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Abstract: In recent years, Chinese domestic hero films such as Ne Zha 2 have achieved remarkable box office
success, while Captain America 4, released in the same period, received lukewarm responses in both Chinese and
American markets. This phenomenon reflects a deeper transformation in the heroic narratives of the Chinese and
American film industries. From the perspective of cognitive cinematic semiotics, this paper re-examines the semiotic
construction of two heroic archetypes, the Chinese xia (knight-errant) and the American superhero, and reveals their
cognitive differences across three dimensions: space, body, and ethics. In spatial signs, “Jianghu” and “universe”
point respectively to a “relational attentional structure” and a “capability-oriented attentional structure”. In bodily

” and

signs, the “cultivated body” and the “technological body” point respectively to “empathy through identification’
“admiration through veneration”. In ethical signs, “patriotic duty” and “universal justice” point respectively to
“participatory ethics” and “receptive ethics”. Together, these three-dimensional differences constitute two distinct
cognitive pathways for the two heroic signs: the xia triggers “relational identification”, while the superhero evokes
“ability-oriented admiration”. This paper argues that the two types of heroic signs are not statically opposed but are
rather undergoing dynamic integration and mutual borrowing within the contemporary film industry. This finding
offers a new explanatory framework for understanding the divergent cross-cultural trajectories of the two heroic film
genres.
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