu Manuals. Journal of Sports Science, 31(04), 41-46.
	[7] Jia, L. L. (2025). The Utopia in Xu's Wuxia World: The Ethical Narrative of the Film The Legend of the Condor Heroes: The Great Hero. Contemporary Cinema, (03), 17-20+2.
	[8] Dong, J. P., & Qing, G. M. (2024). Exploration on the Development of Traditional Ethnic Sports in the Process of Chinese-Style Modernization. Sports Culture Guide, (02), 1-6+34.

