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Abstract 

ChinaÕs independent documentaries Ð films produced outside the countryÕs official 

state-sanctioned production channels Ð have been rewriting the rules regarding what 

can and cannot be shown of ChinaÕs contemporary reality on screen for over two 

decades. Most academic literature, however, has focused on the first wave of 

independent documentaries made in the early to mid-1990s by former television 

workers such as Wu Wenguang and Duan Jinchuan. This thesis instead focuses on 

the independent documentaries that have been produced since the arrival of digital 

technologies on the Chinese mainland from the late 1990s, by filmmakers such as Ou 

Ning, Hu Jie, Ai Xiaoming and Zhao Liang. It argues that since the turn of this 

century, digital technologies have facilitated the rise of an unofficial screening culture 

in China and a socially engaged strand of independent documentaries that seek to 

represent grassroots experiences of ChinaÕs contemporary reality on screen. 

Drawing on the work of Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge, this thesis 

conceptualises ChinaÕs independent documentary culture as an alternative public 

sphere in which ideas, values and experiences can be represented and circulated that 

are systematically excluded from the official public sphere of film and television 

overseen by the party-state. In order to explicate this conceptual framework, this 

thesis commences with an analysis of the workings of ChinaÕs official public sphere. 

It argues that since the early 1990s, the Chinese party-state has attempted to move 

away from a heavy reliance on coercion to maintain one-party rule and has instead 

tried to engineer a particular form of authoritarian hegemony. A central aspect of this 

hegemonic strategy is the shaping of public discourse in order to propagate certain 

sanctioned ideas and viewpoints to the widest possible audience, while marginalising 

or completing suppressing the dissemination of others. It is this state-sanctioned 
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public discourse circulated through the official public sphere that ChinaÕs socially 

engaged independent documentaries question, probe and contest. 

The main body of this thesis substantiates this argument through a close 

textual analysis of a range of contemporary independent Chinese documentaries, that 

engage with a variety of prominent social issues such as urban redevelopment, the 

representation and memorialisation of history, the spread of HIV/AIDS, the rule of 

law and debates around morals and ethics. These analyses detail the various ways in 

which independent documentaries contest state-sanctioned public discourse through 

both their form and content. The social impact of these films and their dissemination 

via unofficial channels is also analysed, as well as the ways in which they intersect 

with other forms of unofficial public discourse in todayÕs China, especially in the 

online realm. 

Through the conceptualisation of various official and unofficial public 

spheres in contemporary China, and the role of independent documentary culture in 

the countryÕs unofficial public culture, this thesis will greatly enhance scholarly 

understandings of ChinaÕs independent documentary cinema, the politicised nature 

of ÒpublicnessÓ in todayÕs China, and the particular political role these films are 

playing within ChinaÕs distinctive social, economic and political context. 
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A Note on Terminology 

Writing about China in English presents a number of challenges regarding the 

presentation of Chinese names and terms. Since the 1980s, the pinyin system of 

Romanisation developed in mainland China during the 1950s has been used in the 

West. This is also the system used in this thesis. The only exception is when scholars 

are known in English by names that use other forms of Romanisation, such You-tien 

Hsing, or when older films are known by titles not based on pinyin, such as 

AntonioniÕs Chung kuo. 

Chinese names have been rendered in the Chinese style, with family 

names appearing first. The only exception is Chinese authors who have published 

books and articles in English using the English-language name order, such as You-

tien Hsing, Yingchi Chu or Ying Qian. In these instances the names are cited as 

published. 

Throughout this thesis I have used the term Òparty-stateÓ to refer to the 

governmental authority that has ruled over China since 1949. In theory the Chinese 

Communist Party and the Chinese state are separate entities, and parallel party and 

state structures exist at all levels of authority. For example, the State Council is 

theoretically the highest body of governance in China, while the Politburo is the 

body that governs the Communist Party. In reality the Party penetrates and 

dominates the state at every level, and state organs invariably reflect and carry out the 

policies and orders of the Party. Thus, the Politburo Standing Committee is, in 

practice, the body that governs China. For this reason Òparty-stateÓ is the most 

appropriate description of ChinaÕs governance structure. 

My final point of clarification relates to the use of the term ÒChina.Ó The 

political entity of the PeopleÕs Republic of China today encompasses the Special 
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Administrative Region of Hong Kong, but the SAR maintains its own currency, 

media, education system, judiciary and laws. Most importantly, the censorship rules 

and processes designed to shape and guide public culture in the mainland do not 

apply in Hong Kong, even if BeijingÕs influence has been increasingly felt there in 

recent years. Additionally, the ÒprovinceÓ of Taiwan continues to operate essentially 

as a separate state (officially the Republic of China), despite Beijing claiming 

jurisdiction over the island. Thus, for the purposes of this study when conditions are 

described in ÒChina,Ó this is taken to refer exclusively to the mainland controlled by 

the Chinese Communist Party, excluding both Hong Kong and Taiwan. 

Australian spelling is used throughout, except when American spellings 

have been used in book or article titles Ð in these instances titles are quoted as 

published. For reference purposes, a glossary of Chinese terms used in the text 

appears at the end of this thesis, and a complete list of the Chinese films and 

filmmakers discussed appears in the filmography in both pinyin and Chinese 

characters.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

Introduction  

Independent Chinese documentaries Ð films produced outside the countryÕs official, 

state-sanctioned production channels Ð have been rewriting the rules regarding what 

can and cannot be shown of ChinaÕs contemporary reality on screen for over two 

decades. Most academic literature, however, has focused on the first wave of 

independent documentaries made in the early to mid-1990s by former television 

workers such as Wu Wenguang and Duan Jinchuan. This thesis instead focuses on 

the independent documentaries that have been produced since the arrival of digital 

technologies on the Chinese mainland from the late 1990s, by filmmakers such as Ou 

Ning, Hu Jie, Ai Xiaoming and Zhao Liang. It argues that digital technologies have 

not only facilitated the entry of filmmakers from a much broader range of 

backgrounds into the documentary field, but have also allowed the creation of a 

more public form of independent documentary culture than what was possible in the 

1990s. 

Central to the public culture that has grown up around independent 

documentary in the digital era has been the development of a socially engaged strand 

of documentary films that deal in very direct and interrogative ways with pressing 

social issues. These socially engaged works are essentially public in their concerns 

and their address, in contrast to the more personalised concerns and much more 

limited domestic circulation of the first independent documentaries of the early 

1990s. Socially engaged documentaries of the digital era provide a forum to publicise 

grassroots views and experiences on screen, and offer perspectives that explicitly 

challenge those offered in state-sanctioned representations, thereby questioning the 

terms of the Chinese party-stateÕs cultural and political hegemony. These films 

circulate amongst a domestic audience across China through unofficial screening 
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clubs and film festivals, DVDs, and online platforms. It is this combination of critical 

engagement with public issues and the filmsÕ circulation amongst a steadily growing 

public that has allowed ChinaÕs independent documentary culture to develop into an 

alternative public sphere in the digital era Ð a public sphere in which views, values 

and experiences excluded from official representations are able to circulate and be 

discussed. 

In keeping with these claims regarding content and circulation, my 

reading of Chinese independent documentary as an alternative public sphere will be 

substantiated through a two-fold approach in this thesis. Firstly, the following 

chapters will detail the unofficial screening culture that has developed around 

independent works since the late 1990s. Secondly, an in-depth textual analysis of key 

independent documentaries of the past fifteen years will explicate the ways in which 

these films contest the ideas, values and assumptions informing state-sanctioned 

public discourse in China. These analyses will also demonstrate how independent 

documentaries intersect with other forms of ÒalternativeÓ public discourse that have 

developed in China since the late 1990s Ð particularly in the online realm Ð around 

concerns such as urban renewal, the requisitioning of rural land, representations of 

history, the concept of legal rights and the rule of law, and debates around morality 

and ethics. 

As will be explained in more detail shortly, the conceptualisation of the 

public sphere developed in this thesis contrasts with much existing China-related 

scholarship that relies on JŸrgen HabermasÕ notion of the public sphere as an ideal 

!  
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realm of free speech and communicative rationality.1 The analysis offered on these 

pages is more grounded in a study of existing conditions and is specifically concerned 

with how different forms of public discourse are structured and disseminated in 

todayÕs China, rather than describing how the countryÕs public sphere falls short of a 

theoretical ideal. Similarly, the public sphere of independent documentary is 

understood as ÒalternativeÓ because it provides a space for a public discourse that 

contests the dominant representations sanctioned by the state, rather than providing 

any kind of utopian realm of free speech. This reading of different public spheres as 

realms of discursive contestation is indebted to the work of Oskar Negt and 

Alexander Kluge, and Miriam HansenÕs explication of their ideas.2 Reconceptualising 

the public sphere in this manner facilitates a new reading of ChinaÕs independent 

documentary field, and new ways of understanding the different forms of public 

culture playing out in the countryÕs politically authoritarian yet highly commercialised 

contemporary environment. In reading these films and the spaces in which they 

circulate as a self-consciously ÒalternativeÓ public sphere, I will position independent 

documentary practices within a broader struggle by certain Chinese citizens to 

establish a recognised, legally protected public culture in China that encompasses the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1. There was a flurry of China-related scholarship in the early 1990s that employed a Habermasian 
conception of the public sphere, particularly in the journal Modern China. See for example: William T. 
Rowe, ÒThe Public Sphere in Modern China,Ó Modern China 16:3 (July 1990): 309Ð329; Frederic 
Wakeman Jr, ÒThe Civil Society and Public Sphere Debate: Western Reflections on Chinese Political 
Culture,Ó Modern China 19:2 (April 1993): 108Ð138; and Philip C.C. Huang, ÒPublic Sphere/Civil 
Society in China? The Third Realm Between State and Society,Ó Modern China 19:2 (April 1993), 216Ð
240. For more recent examples of scholarship drawing on a Habermasian model of the public sphere 
in relation to China see: Gloria Davies, ÒHabermas in China: Theory as Catalyst,Ó The China Journal 57 
(January 2007): 61Ð85; Seio Nakajima, ÒWatching Documentary: Critical Public Discourses and 
Contemporary Urban Chinese Film Clubs,Ó in The New Chinese Documentary Film Movement: For the Public 
Record, eds. Chris Berry, Lu Xinyu and Lisa Rofel (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2010), 
117Ð134; and Ander Opaker, ÒProspects of Democracy in China: A Habermasian Analysis of Political 
Participation in post-Mao Urban ChinaÓ (MasterÕs thesis, University of Oslo, 2004). 
2. Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge (1972), Public Sphere and Experience: Towards an Analysis of the 
Bourgeois and Proletarian Public Sphere, trans. Peter Labanyi, Jamie Owen Daniel and Assenka Oksiloff 
(Minneapolis and London: University of Minneapolis Press, 1993). For Miriam Hansen on Negt and 
Kluge, see her ÒForewordÓ in Negt and Kluge, Public Sphere and Experience, ixÐxli; and Miriam Hansen, 
Babel and Babylon: Spectatorship in American Silent Film (Cambridge, Mass. and London: Harvard 
University Press, 1991), 11Ð14 and 91Ð92. 
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public expression of competing views and positions Ð particularly views and 

positions that conflict with those offered by the party-state. It is this reconsideration 

of the nature of ÒpublicnessÓ in todayÕs China Ð its political nature, and its 

implications for understanding the importance of independent documentary work Ð

that constitutes this thesisÕ prime original contribution to knowledge. 

The remainder of this introduction will set out my methodology and 

define the key terms that will be employed throughout this thesis. Firstly, the 

question of what ÒindependentÓ means in a contemporary Chinese context will be 

addressed. The terms ÒhegemonyÓ and Òpublic sphereÓ will then be defined in 

relation to existing academic literature and actual conditions in China today. Finally, 

the Chinese term minjian will be introduced as being central to the perspective 

offered by contemporary independent Chinese documentaries. These definitions will 

also include a review of the academic literature relevant to the terms of this thesis. 

Methodology 

My research on independent Chinese documentary has been crucially informed by 

my experiences living and working in Beijing from 2007 to 2011. During my four 

years in China, and on a return visit during my PhD candidature in MayÐJune 2012, I 

met and interviewed a broad range of documentary filmmakers, including Wu 

Wenguang, Ou Ning, Hu Jie, Zhao Liang, Jian Yi, Zhao Dayong, Wang Jiuliang and 

Zhang Tianhui. In several instances, these interviews led to on-going friendships and 

regular communications regarding these directorsÕ filmmaking activities. An attempt 

to interview Ai Xiaoming in 2011 was unfortunately prevented by the authorities, but 

I was able to spend a day observing Ai at work when she was filming in Beijing in 

late 2010. During that shoot she was able to speak to me at length about her aims in 

producing independent documentary work. I also interviewed several figures closely 
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associated with ChinaÕs documentary world such as Zhu Rikun and Zhang Qi of the 

Fanhall Films Arts Centre, and the US Chinese documentary distributors Karin 

Chien and Kevin Lee. In addition, I attended many documentary screenings and 

related events at a variety of official and unofficial screening venues across Beijing, 

including BC Moma Beijing, the Ullens Centre for Contemporary Art, Three 

Shadows Photography Art Centre, CNEX CafŽ, Trainspotting CafŽ, Studio-X, 

Fanhall Films Arts Centre, and various sites associated with Ou NingÕs Get It Louder 

festival. Outside the capital, I spent several days at Jian YiÕs IFChina Original Studio 

in Jiangxi Province in early 2011. Finally, several visits to the Hong Kong 

International Film Festival between 2007 and 2011 allowed me to attend screenings 

of many independent mainland documentaries at the only place in China where these 

films can be viewed and discussed in officially recognised cinemas. These interviews 

and viewing experiences allowed me to build up a detailed, first-hand picture of 

ChinaÕs independent documentary culture over an extended period. My time in China 

also allowed me to gain a first-hand sense of the key issues being discussed amongst 

ordinary people on a daily basis, and the ways in which these issues overlap with the 

often quite different discourse publicised through the official public spheres of film, 

television and print media. It was these experiences and interviews with filmmakers 

that have informed my reading of the independent sector as an alternative public 

sphere during the course of my doctoral candidature. My close textual reading of a 

range of independent documentary titles has also been informed by my interviews 

with the filmmakers and my experiences within ChinaÕs unofficial viewing culture. 

My time working in Chinese media between 2007 and 2011, initially for 

the state-owned monthly news magazine China Today and then for the semi-privately 

owned entertainment magazine The Beijinger, provided invaluable insight into the 

workings and complex structures of ChinaÕs official public sphere. Working in a 
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Chinese media environment was particularly valuable in grasping the complex ways 

in which overt censorship, as well as more subtle pressures and expectations, shape 

the official public discourse circulating in todayÕs China. It was through the empirical 

filter of these experiences that I have engaged with the scholarship on contemporary 

Chinese film, television and media, and found most convincing those accounts which 

conceptualise the Chinese Communist PartyÕs (CCP) contemporary influence over 

public discourse as an attempt to generate an authoritarian hegemony. 

