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ABSTRACT

Under the contemporary context of accelerated urbanization and evolving gender
equality awareness in China, deeply rooted patriarchal structures and son-preference
ideologies persist in rural areas. This paper, grounded in the creative practice of the
graduation film *Sheepfold* from the perspective of an assistant director, explores
narrative strategies and ethical boundaries in socially engaged short films, focusing on the
survival dilemmas of rural women within traditional family power dynamics.

Set in a mountainous region of Northwest China, the film follows the protagonist Gu
Yingdi’s failed attempt to escape an arranged marriage, reflecting the dual oppression faced
by rural women under structural inequality: economic resources disproportionately favor
males (e.g., funding the brother’s education through livestock sales or transactional
marriages), while female bodies and labor are commodified as “family assets” (e.g., the
mother treating bridal attire as an inevitable inheritance of women’s fate). The screenplay
amplifies these themes through audiovisual symbolism: cold color tones and closed-frame
compositions metaphorize oppressive environments; handheld cinematography and natural
soundscapes construct documentary realism; while slogans like “Sons and daughters are
equal” and recurring sheepfold scenes form sharp irony against entrenched gender norms.

Methodologically, this study integrates field research and non-professional actor
guidance strategies to realize socially conscious storytelling within low-budget student
productions. Findings reveal the necessity of balancing artistic authenticity with ethical
responsibility in such themes: for instance, depicting domestic violence through oblique
angles and sonic ellipsis avoids exploitative depiction, while replacing explicit tragedy with
open-ended darkness in the finale provokes active audience reflection on rural women’s
agency.

This research highlights the dual value of cinematic engagement with social issues:

“lightweight narratives” can raise public awareness of marginalized groups, yet risk



oversimplifying complex realities. In an era dominated by short videos and vertical-screen
content, realist short films must counter algorithmic logic with “humanistic warmth,”

creating visual channels for the silenced to speak.

Key words: Son preference; Rural women; Socially engaged filmmaking; Assistant

director; Documentary aesthetics
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