My understanding of hegemony builds on Antonio GramsciÕs pioneering 

insights into the way hegemony works in modern societies permeated by mass media, 

in which state power is diffused across multiple social, cultural and political 

institutions. The institution most directly relevant to the political role independent 

documentaries play in todayÕs China is broadly conceived here as the public sphere Ð 

the realm via which public discourse is structured and disseminated to a mass 

audience. In contrast to many earlier China-focused studies that have drawn on 

JŸrgen HabermasÕ model of the public sphere, my conceptualisation draws on Oskar 

Negt and Alexander KlugeÕs analysis of West German television as a seemingly 

pluralist communicative arena via which a prevailing hegemony is nonetheless 

ultimately maintained in their 1972 book Public Sphere and Experience. Although Negt 

and Kluge were writing about a society that was in many ways quite different to 

contemporary China, their analysis of the way Òpublic opinionÓ is both mediated and 

guided by the commercially and politically informed discourse disseminated by mass 

media is far more relevant to ChinaÕs present day situation than HabermasÕ more 

historically specific study. These claims will be fleshed out in detail below, but Negt 

and KlugeÕs understanding of the public sphere as a realm of limited discursive 

contestation has been especially useful in understanding how the Chinese 

Communist Party strives to maintain its cultural hegemony by setting the terms of 
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public discourse within a superficially pluralist public sphere. Their model has also 

assisted in identifying the ways in which the contestation of official public discourse 

in independent documentaries helps constitute this culture as an alternative public 

sphere, rather than simply a realm of niche film production. 

In order to adapt GramsciÕs ideas, and Negt and KlugeÕs model of the 

public sphere, to a specifically Chinese setting, I have read their work through my 

own experiences and the scholarship of a range of contemporary China specialists 

who have considered questions related to the public sphere, public space and public 

discourse in the contemporary PeopleÕs Republic. Alex ChanÕs study of the current 

affairs program Focus (Jiaodian fangtan), Qing Liu and Barrett McCormickÕs historically 

informed analysis of the CCPÕs shifting modes of media control and influence, and 

Ruth Y.Y. HungÕs examination of the popular and governmental responses to the 

television drama series Dwelling Narrowness (Woju, 2009) were all particularly useful in 

this regard.3 Sebastian VegÕs writings on contemporary Chinese censorship and the 

concept of minjian in relation to representations in independent Chinese cinema have 

also been important in understanding the specific ways in which the representations 

offered in independent documentaries contest those that circulate via official 

channels.4 The work of these scholars has provided concrete case studies through 

which I have been able to develop a nuanced theoretical model of ChinaÕs official 

public sphere as a realm through which the contemporary party-state attempts to 

generate and maintain a particular form of authoritarian cultural and political 

hegemony. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3. Alex Chan, ÒFrom Propaganda to Hegemony: Jiaodian Fangtan and ChinaÕs Media Policy,Ó Journal of 
Contemporary China 11:30 (2002): 35Ð51; Qing Liu and Barrett McCormick, ÒThe Media and the Public 
Sphere in Contemporary China,Ó boundary 2 38:1 (2011): 101Ð134; Ruth Y.Y. Hung, ÒThe State and 
the Market: Chinese TV Serials and the Case of Woju (Dwelling Narrowness),Ó boundary 2 38:2 (2011): 
155Ð187. 
4. See for example: Sebastian Veg, ÒIntroduction: Opening Public Spaces,Ó China Perspectives 1 (2010): 
4Ð10; and Sebastian Veg, ÒEliminating Disharmony: Recent Examples of Censorship in Chinese 
Writing and Cinema,Ó China Perspectives 3 (2007): 66Ð72. 
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In terms of understanding the short history of independent documentary 

in China, and the longer history of Chinese cinema in general, the work of Lu Xinyu, 

Luke Robinson and Chris Berry has proven invaluable. Lu XinyuÕs account of the 

history of independent Chinese documentary, written from a Chinese perspective, 

provided important contextual background for the development of my ideas, 

particularly in regard to the early days of independent production in the 1990s.5 In 

terms of stylistic developments, Luke RobinsonÕs writings on the changing modes of 

representation in independent Chinese documentary, especially his analysis of the 

Òmetaphorical modeÓ of much early independent work, was extremely useful in 

clarifying my own thinking about what differentiates the digital era from the 1990s.6 

Finally, Chris BerryÕs extensive writings on Chinese cinema have provided invaluable 

context for the history of filmmaking in the PeopleÕs Republic since 1949, and the 

ways in which todayÕs commercialised film and television environment both differs 

from, and continues to bear some underlying resemblances to, the environment of 

the Maoist era.7 BerryÕs notion of Chinese television as a Òpublic spaceÓ has also 

been useful in developing my understanding of how public discourse in 

contemporary China is shaped by multiple political, commercial and social 

imperatives.8 

Unfortunately scholarship on the workings of Chinese media and 

independent documentary from within China itself is limited Ð for obvious reasons. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5. LuÕs historical account of independent documentary in China is summarised in Lu Xinyu, 
ÒRethinking ChinaÕs New Documentary Movement: Engagement with the Social,Ó trans. Tan Jia and 
Lisa Rofel, in The New Chinese Documentary, 15Ð49. 
6. Luke Robinson, ÒFrom ÔPublicÕ to ÔPrivateÕ: Chinese Documentary and the Logic of Xianchang,Ó in 
The New Chinese Documentary Movement, 177Ð94; and Luke Robinson, Independent Chinese Documentary: 
From the Studio to the Street (Basingstoke, UK and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013). 
7. See for example Chris Berry, Postsocialist Cinema in Post-Mao China: The Cultural Revolution After the 
Cultural Revolution (New York and London: Routledge: 2004). 
8. Chris Berry, ÒNew Documentary in China: Public Space, Public Television,Ó in Electronic Elsewheres: 
Media, Technology, and the Experience of Social Space, eds. Chris Berry, Soyoung Kim and Lynn Spigel 
(Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), 95Ð116; and Chris Berry, ÒShanghai 
TelevisionÕs Documentary Channel: Chinese Television as Public Space,Ó in TV China, eds. Ying Zhu 
and Chris Berry (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2009), 71Ð89. 
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Like all aspects of public life in the PeopleÕs Republic, academia remains tightly 

controlled by the authorities, and while scholars certainly enjoy much greater 

freedoms than they did in the Maoist era, serious analysis of the ways in which the 

party-state controls and influences Chinese society are not really possible within local 

studies. Similarly, the political nature of independent documentary work has not been 

explored in any depth in mainland Chinese academia. For these reasons, much of the 

most critical and incisive writing in these areas within China can be found online 

rather than in more formal publications such as academic journals and books. Hence 

several significant Chinese articles referenced in this thesis were originally posted 

online or were published outside China, including Ou NingÕs various writings, Fang 

LizhiÕs seminal essay ÒThe Chinese Amnesia,Ó Teng BiaoÕs essay on the role of video 

in Chinese activism, and Xu ZhigangÕs writings on citizenship and citizensÕ rights.9 

The main Chinese academic to have published extensively inside China on 

independent Chinese documentary is Lu Xinyu, and her aforementioned historically 

focused work is especially important for offering a Chinese perspective on the 

development of the field. 

I have drawn on the scholarship and other writings outlined above to 

formulate a conceptual framework through which my empirical observations, 

interviews with Chinese independent documentarians, and the representational 

strategies employed in their films, can be understood. The textual analyses of specific 

contemporary independent documentaries offered in chapters two to five is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9. Ou NingÕs writings in English and Chinese are collected at the Alternative Archive website: 
http://www.alternativearchive.com/ouning 
Fang Lizhi, ÒThe Chinese Amnesia,Ó trans. Perry Link, New York Review of Books, 27 September 1990. 
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/1990/sep/27/the-chinese-amnesia/ 
Teng Biao, ÒVideo Cameras Break Official Monopoly; Video Plays a Notable Role in Citizen 
Movements,Ó trans. Florence Lai and Interlocals.net, edited and revised by Human Rights in China, 
HRIChina.org, posted 26 January 2011. http://www.hrichina.org/en/content/4961 
Xu Zhiyong, ÒChina Needs a New CitizensÕ Movement,Ó trans. anonymous, HRIChina.org, posted 23 
July 2012. http://www.hrichina.org/en/crf/article/6205 
Teng BiaoÕs and Xu ZhiyongÕs original posts in Chinese have unfortunately been deleted. 
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informed by both this framework and the intensions expressed by filmmakers in 

interviews and articles. By placing independent Chinese documentariansÕ comments, 

activities and filmic content within the conceptual framework of ChinaÕs public 

sphere, we can begin to understand the particular political role and impact these films 

are having in the very specific context of todayÕs China, casting light not only on the 

nature of the films, but also on the social and political dynamics of public discourse 

in the PeopleÕs Republic today. 

Defining Independence in a Chinese Context 

Before launching into any analysis of independent Chinese documentary, the concept 

of independence itself needs to be defined in a Chinese context. This is because the 

term means something quite different to what it usually does in Western settings. In 

countries like the United States, independent films are generally considered those 

made by individuals or small companies, which are often then sold to major 

distributors or broadcasters. In recent times, even this loose designation has become 

blurred, as Òindependent filmÓ has largely become a marketing term, describing 

small-scale, supposedly stylistically edgy works that are often financed by major 

corporations. To understand what is distinct about independent cinema Ð especially 

documentaries Ð in a Chinese context, independence needs to be understood both in 

terms of production and distribution outside official, state-sanctioned channels. 

Independence does not just denote films made outside state-owned institutions, 

since many private companies in contemporary China produce work now screened in 

official Chinese cinemas and on television. These works, made privately but for 

official broadcasters or in conjunction with state-owned studios, are subject to the 

same content restrictions as those imposed on works made directly by state-owned 

institutions. 
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The first independent Chinese films appeared in 1990 Ð Wu WenguangÕs 

documentary Bumming in Beijing: The Last Dreamers (Liulang Beijing: zuihou de 

mengxiangzhe) and Zhang YuanÕs dramatic feature Mama. Wu and Zhang were part of 

the same social circle, and Zhang went on to make several documentaries during the 

1990s alongside his feature film work. It was at a meeting at ZhangÕs Beijing home in 

1992 that the concept of the ÒNew Documentary MovementÓ was first mooted.10 

This reflects a close relationship between ChinaÕs independent feature directors and 

documentarians that has existed ever since, and filmmakers such as Zhang Yuan, Jia 

Zhangke and Wang Bing have moved between feature film and documentary 

production. The socially engaged independent documentaries discussed in this thesis 

represent some of the most explicit attempts to challenge the terms of official public 

discourse within the broader realm of independent film production, but many 

independent feature films contest official discourse in a similar, if usually more subtle 

manner. However, a discussion of these dramatic features and their relationship with 

Chinese documentary practices unfortunately lies outside the scope of this thesis.11 

Another notable commonality amongst many early independent 

filmmakers was their close relationship to various official institutions. Wu Wenguang 

emerged from state television and Zhang Yuan was a graduate of the prestigious 

Beijing Film Academy, the institution that had produced the majority of ChinaÕs 

feature film directors since the 1950s. Similarly close institutional ties were a hallmark 

of most of the first wave of independents. These ties, along with the growing 
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10. Lu, ÒRethinking ChinaÕs New Documentary,Ó 16. 
11. Sebastian Veg has written about the complex relationship between documentary and dramatic 
representations in recent independent Chinese cinema, particularly in the work of Wang Bing and Jia 
Zhangke (including some of JiaÕs ÒofficialÓ productions made since 2004). See Sebastian Veg, ÒFrom 
Documentary to Fiction and Back: Reality and Contingency in Wang BingÕs and Jia ZhangkeÕs Films,Ó 
China Perspectives 3 (2007): 130Ð137; and Sebastian Veg, ÒThe Limits of Representation: Wang BingÕs 
Labour Camp Films,Ó Journal of Chinese Cinemas 6:2 (2012): 173Ð187. The independent films Oxhide 
(Niupi, 2005) and Oxhide II (Niupi II, 2009) written and directed by Liu Jiayin are also notable for their 
self-conscious blurring of documentary and dramatic registers, as is Ying LiangÕs When Night Falls (Wo 
hai you hua yao shou, 2012). 
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diversity of official content on Chinese television screens during the 1990s, led some 

commentators to claim that any line between independent and non-independent 

productions quickly became blurred after the early 1990s. Lu Xinyu, for example, 

points out that the origins of the New Documentary Movement identified with Wu 

Wenguang and others lay both Òinside and outside the system,Ó and several 

independents of the 1990s produced content for Chinese television in addition to 

making films outside the broadcasters.12 Several essays in the 2006 volume From 

Underground to Independent suggest that filmmakers working outside official channels 

have gradually reached accommodating positions with the Chinese authorities and 

increasingly produce work that is distributed or broadcast via official channels, much 

like independent filmmakers in the West.13 In particular, Matthew David Johnson 

downplays the oppositional nature of ChinaÕs independent sector, viewing 

independence primarily as a career strategy for filmmakers of the 1990s Òwho sought 

recognition beyond the boundaries of existing institutional norms.Ó14 The fact that 

some of the original independents, such as Zhang Yuan, have moved exclusively into 

official production seems to support these claims. 

While it is true that many independents have also made work through 

official channels, it is important to understand that there have always been 

differences between what can be included in independent films and those made for 

official screens. None of the completely independent works of the 1990s were ever 

broadcast or theatrically distributed in China. The experiences of filmmakers such as 

Duan Jinchuan who continued making work for broadcasters alongside their 
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12. Lu, ÒRethinking ChinaÕs New Documentary,Ó 20. 
13. For example: Chris Berry, ÒIndependently Chinese: Duan Jinchuan, Jiang Yue, and Chinese 
Documentary,Ó in From Underground to Independent: Alternative Film Culture in Contemporary China, eds. 
Paul G. Pickowicz and Yingjin Zhang (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 2006), 109Ð122; 
and Matthew David Johnson, ÒA Scene Beyond Our Line of Sight: Wu Wenguang and New 
Documentary CinemaÕs Politics of Independence,Ó 47Ð76 in the same volume. 
14. Johnson, ÒA Scene Beyond Our Line,Ó 60. 
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independent films in the 1990s illustrate more about the gap between independent 

and official content than the blurring of boundaries. For example, in 1996 Duan 

made a 100-minute observational documentary about a low-level government office 

in Tibet entitled No. 16 Barkhor South Street (Bakuo nan jie 16 hao) that was partly 

funded by the national broadcaster China Central Television (CCTV). The station 

shelved the film when they saw the finished product, eventually airing a severely 

truncated half-hour version at 11.30 p.m. five years after the filmÕs completion.15 

Duan also made the series Liberated (Jiefang ah!, 2003) with Jiang Yue for CCTV, 

based on survivorsÕ memories of the ÒliberationÓ of various cities by communist 

forces during the closing stages of ChinaÕs civil war. The memories they recorded 

were not to the authoritiesÕ liking, and Duan claims he and Jiang were informed 

Òthere was a problem with their stance.Ó16 Having spent the money to make the 

series, CCTV finally decided to air it, but buried it in a 2.30 a.m. timeslot. Although 

these examples reveal a working relationship between some independent filmmakers 

and official broadcasters in the 1990s and early 2000s, they also illustrate the ways in 

which the representations offered by independents were generally marginalised 

within the official public sphere, even when the films in question were commissioned 

by television stations. In addition, these cases demonstrate why any conception of 

independence in China needs to be understood in terms of distribution as well as 

production, since all work that reaches the public via official channels is subject to 

the same forms of censorship, irrespective of who actually makes it. 

This thesis will argue that a distinct line continues to exist between what 

is permissible in work broadcast or distributed through official channels in China and 

content that appears in independent productions distributed by unofficial means. 
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15. Lin Xu-dong, ÒDocumentary in Mainland China,Ó trans. Cindy Carter, Documentary Box 26 (August 
2005). http://www.yidff.jp/docbox/26/box26-3-e.html 
16. Berry, ÒIndependently Chinese,Ó 118. 
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Furthermore, this line has actually become more pronounced since the late 1990s. 

This sharpening of division has occurred for two reasons. Firstly, ChinaÕs party-state 

has become increasingly skilled at controlling and guiding official film and television 

content, making public discourse in many ways more constricted than it was at the 

end of the 1990s, even as programming appears superficially more diverse. Secondly, 

as official restrictions have tightened, technological developments have meant that 

alternative forms of public discourse have become increasingly possible and 

accessible to a wide public. In terms of filmmaking, digital video technology has 

opened the field to a much broader range of directors since the late 1990s, some of 

whom have begun making films with the aim of explicitly contesting the 

representations offered through official channels. So while filmmaking practices 

outside official channels have certainly become less marginalised and ÒundergroundÓ 

than they were in the 1990s, this is not just because some directors have begun 

making officially recognised work. A distinct group of independents in the digital era 

continue to work outside official structures, and actually produce films that explicitly 

criticise the authorities and the representations offered in state-sanctioned film and 

television content. These are the socially engaged documentaries discussed in this 

thesis. Furthermore, as this thesis will explore, this independent work has become a 

more public practice due to the forging of an alternative public sphere since the late 

1990s around these films, comprising unofficial screening groups, pirate DVD 

distribution, and online platforms. 

This is not to say that the independent realm now exists in complete 

isolation from official channels. Many recent independent documentarians like Ai 

Xiaoming have contacts within official media, and are sometimes led to their filmic 

subjects by concerned journalists aware of certain situations they are unable to report 

on. Many journalists in China are also attempting to push the limits of permissible 
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public discourse, and frequently suffer loss of employment and other forms of 

harassment as a result.17 In this sense, the work of independent documentarians and 

the more liberal personnel of ChinaÕs official media overlap. Some independent 

filmmakers who have moved into official production, such as Jia Zhangke, are 

similarly attempting to expand the terms of public discourse from within the system, 

with varying degrees of success.18 Even Zhao Liang Ð director of one of the most 

politically incendiary independent documentaries, Petition (discussed in chapter five) Ð

made a film sanctioned by the Ministry of Health in 2010 entitled Together (Zai yiqi). 

Zhao later stated that the censorial restrictions imposed on him in the making of 

Together meant that he would be returning to independent production in the future.19 

Unfortunately the fact remains that many topics and viewpoints are simply not 

allowed to be aired via official public channels in todayÕs China. It is at the outer 

limits of the representations permitted in the official public sphere that the 

representations of the socially engaged independent documentaries discussed in this 

thesis begin. For this reason, before analysing these independent films and their 

attendant screening culture, the nature of the official public sphere that these films 

exist in relation to needs to be understood. The following sections will discuss the 

workings of this official public sphere, and the ways in which the authorities shape 

representations distributed through official channels. 
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17. For example, ChinaÕs best known investigative journalist Wang Keqin was forced to resign from 
the respected Economic Observer newspaper in early 2013. It is thought his reports on floods in Beijing 
in mid-2012 had angered the authorities. See David Bandurski, ÒVeteran Muckraker Forced to Leave 
Paper,Ó China Media Project, 1 March 2013. http://cmp.hku.hk/2013/03/01/31597/ 
18. From 2004 Jia Zhangke produced a string of official features and documentaries which portrayed 
ChinaÕs contemporary reality and recent history in provocative ways, while shying away from 
extremely sensitive topics such as the Cultural Revolution and government corruption. In a marked 
change of direction his 2013 feature Touch of Sin (Tian zhu ding) fictionalised various recent violent 
incidents linked to chronic social tensions in China, including governmental corruption. Although 
produced through official channels, at the time of writing the film had yet to be passed for release in 
Chinese cinemas. 
19. Dan Edwards, ÒÔEvery Official Knows What the Problems AreÕ: Interview with Chinese 
Documentarian Zhao Liang,Ó Senses of Cinema 63 (July 2012). 
http://sensesofcinema.com/2012/63/every-official-knows-what-the-problems-are-interview-with-
chinese-documentarian-zhao-liang/ 
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Engineering Hegemony in Contemporary China 

ChinaÕs contemporary situation, where a commercialised media remains subject to 

restrictions imposed by an authoritarian party-state while consumer digital 

technologies have facilitated the development of alternative forms of public 

discourse, poses the question of why the CCP has allowed this state of affairs to 

develop. After all, in the Maoist era the party-state directly controlled all public 

discourse and channels of communication, making any public questioning of official 

statements virtually impossible. The answer is related to the broader economic 

changes instituted by the CCP since 1992, and the form of political rule the Party has 

attempted to engineer around a fundamentally transformed economy. This and the 

following section will explicate this present-day situation through the theoretical 

concepts of hegemony and the public sphere. 

In contrast to todayÕs commercialised media, during the Maoist era from 

1949 to 1976 the Chinese state directly funded and controlled all forms of media and 

mass culture, including film, television, newspapers and magazines.20 Film production 

was conducted entirely through state-owned film studios according to directives 

handed down by the party-state. Television broadcasts, though very limited in the 

Maoist era, were similarly controlled by the authorities and dominated by political 

imperatives.21 Public discourse outside state-owned and controlled structures was not 

permitted, in line with the CCP policy that all culture and media should serve as a 

vehicle for propagating the PartyÕs ideology and worldview.22  
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20. Liu and McCormick, ÒThe Media and the Public Sphere,Ó 102. 
21. For a detailed discussion of early Chinese television, including an outline of an early broadcast 
schedule, see Yu Huang and Xu Yu, ÒBroadcasting and Politics: Chinese Television in the Mao Era, 
1958Ð1976,Ó Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television 17:4 (1997): 563Ð574. 
22. CCP leader Mao ZedongÕs philosophy of placing all the arts at the service of the PartyÕs ideological 
program was codified as policy in MaoÕs lectures at the YanÕan Conference on Literature and Art in 
1942, published the following year. There are several published versions of these lectures in Chinese, 
as the text was heavily revised in 1953 after the founding of the PeopleÕs Republic. There are also 
multiple English translations. Bonnie S. McDougall details the history of the textÕs evolution in 
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This situation transformed rapidly following MaoÕs death in 1976. A 

power struggle within the leadership in the years following MaoÕs passing saw the 

ascension of Deng Xiaoping, under whose leadership market mechanisms were 

tentatively introduced and economic planning decentralised to a degree from the late 

1970s.23 As a result, consumer goods became readily available in China for the first 

time since 1949, facilitating the spread of television sets across the country. In 

contrast to the estimated 600,000 sets in operation at the time of MaoÕs death, China 

had an estimated 112 million televisions by 1987.24 The number of stations jumped 

from 38 in 1979 to 412 a decade later.25 The rapid rise of television was central to the 

commercialisation of ChinaÕs media, following the introduction of advertisements to 

broadcasts in Shanghai in January 1979.26 Many in the Chinese leadership were wary 

of financial independence for television stations and at the time the introduction of 

advertisements was not intended to presage wholesale commercialisation. As the 

1980s progressed, however, the Chinese state was under increasing financial pressure 

and simply could not afford to underwrite the modernisation and massive expansion 

of ChinaÕs television sector being driven by the rapid uptake of sets.27 By the middle 

of the 1980s, the still small but burgeoning consumer culture developing under the 

auspices of Deng XiaopingÕs economic reforms saw television advertising rising 

steadily. The stepping up of market reforms after 1992 greatly intensified the move 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
ÒIntroduction: the YanÕan ÔTalksÕ as Literary Theory,Ó in Bonnie S. Mcdougall, Mao ZedongÕs ÒTalks at 
the YanÕan Conference on Literature and ArtÓ: A Translation of the 1943 Text with Commentary (Ann Arbor: 
Center for Chinese Studies the University of Michigan, 1980), 7Ð8. 
23. Chris Berry provides a detailed account of DengÕs gradual ascension to power between 1976 and 
1979, and the very direct impact this had on the content of ChinaÕs dramatic feature films in Berry, 
Postsocialist Cinema, 77Ð100. 
24. The 1976 figure comes from Lin, ÒDocumentary in Mainland China.Ó The 1987 figure comes 
from Richard W. Bodman, ÒFrom History to Allegory to Art: A Personal Search for Interpretation,Ó 
in Su Xiaokang and Wang Luxiang, Deathsong of the River: A ReaderÕs Guide to the Chinese TV Series 
Heshang, trans. Richard W. Bodman and Pin P. Wan (Ithaca, New York: East Asia Program Cornell 
University, 1991), 30Ð31. 
25. Bodman, ÒFrom History to Allegory,Ó 30Ð31. 
26. Li Xiaoping, ÒSignificant Changes in the Chinese Television Industry and Their Impact in the 
PRC: An InsiderÕs Perspective,Ó paper prepared for the Center for Northeast Asian Policy Studies at 
the Brookings Institution (New York, August 2001). http://www.ciaonet.org/wps/lix01/lix01.pdf 
27. Liu and McCormick, ÒThe Media and the Public Sphere,Ó 102Ð104. 
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towards financial independence for broadcasters and by the mid-1990s the national 

broadcaster CCTV was almost entirely reliant on advertising revenue, a state of 

affairs that has since become the norm across the television sector.28 

By the turn of this century, many analysts were arguing that the 

wholesale commercialisation of Chinese media would inevitably foster greater 

independence from the state. It was further claimed this independence would allow 

Chinese journalists to limit corruption and abuses of power by playing a watchdog 

role over officials and state institutions.29 While broadcasters now operate at a much 

greater distance from the party-state than they did during the Maoist era, the implied 

opposition between commercial and political imperatives in these analyses is based 

on a misreading of the Chinese situation. Commercialism is in line with the CCPÕs 

guiding ideology post-1992, which is essentially a form of corporatism in which the 

state oversees a capitalistic economy dominated by state-owned corporations and 

banks.30 These corporations and banks compete with one another, but the state 

retains broad control of the towering heights of the economy, just as it works to 

control the general parameters of public discourse within a commercialised media 

and cultural sector that remains largely state owned. In this way, ChinaÕs 

contemporary party-state has constructed a pluralist culture with the superficial 

appearance of economic and cultural diversity, through which it maintains a crucial, 

yet diffuse influence. Rather than the outright dictatorial controls of the Maoist era, 

in contemporary times the CCP uses its broad control of societal institutions to try 
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28. Li, Significant Changes, 3. 
29. See for example Li, Significant Changes: 16Ð19; and Terence Graham, The Future of TV in China, 
research paper prepared for the Centre for Asian Studies, Hong Kong University (Hong Kong, 
2003), 1. http://www.trp.trpc.com.hk/papers/2003/tv_china_wp.pdf 
30. Although scores of state-owned Chinese companies have been listed on international stock 
markets since the 1990s, the party-state has typically retained 70 to 80 per cent equity in all firms 
operating in Òstrategic sectors,Ó including energy, steel, transport, power and telecommunications. See 
Richard McGregor, The Party: The Secret World of ChinaÕs Communist Rulers (London: Penguin Books, 
2010), 44. McGregorÕs book contains a very detailed account of how the CCP manages and influences 
ChinaÕs marketised but mostly state-owned economy. 
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and engender what Antonio Gramsci calls hegemony Ð a form of rule based on 

leadership and consent, as well as coercion. Several contemporary scholars have 

evoked this concept of hegemony in recent articles on Chinese independent film or 

the Chinese public sphere. For example, Chris Berry and Lisa Rofel write of 

contemporary ChinaÕs Òstate-corporate hegemonic culture,Ó while Jinying Li 

describes the filmmaking culture that has developed in the wake of the influx of 

pirate DVDs into China at the end of the 1990s as Òan alternative to the hegemony 

of commercial film industries and state censorship.Ó31 In a broader analysis of 

shifting forms of media control in China, Alex Chan describes the party-stateÕs 

attempts to shape public discourse in the contemporary era as a move towards 

hegemony.32 Unfortunately none of these writers explicate the concept of hegemony 

in any detail, although Chan notes GramsciÕs formative work in passing. The concept 

of hegemony is certainly useful in analysing the operations of ChinaÕs contemporary 

party-state, but given that Gramsci developed his ideas in the 1920s and Õ30s within 

an analysis of European societies of the twentieth century, his concept needs to be 

interrogated and qualified in light of ChinaÕs very specific circumstances. 

Gramsci wrote about hegemony in relation to the question of how 

power functions in modern industrialised states, particularly Western democracies 

where the state rarely has to resort to overt coercion to maintain its dominance. As 

the leader of ItalyÕs Communists, GramsciÕs research was informed by his desire to 

build a counter-hegemony under the leadership of his party, and eventually undo the 

hegemonic dominance of the bourgeoisie through a new socialist hegemony, in 

which the working class would be dominant. It may seem odd to apply a MarxistÕs 

analyses of European capitalist states to the contemporary rule of the Chinese 
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31. Chris Berry and Lisa Rofel, ÒIntroduction,Ó in The New Chinese Documentary, 6; and Jinying Li, 
ÒFrom D-Buffs to the D-Generation: Piracy, Cinema, and an Alternative Public Sphere in Urban 
China,Ó International Journal of Communication 6 (2012), 543. 
32. Chan, ÒFrom Propaganda to Hegemony,Ó 50. 
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Communist Party, but GramsciÕs ideas are useful here for two reasons. The CCP has 

deliberately abandoned the Soviet-inspired centrally planned economy and culture of 

the Maoist and early Dengist periods, and instituted a type of capitalism which bears 

some similarities to the system that facilitated the early industrialisation of Europe 

and North America Ð the same states Gramsci analysed in his writings. More 

importantly, the CCP has very deliberately attempted to adapt certain aspects of 

hegemonic rule as it plays out in Western nations, in order to move away from the 

totalitarian control of society and culture that characterised the Maoist era, towards a 

form of rule based more on consent. 

In GramsciÕs understanding, hegemony is exercised by a ruling class who 

have made various concessions, usually of an economic nature, to various other 

societal groups in order to gain their support and form a broad social alliance 

referred to as a Òhistorical bloc.Ó33 The support of subordinate groups in this 

formation is not necessarily active Ð they may simply passively acquiesce to the 

existing social order. Hegemony Ð as opposed to rule by force Ð is achieved when the 

ruling class leads as well as dominates, creating sufficient investment in the existing 

order from enough other social groupings to elicit an at least passive form of 

generalised consent to their rule. Under a state of hegemony, competing interest 

groups are tolerated but implicitly agree not to work towards destroying the existing 

social order, though they may engage in an ongoing process of negotiation about the 

precise terms under which the existing order plays out. Gramsci writes: 
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33. Although the term Òhistorical blocÓ is frequently used in explications of his theories, Gramsci 
himself only occasionally uses the term in his writings. The notion of a broad social alliance to which 
the concept refers appears throughout his work however. In his fourth Prison Notebook, penned while 
incarcerated by MussoliniÕs Fascist regime, Gramsci writes, ÒOnly if the relationship between 
intellectuals and people-masses, between the leaders and the led, between the rulers and the ruled is 
based on an organic attachmentÉ does a life of connectedness, which alone is a social force, become 
a reality, and the historical bloc comes into being.Ó See Joseph A. Buttigieg, ed., Antonio Gramsci: Prison 
Notebooks Volume II, trans. Joseph A. Buttigieg (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 173Ð
174. 



Introduction / 21 

 
 

The fact of hegemony presupposes that the interests and tendencies 

of those groups over whom hegemony is exercised have been taken 

into account and that a certain equilibrium is established. It 

presupposes, in other words, that the hegemonic group should make 

sacrifices of an economic-corporate kind.34 

An example of such economic concessions in modern Western democracies might 

be the meeting of certain demands from trade unions. Unions may engage in 

negotiations and sometimes economically disruptive measures such as strikes to 

further the interests of their members and influence labour relations, but in return 

for the state and employers responding to at least some of their demands, under 

normal conditions unions will not attempt to seize power or forcibly change the 

established political and economic order. Hegemony, according to GramsciÕs 

conception, is thus not a fixed system of rule, but an interplay of force and consent, 

contestation and compromise, that is constantly in flux. In Western democracies this 

process plays out within a legalistic order maintained by an independent judiciary, in 

which the ruling classes are expected to make at least some concessions to 

subordinate classes and other social groupings. 

Alongside these economic concessions is a complex cultural matrix over 

which the ruling class exercises a crucial influence through the dominance of certain 

ideas and values. Within a truly hegemonic order, a degree of public debate is 

permitted and legally protected within the realm of what Gramsci terms Òcivil 

societyÓ Ð non-governmental institutions which on the one hand facilitate debate and 

on the other hand help elicit consent for the existing social order. Civil society for 

Gramsci was a very broad term that included the judiciary and institutions such as 
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schools, all underpinned by a formalised separation of powers.35 The mass media also 

plays an important role, which in GramsciÕs day primarily meant newspapers. 

Gramsci did not, however, view civil society as an idealised realm of free debate and 

unfettered ideas. On the contrary, an important aspect of hegemony according to 

GramsciÕs theory is that the terms of public debate are broadly determined by the 

ruling class. This is how cultural, as well as economic, hegemony is established and 

maintained. Stuart Hall describes the process thus: 

The dominant classesÉ strive and to a degree succeed in framing all 

competing definitions of reality within their range, bringing all 

alternatives within their horizon of thought. They set the limits Ð 

mental and structural Ð within which subordinate classes ÔliveÕ and 

make sense of their subordination in such a way as to sustain the 

dominance of those ruling over them.36 

In identifying language and the power to define the terms of acceptable debate as key 

aspects of hegemonic power, Gramsci anticipated many of Michel FoucaultÕs ideas 

regarding the link between power and terms of discourse, which Foucault described 

as Òthe set of rules which at a given period and for a given society define the limits 

and forms of the sayableÓ [original emphasis].37 Cultural hegemony, along with 

economic concessions to subordinate groups, means that a ruling class will not 

ordinarily need to resort to violent coercion to maintain its dominant position, 

although it reserves the exclusive right to exercise ÒlegitimateÓ violence via the state 

should the need arise. 
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35. Ibid., 64Ð65. For GramsciÕs note on the role of schools in maintaining political and cultural 
hegemony, see page 338 in the same volume. 
36. Stuart Hall, ÒCulture, the Media and the ÔIdeological Effect,ÕÓ in Mass Communication and Society, eds. 
James Curran, Michael Gurevitch and Janet Woollacott (London: Edward Arnold in association with 
the Open University Press, 1977), 333. 
37. Michel Foucault, ÒPolitics and the Study of Discourse,Ó in The Foucault Effect: Studies in 
Governmentality, eds. Graham Burchell, Colin Gordon and Peter Miller (London, Toronto, Sydney, 
Tokyo, Singapore: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991), 59. 
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Rather than exercising hegemony as understood by Gramsci, prior to the 

1980s the CCP exercised something more akin to what Michel Foucault has called a 

Òstate of domination.Ó38 Although Foucault believed all human interactions, from the 

personal to political, involve relations of power, when a certain degree of freedom 

exists on both sides these relations of power are Òmobile, reversible, and unstable.Ó39 

When a field of power relations is immobilised and any possibility of reversibility is 

forcibly blocked, the result is what Foucault terms a state of domination. Under these 

conditions Òpractices of freedom do not exist or exist only unilaterally or are 

extremely constrained and limited.Ó40 If we relate this idea back to GramsciÕs notion 

of hegemony, we can say that hegemonic power relies on maintaining certain 

relations of power, but these relations of power remain in a state of constant flux and 

are sometimes subject to significant change or even reversal. If the state falls back on 

exclusively using force to maintain its power and freezes all public debate and 

relations of power, it can be said to have reverted to a state of domination. The level 

of control extended over all aspects of Chinese society during the Maoist era, 

including cultural production, distinguished the period as one in which power 

relations were characterised by just such a state of domination. All documentary 

making, for example, took place within state-owned film studios and content was 

strictly dictated according to political imperatives. Furthermore, virtually all 

documentaries in this period were in what Yingchi Chu calls a Òdogmatic mode,Ó in 

which images were simply used to illustrate overtly ideological messages conveyed by 

all-embracing, monological voiceovers.41 The party-state strictly controlled all access 

to filmmaking equipment and monopolised all sites of reception, making film 
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38. Michel Foucault (1984), ÒThe Ethics of the Concern of the Self as a Practice of Freedom,Ó in 
Ethics: Subjectivity and Truth (London: Penguin Books, 2000), 283. 
39. Ibid., 292. 
40. Ibid., 283. 
41. Yingchi Chu, Chinese Documentaries: From Dogma to Polyphony (London and New York: Routledge, 
2007), 26 and 53Ð54. 
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production and viewing outside state-controlled channels impossible. Although the 

overtly ideological content of documentaries and other cultural products of the 

Maoist era were intended to generate a working class investment in a socialist 

economic order, the fact that workers had no choice but to partake of this system 

made Maoist rule more akin to a state of domination than hegemony in GramsciÕs 

sense of the term. 

Following MaoÕs death, direct control of public discourse gradually 

loosened alongside some decentralisation of the economy. By the late 1980s, under 

the leadership of the reformist CCP General Secretary Zhao Ziyang, there was 

widespread debate both within the party and in Chinese media about the countryÕs 

future direction and the possibility of political reform.42 These debates found their 

most public expression in the documentary series River Elegy (Heshang) broadcast by 

CCTV in June 1988. The series engendered such a strong public reaction it was 

rebroadcast with minor changes the following month.43 Across six episodes River 

Elegy constructed a dichotomy between ChinaÕs earth-bound ÒyellowÓ culture Ð 

characterised as inward-looking, agricultural and defensive Ð and EuropeÕs sea-faring 

ÒblueÓ culture Ð characterised as outward-looking, industrialised and aggressive. 

Controversially, the series contended that ChinaÕs yellow civilisation was 

experiencing the final stages of a long, terminal decline, and that the nation must 

embrace Western blue culture if the dream of national greatness was ever to be 

realised. This analysis marked River Elegy as one of the most popular manifestations 

of the so-called Òcultural feverÓ (wenhua re) that swept through ChinaÕs intellectual 

community in the mid to late 1980s.44 As a degree of economic and social 
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liberalisation developed, an influx of Western ideas and literature, particularly in the 

form of books, suddenly became available for the first time in decades. Cultural fever 

involved an enthusiastic embrace of the Western philosophy and culture carried 

within these texts, along with handwringing over the perceived failings of Chinese 

culture in the wake of a century marked by civil war, invasion and totalitarianism 

under Mao.45 In many respects cultural fever questioned the very basis of the 

prevailing authoritarian socialist system, particularly the absence of democratic 

political processes. 

Cultural fever can also be read as a reinvigoration of debates around 

ChinaÕs relationship to Western modernity that stretch back at least as far as the May 

Fourth Movement (Wusi yundong) of 1919. The instigators of May Fourth Ð mostly 

Beijing university students Ð had sought to restore ChinaÕs battered national standing 

through the embrace of Western culture, science and technology in order to place 

China on an equal footing to European colonial powers and a rapidly modernising 

Japan. In addition to its emphasis on Western rationality, the May Fourth Movement 

also contained a democratic body of thought with which River Elegy explicitly aligned 

itself. In episode six the narration places the seriesÕ formulations in the context of the 

Ôunfinished businessÕ of the earlier era: 

The May Fourth movement of 1919, for the first time and with a 

thoroughly uncompromising spirit, unfurled the banners of ÔscienceÕ 

and ÔdemocracyÕ... But this progressive tide of culture by no means 

succeeded in washing away the accumulated sediment of feudalism in 

politics, economics, and in the moral character of individualsÉ Many  

!  
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things in China, it would seem, should all start over again from May 

Fourth.46 

For the writers of River Elegy, ÒdemocracyÓ primarily meant freedom of thought for 

ChinaÕs intellectual elite who, according to the series, were the only social group who 

could Òchannel the ÔblueÕ sweet water spring of science and democracy onto our 

Yellow Earth.Ó47 As such the series remained invested in an elitist vision of Chinese 

society that, we shall see, was also evident to a degree in the analytical perspective of 

many New Documentary works in the early to mid-1990s. In terms of the 

development of documentary culture, the significance of River Elegy and the wider 

cultural fever of the 1980s was the revival of an alternative vision of Chinese 

modernity to the CCPÕs authoritarian project. In many respects the development of 

ChinaÕs independent documentary culture represents an evolution of the earlier 

traditions of May Fourth and cultural fever, recalibrated around ChinaÕs 

contemporary environment and a more grassroots democratic vision. 

The public debates of the 1980s typified by River Elegy, however, were 

ultimately curtailed by the CCP reverting to an overt state of domination through the 

imposition of martial law in mid-1989. This move was in response to a series of 

nationwide protests against corruption, cronyism and ongoing political 

authoritarianism in the spring of 1989 that became known as the ÒTiananmen 

Movement.Ó The protests were violently suppressed in Beijing by armed troops 

backed by armoured columns on the night of 3-4 June, and liberal reformers in the 

CCP and other institutions were systematically purged. Despite the brutality of this 

crackdown, leaders such as Deng Xiaoping recognised that exercising long-term rule 

exclusively through military force was not sustainable if the party-state wished to 
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continue with the model of economic development built on attracting foreign 

investment that had been tentatively pioneered in the 1980s. The fear and resentment 

engendered by the massacre by troops in Beijing also needed to be dampened if the 

CCP wished to move beyond governance by martial law. Consequently, in the early 

1990s the CCP quickly shifted its strategy to developing a form of rule based on 

hegemony. That is, the party-state actively sought to gain acquiescence to one-party 

rule by making economic concessions to different classes, and allowing a certain 

degree of heavily guided cultural pluralism to develop. This did not mean simply 

adopting hegemonic rule as it had developed in Western democracies. As GramsciÕs 

writings make clear, this form of hegemony relies on a separation of powers, a 

certain tolerance for public debates and expressions of dissent, and the possibility of 

changes in government Ð all of which remain anathema to the CCP. Unlike the 

dominant bourgeois classes in the early twentieth-century Western societies Gramsci 

analysed, or the corporate elites who dominate the contemporary West, the CCP is 

not a broad economic grouping seeking to protect generalised but diverse class 

interests. Rather, the CCP leadership is a narrow and specifically political elite. It 

could not exercise hegemony through a parliamentary system comprising competing 

political parties in the manner of dominant classes in Western societies. For the CCP, 

hegemony means first and foremost retaining all political power in its own hands, 

while allowing a certain amount of pluralism to play out on the economic and 

cultural fronts, instituted in a restricted, top-down fashion. 

Economically, since the early 1990s the CCP has sought to build 

hegemony through the passive consent of ChinaÕs urban population, who along with 

students had been the mainstay of the 1989 protests. Hegemony has been built in 

urban areas by providing greater opportunities for individuals to improve their 

material situation through business practices or wage earning in private enterprises. 
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An urban consumer culture has gradually been allowed to develop so that urbanites 

can deploy their increased capital to materially improve their living conditions and 

assert personal choice through aspects of consumer culture such as fashion, travel 

and the acquisition of household goods.48 A property market in urban areas has also 

been allowed to develop, allowing greater geographic and social mobility for those 

who can afford to buy into the real estate market.49 Alongside this relative 

enrichment of the urban population, a massive expansion of privatised industrial 

manufacturing in southern China, mainly financed by foreign capital, has provided 

opportunities for many rural dwellers to join the new working class casually engaged 

in light industry (as opposed to the old Maoist category of workers permanently 

employed in state-owned heavy industry). This has allowed vast numbers of farmers 

to temporarily move to the cities and engage in manufacturing work, materially 

improving their situations and rising above what had previously often been 

subsistence living conditions.50 In these ways, the CCP has fulfilled one aspect of 

hegemonic rule as understood by Gramsci Ð that the ruling group makes economic 

and social concessions to subordinate groups in order to elicit a degree of consent to 

the existing political and economic order. State violence is still applied when the 

economic order is seriously threatened or publicly questioned, as shown in many of 

the documentaries discussed in this thesis, but it is generally applied in a much more 

selective manner than the indiscriminate public slaughter that marked the repression 

of 1989. 

In order to ensure that economic concessions do not, in turn, generate 

demands for concessions in the political sphere, the CCP has also placed great 

emphasis on maintaining cultural hegemony by placing firm parameters around 
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public discourse. To this day River Elegy and the subsequent protests the series was 

blamed for inspiring remain an example for the CCP of what happens when public 

discourse is permitted to stray beyond parameters set by the party-state.51 Within 

days of the massacre in Beijing that ended the Tiananmen Movement, Deng 

Xiaoping had publicly identified the CCPÕs failure in the 1980s to carry out 

Òideological and political education Ð not just of students but of the people in 

generalÓ as the PartyÕs Òbiggest mistake.Ó52 Based on these experiences, the 

authorities since 1989 have ensured representations publicly circulating through 

official channels in China never question the CCPÕs legitimacy, the benefits of one-

party rule, or broad economic policies. In contrast to the Maoist period, authorities 

now largely turn a blind eye to expressions of discontent aired in private, but go to 

great lengths to prevent such views being publicised. This distinction is important for 

understanding the nature of the contemporary partyÕs rule and the way it has 

maintained its dominance over ChinaÕs public discourse while loosening other social 

controls. In order to develop this point further, it is useful to introduce the concept 

of the public sphere as the arena through which public discourse is structured, 

disseminated and publicised. Rather than examining the Chinese party-stateÕs exercise 

of cultural hegemony through GramsciÕs category of Òcivil societyÓ (which, for 

example, would include the workings of ChinaÕs education system), this analysis has a 

narrower focus, centred specifically on the exercise of hegemony through the public 
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sphere of film and television. This is because film and television have the widest 

reach of any form of public discourse in contemporary China, with free-to-air 

broadcasts reaching 92 per cent of ChinaÕs population by the early years of this 

century.53 Film and television are also the arenas most directly relevant to 

documentary production. Narrowing the analysis this way provides a focus for this 

thesis, but it should be understood that film and television exist within a broader 

public sphere encompassing print media, publishing, public institutions such as 

museums and so on, all of which are also guided by the party-state through various 

mechanisms. Other institutions such as the education system are also directly 

controlled by the authorities in order to maintain the CCPÕs cultural hegemony.54 

The following section will examine in detail how the CCPÕs cultural hegemony is 

maintained and publicised specifically through the public sphere of film and 

television. 

ChinaÕs Official Public Sphere as an Arena of Hegemonic Influence 

There is a long-standing academic debate around the concept of the public sphere 

(gonggong lingyu) in China, stretching back to the years following the Tiananmen 

Movement. For example, in April 1993 the journal Modern China dedicated a full issue 

to a symposium on the topic. As Philip C.C. Huang noted in an article in that 

symposium, nearly all discussions regarding civil society and the public sphere in 

China up to that time had presupposed Òa dichotomous opposition between state 

and society,Ó based on understandings of the public sphere derived from JŸrgen 
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HabermasÕ 1962 book The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere.55 In this study, 

Habermas analyses the Òbourgeois public sphereÓ as a public arena of eighteenth-

century Europe, embodied in the urban coffee houses and privately owned print 

media of the period. Here the emergent bourgeoisie discussed matters of public 

concern in order to reach a general consensus over how best to exert their influence 

and develop their interests in the political arena of the post-feudal legalistic states 

then emerging in Western Europe. 

In a recent analysis, Qing Liu and Barrett McCormick note that in 

HabermasÕ extensive writings on the public sphere, he tends to oscillate between 

using the term as an empirical description of this eighteenth-century European 

formation, and deploying it as a more generalised normative category to Òexpress 

ideals of openness, equality and reasoned debateÓ playing out in a public arena 

outside the market.56 Both uses of the term are evident in discussions of the public 

sphere in relation to China, and at times they have been conflated. For example, a 

recent study of Beijing film clubs by Seio Nakajima was partly informed by a desire 

to understand the extent to which these clubs Òapproximate the Habermasian ideal 

of public sphere.Ó57 Unsurprisingly, Nakajima found the clubs Òdo not constitute a 

public sphere in the Habermasian ideal-typical sense of the term,Ó as none of the 

clubs were founded on a desire to reach consensus on public issues and the more 

commercially orientated clubs did not operate outside the market.58 In another recent 

analysis, Anders Opaker considered developments in political participation in urban 

China in order to assess whether these developments have led to the creation of 

Habermasian public spheres that might provide the basis for a democratic political 
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system, as Habermas argues was the case in eighteenth-century Western Europe.59 

Opaker found that the future possibilities afforded by current forms of political 

participation in China are severely limited by the fact that the party-state sets the 

terms of public discourse and continues to control the heights of the economy.60 

While both NakajimaÕs and OpakerÕs studies show the absence of public spheres of a 

Habermasian ideal-type in China, neither considers whether other models might 

provide more revealing insights into how public discourse is structured and 

disseminated in the Chinese environment. 

In other analyses HabermasÕ ideal public sphere has been deployed as a 

polemical model against which conditions in China are found wanting. For example, 

in the 1993 symposium published by Modern China, Richard Madsen acknowledged 

that HabermasÕ ideal public sphere may never have existed even in Western 

countries, but argues that it can provide a model for both Western and Chinese 

societies to work toward.61 Similarly polemical deployments of HabermasÕ ideal 

public sphere have been common in Sinophone writings, where Gloria Davies notes 

that ÒHabermasÕ notion of the public sphere is regularly invoked as an ideal situation 

of free speechÉ a situation assumed to constrain the powers of the state and to 

promote democracy in China.Ó62 Few of the writings on Habermas by Chinese 

academics have been translated, but in one example written in English Shijun Tong 

argues that a Òfree and enlightened public sphereÓ based on HabermasÕ normative 

model is central to overcoming the overly bureaucratic form of socialism found in 

China and other communist nations.63 The prevalence of these polemical arguments 
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is understandable in relation to a society in which public debate is so constrained by 

the state, but they do very little to illuminate actual existing conditions in the 

contemporary PeopleÕs Republic. Furthermore, Chris Berry argues that measuring 

Chinese conditions against a normative model historically and geographically 

grounded in eighteenth-century Western Europe Òbinds us into an Orientalist 

posture,Ó in which non-Western societies are inevitably found to be lagging behind 

supposed historical developments in Europe and the United States.64 

To overcome the Orientalist posture underlying Habermasian analyses 

of conditions in China, Berry proposes the concept of Òpublic spaceÓ within which 

televisual and filmic representations are produced and circulated. Drawing on 

FoucaultÕs idea of the productive nature of power, Berry argues that Òpublic spaces 

are not only multiple and varied but also positively produced and shaped externally 

and internally by configurations of power.Ó65 Analysing Chinese television in this 

way, BerryÕs approach usefully reveals how relations of power of both a commercial 

and political nature help shape the content carried by Chinese broadcasters.66 His 

concept of public space is less useful, however, in understanding how the party-state 

seeks to maintain its hegemony through official representations. While Chinese 

television may be regarded as a certain type of figural public space, there are other 

types of real-world public space that are very deliberately excluded from sanctioned 

televisual representations. BerryÕs analysis of the way relations of power productively 

shape cultural products also makes it difficult to account for the intentional manner 

in which oppositional works resist these relations of power, even as they continue to 

be partially shaped by wider social and political forces. In order to understand these 

aspects of public discourse in todayÕs China, public space needs to be distinguished 
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from the discourse through which space is understood and represented. The concept 

of the public sphere, as the realm via which discourse is disseminated and hence made 

public, remains useful in making this distinction, but it needs to be extended beyond 

HabermasÕ normative and historical categories. 

Jinying Li has gone some way to extending the public sphere debate in 

China beyond HabermasÕ ideas in her description of the viewing culture that has 

developed around pirate DVDs since the late 1990s as an Òalternative public sphereÓ 

that resists the hegemony of commercial cinema and a censorial state.67 As noted 

earlier, however, Li does not explicate what hegemony means in a contemporary 

Chinese context, nor does she discuss in any detail the way independent Chinese 

documentaries resist or question the cultural hegemony of the Chinese party-state. 

Qing Liu and Barrett McCormick have developed a more empirically 

informed conception of the public sphere in China that helps illustrate the crucial 

role this sphere plays in the party-stateÕs efforts to maintain its cultural hegemony.68 

Liu and McCormick define the public sphere in the PeopleÕs Republic as: 

A social realm where public discourses are structurally situated, 

allocated, regulated, and circulated, while the term public discourse 

refers to information, images, ideas, arguments, and so forth, that are 

accessible to a wide audience.69 

Under Liu and McCormickÕs definition, all modern societies can be said to have 

some form of public sphere, comprising various forms of mass communication such 

as television, film, radio and print media, through which public discourse is 

structured and disseminated. During the Maoist era the CCP completely dominated 

the Chinese public sphere through direct control of all content and ownership of all 
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means of cultural production and distribution. Liu and McCormick characterise this 

as a ÒmonopolisticÓ public sphere, occupied by the single productive and ideological 

entity of the CCP.70 Since the commercialisation of the Chinese media and culture 

industries in the 1990s, the country has moved towards a pluralistic public sphere 

comprising many voices. It is not, however, a truly pluralist public sphere, because 

Òthe state still has an overwhelming role and other actors lack firm legal or 

procedural guarantees to protect their autonomy.Ó71 The party-state achieves its 

overwhelming role by ensuring that it is the final arbiter in deciding the parameters 

within which a limited pluralism is permitted to play out. 

The manner in which the contemporary party-state allows ChinaÕs public 

sphere to function as an arena of limited pluralistic discourse can be further 

understood through the ideas of Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge, in particular their 

analysis of the public sphere of television in modern industrialised states. In their 

1972 book Public Sphere and Experience, Negt and Kluge were amongst the first 

theorists to conceptualise the public sphere as a modern realm of competing 

representations mediated by various forms of mass media, providing a far more 

useful model for analysing ChinaÕs contemporary situation than HabermasÕ 

geographically specific historical formation. Negt and Kluge suggest that the 

remnants of the eighteenth-century bourgeois public sphere described by Habermas 

have long since been overlain by industrialised Òpublic spheres of production.Ó72 

These encompass all industrialised production processes but Negt and Kluge are 

particularly concerned with those related to the mass-produced cultural commodities 

turned out by the Òconsciousness and programming industry,Ó epitomised in post-
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war Western societies by television.73 While HabermasÕ historical bourgeois public 

sphere was primarily embedded in physical sites such as coffee houses, the public 

sphere in modern industrialised states plays out as a set of structures and processes 

deeply imbricated in the market, through which experiences and views are 

communicated and validated via various forms of publicity within mass culture. 

Instead of functioning as a public arena for the emergent bourgeois class to reach 

consensus on public issues, Miriam Hansen describes Negt and KlugeÕs modern 

public sphere as Òa site of discursive contestation for and among multiple, diverse 

and unequal constituencies.Ó74 This contestation plays out in Òan unstable mixture of 

different types of publicityÓ that validates certain views and types of experience, 

while marginalising or excluding others.75 For the purposes of this thesis, the 

ÒpublicÓ in the public sphere is understood in these terms Ð a discursive arena in 

which certain types of experience, and certain ideas and values, are publicised by 

conveying them to the widest possible audience. 

Due to their market-driven nature and need to attract audiences, the 

consciousness industries take the everyday life experiences of broad social groupings 

as their raw materials, including groups marginalised under the existing social-

political order such as the working class, ethnic minorities and women. But the 

experiences of these groups are appropriated, de-substantialised and repackaged as 

consumer products within the prevailing social, economic and political order of post-

war capitalism.76 For example, a television series might dramatise the travails of a 

working-class family, but it is unlikely to include a substantial consideration of the 

social and economic forces underlying their experiences. Rather, it might naturalise 

their societal position by portraying their experiences as being the result of 
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individualised decisions and emotions, or else simply the inevitable fate of working-

class men and women. Any representation or allusion to other forms of social 

organisation is likely to be precluded from the drama. The public sphere does not, 

therefore, function simply as a realm of completely open debate even in democratic 

nations, and the discourse that circulates here is not necessarily at odds with the state 

or ruling elite. The public sphere is in fact the arena in which a prevailing ideology Ð 

in an unstable and constantly shifting process Ð is ultimately publicised and validated. 

The power configurations informing the workings of mass media, which are a mix of 

political, social and commercial imperatives, shape Òwhat can be said and how and 

what cannot be said, which and whose experience is considered relevant and which 

irrelevant.Ó77 The key ideological function of mass media in this formation is 

publicity Ð that is, taking certain viewpoints and ideas to the widest possible 

audience, while marginalising or limiting the dissemination of others. 

An obvious overlap exists here with GramsciÕs notion of hegemony. 

Drawing on Negt and KlugeÕs conception of the public sphere as a realm of 

discursive contestation, we can see how a broad hegemonic ruling group, rather than 

simply suppressing the public expression of dissenting views, more often 

marginalises and delegitimises such views through public discourse disseminated to 

the widest possible audience via media such as television. Alternatively, the 

experiences of subordinate groups are de-substantialised and repackaged as 

consumer entertainment products devoid of critical reflection. In this manner, public 

opinion is broadly influenced and guided by those who have most influence over the 

means of greatest publicity Ð the owners of major broadcasters and newspapers, 

major political parties and their leaders, leading business people and corporations, 

and so on Ð thereby keeping public concerns largely within a certain set of discursive 
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parameters that preclude serious questioning of basic principles. Due to the range of 

competing actors in this matrix who share a generalised set of interests but may 

disagree on many specific matters, the discursive parameters of the public sphere can 

and do gradually shift over time. In Negt and KlugeÕs analysis, television has become 

the prime site in which this discursive contestation plays out, and where the 

hegemonic dominance of the ruling class is ultimately maintained. They also allow 

for the possibility of an alternative public sphere in Western societies, which they 

described as Òproletarian,Ó organised from the ground up according to the real life 

experiences of those lying outside the hegemonic groups dominating societyÕs public 

spheres of production. Negt and KlugeÕs particular investment in class-based cultural 

resistance to the ideology of post-war consumer capitalism reflects the influence of 

the Frankfurt School in their academic backgrounds, but the important point in 

relation to China is that they envisioned the possibility of utilising modern 

communicative technologies to forge a different kind of public sphere that might 

step outside the hegemonic assumptions informing dominant public discourse. 

Negt and KlugeÕs notion of an alternative public sphere also points 

towards the way discourse circulated via the public sphere constitutes a Òpublic.Ó 

While certain ideas and concepts are publicised via the public sphere, the audience 

for these ideas and concepts is constituted as a public by the reflexive circulation of 

texts. To quote Michael Warner, a public exists Òby virtue of being addressed.Ó78 At 

times, this can mean a concrete group of people being addressed in a defined space, 

such as the audience for a film playing in a particular space. More often in the 

contemporary world, a public is Òa relation among strangersÓ who may be 

geographically dispersed but who constitute a particular public through Òparticipation 

in the discourse,Ó though participation may amount to no more than paying attention 
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and being receptive to certain ideas and representations.79 The mainstream public 

sphere partly achieves its hegemonic affect by addressing its audience as the public, 

the site of ÒmainstreamÓ values and Òcommon sense.Ó An alternative public sphere 

of the kind envisioned by Negt and Kluge would publicise texts that self-consciously 

address and constituted a different kind of public. As we shall see, this is precisely 

the role that socially engaged independent documentaries have come to play in China 

Ð attempting to address and thereby constitute a different kind of public through the 

circulation of texts that publicise ideas, values and types of experience that are self-

consciously at odds with those publicised through the public sphere of state-

sanctioned film, television and publishing. 

Contemporary China, like the post-war Western nations analysed by 

Negt and Kluge, is a society deeply penetrated by multiple forms of mass media and 

communications, as well as a marketised economy. As in Western states, the films 

and television programs produced by ChinaÕs commercialised consciousness 

industries are informed by a diverse set of competing commercial, governmental and 

bureaucratic demands Ð a radical shift from the Maoist era, when all forms of mass 

communication were subject purely to the CCPÕs political imperatives. However, as 

Liu and McCormick note, the party-state still plays an overwhelming and overt role 

in ChinaÕs public sphere, crucially differentiating it from the kinds of Western 

societies Negt and Kluge were writing about. The shaping of public opinion in 

Western democracies is a diffuse process in which different commercial and political 

interests compete and interact. Generally speaking, the views of no one group or 

political party are able to completely dominate the public sphere at any one time. In 

China, the CCP reserves the ultimate right, over and above all other players, to 

oversee the publicising of certain viewpoints, news items and historical episodes, 
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while discouraging or completely suppressing others. If there is a conflict between 

market pressures and political imperatives, the party-state can and does enforce its 

will over a cultural arena that is commercialised but still subject to governmental 

dictates when the occasion demands Ð as it frequently does. 

The formal mechanisms by which the authorities exercise their influence 

over Chinese film and television are numerous. For example, the CCP retains 

considerable influence in the hiring and firing of staff, especially senior management 

figures, in broadcasters and state-owned film studios. Party representatives are also 

part of all management structures. Personnel in the broadcasters now exercise 

considerable discretion on a day-to-day basis in terms of deciding what can be aired, 

but they are still subject to specific directives issued by the CCPÕs Propaganda 

Department (Xuanchuan bu). These directives are often related to news items 

considered ÒsensitiveÓ by the authorities. Veteran television producer Wang Qinglei 

claimed in 2013 that journalists at the national broadcaster CCTV received up to 

1,000 of these directives annually.80 The State Administration of Press, Publication, 

Radio, Film and Television (Guojia xinwen chuban guangbo dianying dianshi zongju), usually 

referred to as SAPPRFT in English, also regularly publishes general regulations 

proscribing certain types of television content.81 The consequences of overstepping 

the parameters set by these bodies can be severe and self-censorship is pervasive.82 In 
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the realm of cinema, filmmakers are required to ÒpurchaseÓ a state-owned studioÕs 

logo for each production and work under the studioÕs nominal supervision. In 

practice this means a 1,500-word script summary must be approved by SAPPRFT 

before production commences. The final cut of the film must then go through a 

second round of approval.83 Without SAPPRFTÕs imprimatur no feature film can be 

distributed in Chinese cinemas. In these ways, the Chinese party-state ensures it 

exercises a decisive influence over the content of the public discourse publicised 

through the official public sphere of film and television. 

This is not to suggest that the contemporary Chinese party-state is a 

homogenous body that always acts in a consistent or unified way, or consistently 

promotes a unified, coherent ideological position. On the contrary, the modern 

party-state is riven with factions, regional rivalries and generational divisions that can 

lead to substantial discrepancies in the way policies are implemented at different 

times and in different places.84 This is why it is more useful to look at the influence 

of the contemporary party-state as a form of hegemony, rather than the imposition 

of an explicit ideology. For all its internal divisions and inconsistencies, the party-

state represents a general outlook that is economically pro-market and politically 

authoritarian. These two primary impulses are able to work together because the 

particular type of capitalism the CCP has fostered since the early 1990s is one in 

which the towering heights of the economy remain completely or partly in the hands 

of the authorities. Even large private firms are bound to the state through a network 
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of relations with the ruling political elite, who are the prime financial beneficiaries of 

ChinaÕs marketised economy.85 Chris Berry and Lisa Rofel have aptly described this 

political and economic matrix as ChinaÕs Òstate-corporate hegemonic culture,Ó and it 

is this broad hegemonic culture that the party-state actively works to preserve, 

maintain and promote through the official, state-sanctioned public sphere.86 

Conceptualising the contemporary Chinese public sphere in this manner 

also helps us understand how the party-state is able to maintain its cultural and 

political hegemony while sometimes allowing representations to circulate that seem 

to highlight certain social problems or societal scandals. As Negt and Kluge note, in 

Western societies the experiences of those outside the dominant hegemonic group 

are taken up in the public sphere in order to de-substantialise and reincorporate them 

into the prevailing hegemony. This process also plays out to a certain extent in 

China, although the range of views and experiences completely excluded from the 

public sphere is also much broader than in Western societies. Some instructive 

examples of specific Chinese television content will clarify these claims. 

The investigative program Focus (Jiaodian fangtan) provides a good 

illustration of the way the party-state exercises influence over public discourse in 

order to subtly reinforce its own legitimacy amongst the television viewing public. At 
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first glance the program Ð especially during its height of popularity in the late 1990s 

and early 2000s Ð seemed to confirm that Chinese media had undergone a 

fundamental transformation under the auspices of economic reform, taking on a 

watchdog rule that challenged the corruption and abuses of the ruling political elite. 

Despite its reputation for biting investigative reporting, Alex Chan has shown in a 

detailed study of all episodes broadcast in 1999 that the vast majority of corruption 

cases exposed by Focus during its period of peak influence related to low-level city 

and county officials.87 Cases involving even provincial-level cadres were rare. Stories 

implicating the central authorities in corruption were completely absent. Based on 

these findings, Chan concluded that Òcriticism was limited to policy implementation 

by local cadres, not policy formulation by central government, nor problems with 

existing institutions.Ó88 Through its careful selection of targets, Focus was able to carry 

out a genuinely investigative role in its heyday, while still promoting the impression 

that abuses of power primarily took place in the CCPÕs lower rungs. In conjunction 

with this, the program regularly followed up its exposŽs with accounts of remedial 

intervention by the central authorities, allowing the upper echelons of the Party to 

appear as a bastion against corruption. The role of one-party rule in fostering ChinaÕs 

nefarious and endemic culture of corruption was never discussed, nor was corruption 

amongst state leaders. Thus, by remaining strictly within the parameters set by the 

central government, Focus was able to appear as a symbol of the Chinese mediaÕs 

investigative powers and a useful mechanism for controlling lower-level abuses of 

power, while simultaneously reinforcing the central governmentÕs authority and 

legitimacy. 
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A more specific and overt example of the CCP shaping and directing 

public discourse took place in the wake of the devastating Sichuan earthquake of 

May 2008. In the weeks following the disaster, Chinese media was able to freely 

report the staggering official death toll of around 69,000, in marked contrast to the 

suppression of all casualty figures for the even more destructive Tangshan 

earthquake in the final months of MaoÕs rule in July 1976.89 The Chinese government 

was widely praised for permitting such openness in reporting.90 However, when it 

began to emerge that the high Sichuan toll was partly the result of the collapse of 

numerous shoddily built public schools which had been undermined by the 

siphoning off of building funds by corrupt officials, the authorities stepped in and 

quickly suppressed all discussion of the issue in the Chinese media.91 So a relatively 

free hand was given to the media to publicly report the disaster until investigations 

began to implicate governmental corruption in the size of the death toll, at which 

point public discussion of the casualty figures and the collapse of school buildings 

was forcibly stopped. 

A third example from the realm of television drama illustrates a more 

complex interplay of market forces and party-state guidance. The soap opera Dwelling 

Narrowness (Woju) was immensely popular when it debuted on Shanghai television in 

mid-2009, and it earned similarly high ratings when it was rebroadcast around the 
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Introduction / 45 

 
 

country in November the same year.92 The 35-episode series focused on two 

university graduate sisters from rural Sichuan, struggling to gain a foothold in the 

inflated property market of a fictional city loosely modelled on Shanghai. While one 

sister desperately saves money by living in a tiny apartment and subsisting on a diet 

of instant noodles, the other becomes the mistress of a city official in order to help in 

her siblingÕs quest for a home. As well as attracting huge ratings, the story 

engendered a vast amount of online commentary from viewers. Despite its 

popularity, the series was pulled from the air in Beijing after the airing of only ten 

episodes. The precise reasons for the cancellation were never made public, although 

SAPPRFT, or SARFT as they were then known, denied they had ordered the 

programÕs removal from the airwaves.93 TV stations in other parts of the country 

broadcast thirty-three of the thirty-five episodes produced.94 On 9 December 2009, 

the series was attacked by SARFTÕs Department Director of TV Dramas, Li 

Jingsheng, for its Òbone-baringÓ sexual directness, and for using Òthe topics of sex 

and officials to raise its profile.Ó95 A range of measures to limit the production of 

television drama series were then published by SARFT towards the end of 2009. 

Ruth Y.Y. Hung claims that although the authorities were clearly 

involved in limiting the broadcast of Dwelling Narrowness after it sparked intense 

online discussion about governmental corruption and manipulation of ChinaÕs 

inflated property markets, its initial airing was not simply a case of the series slipping 

through the censorship net. Hung argues that Dwelling Narrowness was initially 

tolerated because the series actually naturalises the contemporary economic and 
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political order by leaving open Òno possible suggestion for foundational change.Ó96 

The charactersÕ struggles are reduced to the level of overwrought melodrama within 

a social, political and economic order that is taken for granted by all the figures in the 

series.97 This is a good example of the de-substantialisation of the experiences of 

subordinate classes through dramatic representations as described by Negt and 

Kluge. Dwelling Narrowness was unusually frank in its depiction of these experiences in 

a Chinese context, but it precluded reflection on the political circumstances that have 

created the conditions within which these experiences play out, or any possibility of 

change. It was only when articles and online commentary appeared in public that 

used the unreflective drama as a springboard for more critical analyses of Chinese 

society that the series was pulled from the air.98 The seriesÕ history is particularly 

instructive in tracing the hazy contours of ChinaÕs official public sphere and the 

sometimes unpredictable effects of cultural products even within the circumscribed 

world of Chinese television. 

Through these examples, we can see how the workings of Chinese 

television fosters the impression of a diversity of views circulating in the public 

sphere, while actually carefully excluding certain viewpoints, interpretations and 

forms of experience. Most important is the exclusion of certain linkages between 

forms of experience, such as the link between one-party rule and endemic 

corruption, or corruption and the Sichuan earthquake death toll, or the economic 

dominance of the party-state and ChinaÕs inflated urban property markets. In these 

ways, even critical reporting and discussions of social problems on Chinese television 

contribute to Òdenoting a facade of legitimationÓ for the Chinese party-state, in a 

!  
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similar manner to the way the public sphere primarily serves to legitimise the 

prevailing social and economic order in Western nations.99 

It is this legitimising facade that certain socially engaged independent 

documentarians of the digital era have set out to puncture and challenge by 

publicising views and experiences, and linkages between experiences, that are 

excluded from the official public sphere. Although the party-stateÕs mechanisms for 

controlling and influencing the public sphere remain extensive, the marketisation of 

ChinaÕs economy has also, ironically, provided access for Chinese citizens to the 

technological means of creating alternative public spheres in which non-sanctioned 

ideas, values and experiences can be publicised and circulated. Contemporary 

independent documentaries, shot using cheap digital cameras and screened in 

unofficial spaces or distributed via unofficial digital means, is one such public sphere. 

Rather than setting out to question and critique a generalised hegemonic order that 

transcends any specific social group or political party in the manner of Negt and 

KlugeÕs envisioned proletarian public sphere, socially engaged Chinese 

documentaries set out to specifically highlight and critique the historical and 

contemporary impact of political authoritarianism on ordinary Chinese people. The 

broad contours of this alternative public sphere will be set out below, followed by a 

more detailed analysis in the following chapters. 

Independent Documentary as an Alternative Public Sphere 

If the official public sphere functions as the arena via which certain ideas and 

viewpoints sanctioned by the state are structured, disseminated and publicised to the 

widest possible audience, the main body of this thesis will identify what distinguishes 

independent Chinese documentaries from this official public discourse, while also 
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describing where this alternative public discourse circulates. This thesis will provide 

an account of the unofficial screening culture around independent documentary, and 

the efforts of independent filmmakers to distribute and screen their documentaries 

through unofficial channels. A close textual analysis of key socially engaged 

independent documentary titles will illuminate the very deliberate ways these films 

contest the assumptions underpinning the prevailing state-corporate hegemony. In 

providing a form of media through which contesting views, ideas and experiences 

can be represented and publicised, these documentaries provide the constituent texts 

for an alternative public sphere, through which a different kind of public to that 

addressed by state-sanctioned discourse can be formulated and addressed through 

the circulation of these aforementioned texts. In contrast to the top-down 

hegemonic parameters imposed on public discourse within the official public sphere, 

the parameters of public discourse in this alternative public sphere emerge from a 

direct engagement with Chinese citizens living outside the nationÕs political and 

economic elites. These lives and experiences play out in the realm of minjian Ð 

ChinaÕs physical and conceptual ÒunofficialÓ space that has long been excluded from 

official public discourse. 

Literally minjian means Ònon-governmentalÓ or Òthe space of the 

people,Ó but it also has connotations of folklore and a popular culture anchored in 

oral histories lying outside the master narratives propagated by the state. Sebastian 

Veg offers one of the best definitions of the term in relation to the content and style 

of contemporary independent Chinese film: 

Independent cinemaÉ has sought to provide visual images of how 

the private stories of ordinary individuals are shaped in public spaces, 

spaces in which they are subjected to the public gaze and the great 

institutions that control modern life, but in which they try to give 
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voice to their individual values. This space can also be described as 

the ÔunofficialÕ space referred to in Chinese as minjian.100 

Building on VegÕs definition, we can say that socially engaged independent Chinese 

documentaries are concerned with public issues, but the perspective they offer is 

from the ground up, shaped by the individualised and subjective experiences of 

ordinary Chinese, in contrast to the top-down political imperatives that shape and 

restrict official discourse centred on public issues. The spaces within which these 

documentaries circulate also exist outside the great institutions controlling Chinese 

life Ð specifically in this context the state-owned broadcasters and film studios, the 

corporations that control official cinema distribution, and the censorship and 

propaganda apparatuses that shape representations in the official public sphere. 

Chapter one of this thesis will explore this notion of minjian further by 

providing a brief historical account of the development of ChinaÕs independent 

sector, from a marginal realm of underground film production in the 1990s to the 

alternative public sphere of the digital era. In particular, this chapter will examine 

how stylistic shifts in independent documentaries have taken place partly in relation 

to the increasingly public nature of independent documentary culture, as digital 

technologies have facilitated the establishment of unofficial screening groups within 

which these films circulate and are discussed. The development of independent 

documentary as an alternative public sphere will also be placed in the wider context 

of other alternative public spheres that have developed in the digital era, especially 

online. An overlap between these varying realms of unsanctioned public discourse 

was initially evident in the way unofficial screening clubs utilised unofficial print 

publications and online forums to extend their discussions beyond club meetings. 

From around 2003, unofficial discourse online has become increasingly concerned 
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with public events and issues, and has begun to reflect a growing rights 

consciousness amongst the Chinese public. These currents have in turn been 

reflected in the public sphere of Chinese documentary, as certain filmmakers have 

begun to represent pressing social issues on screen, influenced by unofficial 

discourses concerning history, legal rights and ethics circulating via unofficial 

channels. 

Chapters two to five will analyse some of the key socially engaged 

documentary texts produced since the early 2000s that both address and help 

constitute the alternative public sphere of independent documentary, and consider 

how their representations intersect with the broader streams of unofficial discourse 

playing out in China today. Works analysed include titles from Ou Ning, Hu Jie, Ai 

Xiaoming and Zhao Liang. These filmmakers have been selected because their films 

very directly challenge certain fundamental ideas and values underpinning the 

prevailing cultural hegemony of the Chinese Communist party. Ou Ning, the focus 

of chapter two, has emerged directly from the independent screening culture 

facilitated by the arrival of digital technologies, and has developed a filmmaking 

practice anchored in the participatory ethos of that culture. In both its form and 

content, his work represents an attempt to construct a more participatory form of 

public discourse around public issues related to ChinaÕs contemporary economic 

development. Chapter three will detail how Hu JieÕs work challenges official 

historical narratives promoted by the Chinese party-state that revolve around a story 

of collective national advancement under the leadership of the CCP. In contrast to 

these official narratives, Hu Jie focuses on the subjective experiences of individuals 

who lived through the totalitarian culture of the Maoist period, in order to formulate 

a new type of historical discourse based on personal memory and the experience of 

loss. His films are part of a growing body of oral history in the independent 
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documentary realm that centres on individual historical experience. Chapter four will 

consider how Ai XiaomingÕs activist documentary practice draws on the aims and 

concerns of ChinaÕs Rights Defence Movement to challenge the claims of CCP 

leaders that China is a country ruled by law. AiÕs films publicise ordinary citizensÕ 

struggles to assert their legal rights in the face of a compromised legal system, while 

representing the growth of grassroots activism based on rights assertion and a 

growing rights consciousness. Finally, chapter five will examine independent 

documentary responses to the discourse on morality and ethics in China today, 

particularly the common perception of a moral and ethical crisis in interpersonal 

relations. Zhao LiangÕs Òethically reflectiveÓ documentary style will be analysed as 

one response to this perceived crisis. It will be argued that ZhaoÕs approach 

encourages a critical viewing position that interrogates the power relations between a 

documentary maker and his or her on-screen subjects as part of a broader reflection 

on the ways ChinaÕs authoritarian environment impacts upon interpersonal 

relationships between citizens. Alongside the detailed discussion of each of these 

filmmakersÕ works, a range of other titles will be discussed dealing with similar issues. 

The dissemination and public impact of these films will also be considered. Finally, 

the conclusion to this thesis will sum up the argument that contemporary 

independent Chinese documentary constitutes an alternative public sphere, and 

assess the future prospects for this public sphere in the face of a party-state unwilling 

to relinquish its attempts to shape and restrict public discourse.  

This introduction has defined the key terms which will be used 

throughout this thesis to frame the analysis of contemporary independent Chinese 

documentary. The Chinese party-stateÕs distinctive form of corporatist capitalism has 

been described as a system in which the economy is commercialised, but the heights 

of the economy remain in the hands of the party-state through state-owned and 
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controlled corporations. The official, state-sanctioned public sphere of film and 

television has been commercialised under this distinctive political-economic 

formation, but the CCP continues to view the public sphere as a realm through 

which it has exclusive right to exercise political and cultural hegemony by setting the 

parameters of public discourse. Many independent Chinese documentaries of the 

past ten to fifteen years contest circumscribed official representations, primarily by 

bringing to the screen representations drawn from the realm of minjian, or the 

unofficial China comprising the subjective views and experiences of ordinary citizens 

playing out in everyday public spaces excluded from the official public sphere. 

Alongside this alternative public discourse of independent documentaries, an 

unofficial screening culture has developed within which these texts circulate and are 

discussed. It is this alternative public sphere, comprising both an unofficial screening 

culture and the documentary texts that circulate within it, that will be explicated and 

analysed in the following chapters. 

 

 



 

 
 

1. From Underground Practice to 
Alternative Public Sphere 

This chapter will trace the development of independent Chinese documentary from 

an underground practice with a very limited domestic reach in the early to mid-

1990s, to an alternative public sphere comprising a much broader screening and 

production culture in the digital era. It will be argued that the primarily observational 

style of early independent documentaries was a reaction to the didactic, expository 

style of television series of the 1980s and dogmatic documentaries of the Maoist era. 

Despite the formal innovations of early independent documentary work, 

technological and social conditions in the early 1990s ensured that these films were 

seen within China only by the filmmakers themselves and other figures closely 

associated with film and television circles. The means of distributing unsanctioned 

work more widely was simply not available prior to the late 1990s. The arrival of 

digital technologies around the turn of this century transformed this situation and 

facilitated a dramatic broadening of independent film culture. Pirate video compact 

discs (VCDs) and digital video discs (DVDs) democratised access to international 

and local independent cinema, while digital screening and communication 

technologies allowed a new kind of public to form around the circulation of 

unsanctioned filmic texts. The digital cameras that became available in the wake of 

the flood of pirate videodiscs similarly democratised filmmaking. These societal 

shifts have, in turn, significantly influenced the types of independent documentaries 

being made. Many documentary makers of the digital era have taken up cameras with 

the explicit aim of engaging with public issues from the perspective of ordinary 

Chinese citizens whose views are systematically excluded from the official public 

sphere. Thus independent Chinese documentary has developed into a nascent 
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alternative public sphere in which ideas, values, stories and experiences that contest 

the cultural basis of ChinaÕs dominant state-corporate hegemony can be expressed 

and circulated amongst a still small but steadily growing public. 

The following is not intended to be an exhaustive history of independent 

Chinese documentary, but rather a selective account that focuses on the sectorÕs 

increasingly public nature, and how this has been reflected in the filmsÕ form and 

content. This account will, in turn, provide a historical context for the socially 

engaged independent documentaries analysed in the following chapters.  

The New Documentary Movement as an Underground Filmmaking Practice  

ChinaÕs first group of independent documentarians like Wu Wenguang, who came to 

be known as the New Documentary Movement, in many ways represented a 

continuation of the questioning spirit that had informed public debates regarding 

ChinaÕs future in the 1980s. When these public debates were shut down by the party-

state with the suppression of the Tiananmen Movement in June 1989, many 

intellectuals and cultural workers began looking for alternative means to express their 

ideas outside official channels. At the same time, the failure of the mass protest 

movement and the bloodshed it provoked inspired reflection upon the cultural and 

political currents of the previous decade. As Lu Xinyu writes: 

The Tiananmen events in 1989 were crucial as they made certain 

Chinese filmmakers begin to realise the necessity of understanding 

social reality from the bottom up. The Tiananmen Incident shocked 

them. How could such a thing occur? What was its significance for 

ChinaÕs past, present, and future? They discovered that they 

understood little about what China actually was... During the 1980s, 

they had examined China from on high. Now they felt the need to go 
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to the grassroots, and to understand ChinaÕs changes and their causes 

from this other vantage point.1 

It was this desire to engage with Chinese society from a more grassroots perspective 

that underpinned the most distinctive innovation of the early independent 

documentarians, and it has continued to inform stylistic developments in the 

independent sector ever since. As noted in the introduction, during the Maoist era 

Chinese documentary was almost entirely in a dogmatic mode that relied on 

monological voiceovers to convey ideologically informed messages to viewers. 

Images in this dogmatic mode functioned primarily as illustrations for claims made in 

voiceovers. Although the dogmatic tone of documentaries receded considerably as 

television broadcasters became the main producers of the form in the 1980s, the 

Òspecial topic programsÓ (zhuantipian) that dominated production in the 1980s 

continued to rely heavily on Òvoice-of-GodÓ narrations and an illustrated lecture 

style. These series also retained a big picture perspective, focusing on grand 

questions of national history and culture, reflected in such titles as Once Upon the 

Yangtze River (Huashuo Chang Jiang, 1982), Thousand Miles of Coastline (Wan li haijiang, 

1988) and The Yellow River (Huang He, 1988). Although the series River Elegy, discussed 

in the introduction to this thesis, was the most critically challenging of these special 

topic programs, in terms of form it was also very much in an expository, illustrated 

lecture style. A desire to move beyond this overtly didactic approach crucially 

informed the work of the first independents as they began making films outside 

official structures at the very end of the 1980s. 

Stylistic innovations were clearly evident in the very first independent 

documentary made in the PeopleÕs Republic Ð Wu WenguangÕs Bumming in Beijing: The 

Last Dreamers, shot in two blocks during late 1988 and late 1989, and completed in 
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1990. The film featured no voiceover, and instead comprised observational footage 

of a group of five artists living in Beijing mixed with informal interviews. Even 

before making Bumming in Beijing WuÕs career had been driven by a desire to escape 

the didactic tone of official television production. He left his first employer, 

Kunming Television in the provincial capital of his home province Yunnan, for 

Beijing in early 1988 because he Òhated working in TV, making propaganda 

programs.Ó2 Wu hoped the comparatively liberal atmosphere prevailing in Beijing at 

the time under the leadership of General Party Secretary Zhao Ziyang would provide 

opportunities to work on more challenging television projects. In the capital, he was 

hired by China Central Television (CCTV) to make two episodes of the special topic 

program Chinese People (Zhongguoren, 1988), which allowed him to travel around the 

country engaged in research. Importantly, his status as a television worker also 

allowed him to attend screenings of some foreign film and television programs that 

were otherwise unavailable in China at the time. Two of these foreign works were to 

exert an important influence when Wu began making his own films. The first was a 

twelve-part series on China entitled Heart of the Dragon produced by the United 

KingdomÕs Channel Four and the United StatesÕ PBS in 1983Ð84. The second was 

Michelangelo AntonioniÕs controversial three-part documentary Chung kuo, Cina 

(China) from 1972, one of the very few documentaries shot in MaoÕs China that was 

not framed by the CCPÕs political imperatives.3 Wu recalls being struck by the 
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2. Wu WenguangÕs autobiographical details are taken from Dan Edwards, interview with Wu 
Wenguang (Beijing, 4 May 2012). 
3. Antonioni was invited to China to make Chung kuo, Cina in the early 1970s, but his failure to adhere 
to a Maoist image of the country provoked the ire of Chinese authorities, especially MaoÕs wife Jiang 
Qing. She strongly condemned the film upon its completion and subjected it to a widespread 
vilification campaign. (Alice Xiang, ÒÔWhen Ordinary Seeing FailsÕ: Reclaiming the Art of 
Documentary in Michelangelo AntonioniÕs 1972 China Film Chung Kuo,Ó Senses of Cinema 67 (July 
2013), http://sensesofcinema.com/2013/feature-articles/when-ordinary-seeing-fails-reclaiming-the-
art-of-documentary-in-michelangelo-antonionis-1972-china-film-chung-kuo/. The official criticism 
was published in a pamphlet which was also made available in English as: Anonymous PeopleÕs Daily 
Commentator, A Vicious Motive, Despicable Tricks: A Criticism of M. AntonioniÕs Anti-China Film China 
(Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 1974). 
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differences between these foreign productions and Chinese documentaries of the 

time. Recalling the experience of watching Heart of the Dragon, he commented: 

I got the idea [for Bumming in Beijing] from this program Ð it focused 

on Chinese daily life. For example, how we eat, how we cook, even 

the characters Ð one worked in an office, but they followed him 

home, cooking, talking with his child, something like this. Chinese 

programs were never shot like this Ð people were always working, 

thinking, and trying to believe in something. But this program filmed 

daily life.4 

Wu is essentially describing the difference between a didactic, expository mode of 

documentary in which individuals are constructed as types embodying certain ideals, 

and a more observational, interpersonal approach focusing on individual subjects 

interacting with each other in everyday situations. 

The impact of seeing prosaic scenes rendered on screen in foreign 

documentaries is clearly evident in Bumming in Beijing, and informed the filmÕs initial 

conception. The project grew out of a casual interview Wu conducted with a writer 

friend, Zhang Ci, in the summer of 1988 when he learned she was about to leave 

China. Wu recalls: 

Zhang Ci moved to Beijing at the same period as me, and tried to be 

a writerÉ She got to know an American guy who wanted to marry 

her, so she got the chance to move to America. That was the summer 

of 1988 Ð August I guess. I had an idea to film her [before she 

left], but without any idea about a film or documentary or 

whateverÉ I did one dayÕs shooting, morning to evening. I got all 

!  
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the material and then I never filmed her again. She left maybe in 

October or November 1988.5 

Wu later combined his footage of Zhang Ci with interviews and observational 

footage of four other artist friends that he shot in late 1988 and late 1989, with a 

break during the Tiananmen Movement protests that disrupted the capital in the 

spring of 1989. The scenes we see in the finished film mainly take place in and 

around the artistsÕ very basic courtyard homes, where they talk about their lives, 

dreams and aspirations in a relaxed, informal manner that feels like a chat between 

friends. The tone clearly implies that Wu is one of their social circle. The director can 

frequently be heard speaking from just outside the frame, although his voice is 

usually muffled. Interwoven into these casual talking head sequences are scenes of 

the artists painting, listening to music, rehearsing plays, and performing mundane 

everyday tasks around their homes. Different sections of the film are introduced via 

intertitles such as ÒLiving in BeijingÓ and ÒGoing Abroad,Ó in which the subjects air 

their views on these topics. The artists were living outside the socialist Òwork unitÓ 

(danwei) system of state-owned enterprises that still dominated employment in China 

during the 1980s, making for a precarious and sometimes dangerous existence 

without access to social services or the residential permits legally required for 

Chinese citizens to live outside their hometowns. Thus, in both its form and subject 

matter, Bumming in Beijing presented a view of Chinese life that was very much at odds 

with the representations found in most official documentary productions of the time. 

The most startling example of Bumming in BeijingÕs break with the stylistic 

norms of Chinese film and television as they stood in the late 1980s comes towards 

the end of the film. In a sequence that takes place in late 1989 after the failed 

Tiananmen Movement of spring, introduced as ÒThe Madness of Zhang Xiaping,Ó 
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we witness the mental breakdown of a young painter as she hangs work for an 

exhibition in an unidentified gallery. As Zhang restlessly prowls the floor she declares 

to the camera, ÒNow God is speaking Ð this isnÕt my voice now, itÕs GodÕs voice!Ó 

and then demands to know the gender of a woman in one of her paintings. She falls 

to the floor laughing maniacally and repeatedly asking, ÒCan you hear me God? Who 

the fuck am I? I donÕt fucking know.Ó ZhangÕs mental state in the film is never 

entirely stable Ð earlier she speaks of depression and she exudes a somewhat 

unnerving screen presence from her first appearance. But her complete breakdown 

in BeijingÕs gloomy post-Tiananmen Movement environment encourages the viewer 

to read her mental illness as a delayed reaction to the bloodshed that ended the 

protests, although whether the massacre is actually directly implicated in ZhangÕs 

madness is never spelt out. However we read this incident, BŽrŽnice Reynaud 

suggests that its significance in terms of Chinese documentary lay in the fact that 

Òthe camera was there to record it, unflinchingly.Ó It is worth quoting Reynaud here 

at length: 

[ZhangÕs breakdown sequence]... is a sign that young Chinese are 

picking up video cameras to bear witness to their realities and to the 

changes their society is currently undergoing. This in itself constitutes 

a break with official art, where the mission of Ôrepresenting the 

masses as they areÕ conceals the desire of representing them as they 

ÔshouldÕ be. Wu is part of a new generation of film and video artists 

whose work tends to communicate what I would call Ôthe grain of 

existence,Õ struggling to achieve another form of realism [original 

emphasis].6 
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6. BŽrŽnice Reynaud, ÒNew Visions/New Chinas: Video-art, Documentation, and the Chinese 
Modernity in Question,Ó in Resolutions: Contemporary Video Practices, eds. Michael Renov and Erika 
Suderburg (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 235Ð236. 
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Reynaud correctly identifies WuÕs act of witnessing with his camera as the filmÕs most 

significant rupture with the didactic forms of official art that sought to represent the 

Chinese people Ð the ÒmassesÓ Ð as they should be according to CCP ideology. In a 

later essay Reynaud further claimed that WuÕs use of talking head interviews in 

Bumming in Beijing was, in the context of Chinese filmmaking of the time, Òa 

revolutionary statement, giving the floor to people whose voice had never been 

heard before.Ó7 Interviews were a feature of some of the special topic programs of 

the 1980s, but in contrast to the informal chats running through Bumming in Beijing, 

these television interviews invariably comprised formal pronouncements from 

experts intended to support claims made in the programÕs narration. Never before in 

a Chinese production had synchronised sound cameras been taken into everyday 

domestic spaces to record people without any official representational capacity 

spontaneously talking about their individual thoughts and life experiences. In its 

observational style and refusal to offer narrow, ideologically informed readings of its 

own images through a voiceover, Bumming in Beijing represented a startling break with 

the didactic tradition that had dominated Chinese documentary since at least 1949. 

Wu later described his approach as being based on an aesthetic of 

xianchang, a term now often used in Chinese television newscasts to mean Òlive from 

the scene,Ó but in this context meaning a style of Òon-the-spotÓ realism that implies 

shooting Òon the sceneÓ of a particular incident as it occurs. Xianchang was the 

expression of a philosophical desire to engage with the prosaic, physical reality of 

China without the filter of an ideologically informed expositional interpretation to 

guide the viewer.8 Other features of the approach apparent in Bumming in Beijing 
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7. BŽrŽnice Reynaud, ÒDancing with Myself, Drifting with My Camera: The Emotional Vagabonds of 
ChinaÕs New Documentary,Ó Senses of Cinema 28 (October 2003). 
http://www.sensesofcinema.com/contents/03/28/chinas_new_documentary 
8. From 2000 to 2005 Wu Wenguang edited a trio of books about artistic practice based on the 
xianchang aesthetic, including independent documentary production. These were: Xianchang (Tianjin: 
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include long takes that provide an uninterrupted representation of the action as it 

plays out in front of the lens and the absence of an obvious narrative thread that 

unites the various sequences around a chain of causational developments. 

Yet while the xianchang aesthetic represented an innovative attempt to 

engage more directly with individual Chinese subjectivities than had previously been 

attempted Ð or permitted Ð in Chinese documentaries, many early independent 

documentaries also retained a distinct trace of the detached intellectual tone that had 

informed public debate in the 1980s. This was especially evident in the work of 

another major filmmaker of the period, Duan Jinchuan. Like Wu Wenguang, Duan 

emerged from the state sector, having clocked up eight years working for Lhasa 

Television in the Tibetan capital between 1984 and 1992. WuÕs debut directly 

inspired Duan to begin making documentaries outside the state-sanctioned channels 

of production. He later recalled: 

I saw Bumming in Beijing and it had a very deep effect on me. Before, I 

thought you could only make them [documentaries] within an 

organisation, but now I began to see how one could work 

independently.9 

If Bumming in Beijing provided the inspiration, it was a retrospective of work by 

Frederick Wiseman at the Yamagata International Documentary Film Festival in 

Japan that introduced Duan to the particular variant of the observational style he was 

to emulate in his early works.10 Duan accompanied Wu Wenguang to the Yamagata 

festival in 1993, where Wu screened Bumming in Beijing. Wiseman was also in 

attendance for the retrospective of his films. Wu and Duan returned to Beijing with 

copies of some of WisemanÕs documentaries, including Central Park (1989), which  
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Shehui Kexueyuan Chubanshe, 2000), Xianchang 2 (Tianjin: Shehui Kexueyuan Chubanshe, 2001) and 
Xianchang 3 (Guilin: Guangxi Shifan Daxue Chubanshe, 2005). 
9. Chris Berry, ÒDuan Jinchuan: Interview by Chris Berry,Ó Metro 113/114 (1998), 88. 
10. Ibid., 88. 
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was to directly inspire Duan to make The Square (Guangchang) with fellow director 

Zhang Yuan the following year.11 

It is easy to see why WisemanÕs work appealed to early Chinese 

documentarians looking for a way to escape the ideological and formal straightjacket 

of official documentary production of the time. Emerging from the US Direct 

Cinema movement of the 1960s, Wiseman had produced a string of documentaries 

portraying the routine activities of public institutions in the United States, from a 

mental institution in Titicut Follies (1967) to the urban green space in the heart of 

Manhattan in Central Park (1989). In particular, WisemanÕs films focus on the way 

representatives of these institutions interact with their charges or the general public. 

Formally, Wiseman eschews voiceovers, interviews, intertitles and non-synchronous 

sound. Instead, he shapes his institutional portraits through juxtapositions, parallel 

actions, counterpoints and contrasts carefully constructed through the editing of 

observational footage. Bill Nichols likens this style to a ÒmosaicÓ that Òtends toward 

poetry (metaphor, synchronicity, paradigmatic relations)Ó rather than linear 

narrative.12 For documentarians like Wu Wenguang and Duan Jinchuan, seeking to 

understand their society and the institutions that governed it in the wake of the failed 

Tiananmen Movement, WisemanÕs observational, non-didactic approach provided an 

inspiring model. Wu had already intuitively explored similar techniques in Bumming in 

Beijing, although from his first film he also included elements of a more self-

conscious on-screen relationship with his subjects through informal interviews. Duan 

Jinchuan was more directly influenced by WisemanÕs detached, purely observational 

style, and he made two films about public spaces and government institutions in the 

years following his visit to Yamagata. The Square, co-directed with Zhang Yuan, 
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11. Yomi Braester, ÒExcuse Me, Your Camera is in My Face: Auteurial Intervention in PRC New 
Documentary,Ó in The New Chinese Documentary, 200. 
12. Bill Nichols, Ideology and the Image: Social Representation in the Cinema and Other Media (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1981), 211. 
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depicts daily activities around Tiananmen Square, including the policing of the area 

by security forces and sightseeing by tourists. Much of the film observes the way 

Tiananmen is constructed in official representations by following a CCTV news crew 

as they shoot a television segment about the area (Duan and Zhang were actually 

able to film on the square by accompanying the news crew and pretending they were 

part of their work). DuanÕs next film, No. 16 Barkhor South Street, observed the 

operations of a neighbourhood committee office Ð the most basic level of 

governance in China Ð in TibetÕs capital Lhasa. As in much of WisemanÕs work, both 

of these documentaries focus on interactions between institutional representatives 

and the public, rather than individual characters and their personal stories. 

Apart from the obvious contrast between Chinese televisionÕs expository 

documentary style and WisemanÕs approach, Luke Robinson argues that WisemanÕs 

films also appealed to Duan and others because they seemed to offer a way to 

reconcile the seemingly contradictory aims informing early Chinese independent 

work. On the one hand, filmmakers sought to observe spontaneous action through 

an Òon-the-spotÓ shooting aesthetic, while on the other hand they sought to 

construct preconceived metaphorical statements about the institutions we see at 

work in their films.13 Robinson quotes an interview with Duan in which the 

filmmaker explains how he approached the potential conflict between the 

contingencies of observational shooting and his desire to construct a carefully 

structured filmic statement: 

As far as documentary filmmakers are concerned, you must also have 

the vision to be able to see how things will develop; you must plan in 

advance. Why do I like to shoot films? Because the discrepancy 

between my understanding of the issues and what I shoot afterwards 
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isnÕt that great. When conducting research and interviews prior to 

shooting, I can actually see in advance how certain things are going to 

pan out.14 

Careful research and preparation limited the intrusion of unexpected events into the 

shooting of these films, without completely eliminating a sense of contingency in the 

viewerÕs experience of the finished work. The fact that the individuals on screen in 

DuanÕs work are either representatives of authoritarian institutions, or interacting 

with those same institutions, makes their behaviour that much more predictable. As 

Robinson notes, the very purpose of many of these bodies is to pre-empt and curtail 

unexpected public events and actions.15 

To illustrate his claims regarding the way Duan frames individuals within 

larger ideological and institutional frameworks, Robinson analyses a brief sequence 

near the beginning of The Square.16 The sequence opens with a close-up of a giant 

portrait of Mao, framed and partly obscured by black lines on either side of the 

screen. The film then cuts to carpenters planing wood. A tilt upwards reveals that the 

men are working in the shadow of the portrait seen in the opening shot. The 

obscuring black lines around the painting are now revealed to be a warehouse 

doorway. A close-up of a carpenterÕs hands is followed by a final shot framing the 

workmen working under MaoÕs impassive features. The film then cuts to a scene in 

the centre of Beijing, with the same portrait of Mao hanging over the distant 

entrance to the Forbidden City, overlooking the tourist hordes and security 

personnel on the vast expanse of Tiananmen Square. Robinson writes of this 

sequence: 
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The nature of the activity we see depicted in this brief scene is 

essentially unimportant: what is important is that it takes place under 

the watchful eyes of the Chairman, somewhere in the proximity of 

Tiananmen Square, thus hinting at the centrality of ideology and 

politics to the overall theme of the film [original emphasis].17 

More specifically, this series of shots establishes the centrality of politics and 

ideology to the space of Tiananmen Square, which has been the symbolic locus of 

Communist Party power since Mao declared the founding of the PeopleÕs Republic 

from atop Tiananmen Ð the gate overlooking the square Ð on 1 October 1949. The 

sequence is also the filmÕs first illustration of how the labour of many individuals Ð

 carpenters, painters, police and the CCTV crew Ð is harnessed to construct the 

square as a physical and ideological space. The impression of Communist Party 

power pervading the public square is reinforced by many later sequences, such as a 

scene depicting a group of school children gathered on the spot where Mao made his 

founding declaration. While joking with the children, the presenter attached to the 

CCTV crew feeds them lines about the ChairmanÕs founding speech, which the 

CCTV cameraman captures the children reciting. As each individual sequence of The 

Square unfolds in this manner, Duan and Zhang build a picture of the subtle and not-

so-subtle ways in which the Chinese party-state not only constructs the square as the 

symbolic centre of the power it exercises over the nation, but also the ways in which 

the individuals working in and passing through the square are constituted as subjects 

beholden to the CCPÕs authority. In this way the film frames the day-to-day activities 

in the area as a metaphor for the ways in which political power functions at a 

national level Ð a classic example of the Òmetonymic or metaphorical modeÓ that  
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Luke Robinson identifies with the observational style of the early New Documentary 

Movement.18 

The corollary of this broad-canvas approach is that the documentary 

subjects Duan and Zhang film are never questioned about their personal feelings, 

and are not seen in situations where their views might become apparent. The security 

personnel in The Square, for example, are never asked how they feel about the role 

they are expected to play patrolling the area, just as we never glean what the CCTV 

crew thinks about the state-sanctioned representations of the area they are expected 

to construct. In this reduction of individuals to mere players in relations of power, 

Robinson detects the faint trace of the didacticism that dominated drama and 

literature in the Maoist era, when characters were expected to embody certain 

desirable or reprehensible class types.19 A more obvious point of reference is the 

1980s intellectual culture from which Duan and Zhang emerged. While lacking the 

overtly didactic tone of a series such as River Elegy, films such as The Square continue 

to construct an authorial position of an intellectual casting his or her eye over society 

with analytical detachment. This position is not entirely dissimilar to that of River 

Elegy, even if the form of DuanÕs observational works is quite different to the earlier 

series. A similar perspective informs DuanÕs No. 16 Barkhor South Street, as well as 

other independent documentaries of the 1990s such as Wu WenguangÕs Jianghu: Life 

on the Road (Jianghu, 1999) and Zhang YuanÕs Crazy English (Fengkuang Yingyu, 1999). 

Both the personal concerns of WuÕs Bumming in Beijing and the detached, 

analytical mode personified by Duan JinchuanÕs early films were also perhaps 

influenced by the fact that independent documentary culture at this time was almost 

exclusively the preserve of a tiny intellectual community mostly comprising the 
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filmmakers themselves. Although early independent works certainly challenged the 

representational conventions dominating the official public sphere, their limited 

circulation meant that this was not really a public filmmaking practice, and the films 

tended not to address specific public issues. The only exception to their limited 

distribution was the appearance of some of the early independent documentaries at 

international film festivals, where they were often read as ÒdissidentÓ texts due to 

their differences with official representations. Within China itself, however, this 

ÒdissidenceÓ played out in small private circles rather than in public. The self-

contained nature of the independent documentary community at this time was not 

the result of choice on the part of filmmakers. Domestic video players were still very 

rare in China in the early to mid-1990s, and the limited economic reforms of the 

1980s had yet to make commonplace privately owned public spaces where work 

might be screened, such as bars, cafes and galleries. In addition, censorship and the 

suppression of unsanctioned public discourse was particularly severe in the years 

immediately following the failed Tiananmen Movement. All of these factors made it 

virtually impossible to distribute films domestically outside official channels in the 

early 1990s. Technological factors also limited the actual making of these films. 

Consumer video cameras were completely unavailable in China in the early 1990s, 

making state-owned film studios and broadcasters the only source of equipment.!For 

this reason the initial burst of independent documentary production was instigated 

entirely by television workers able to borrow cameras from their places of work, or 

directors such as Zhang Yuan with links to the Beijing Film Academy. This situation 

gradually began to change by the mid-1990s, but initially it was impossible for those 

without ties to official institutions to participate in independent filmmaking. 

Despite the limited nature of independent documentary culture in the 

early to mid-1990s, the significance of the New Documentary Movement in terms of 
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later developments is twofold. Firstly, these filmmakers established an embryonic 

independent documentary sector and tradition, so that when digital technologies 

became readily available in the late 1990s, a new group of filmmakers and screening 

club organisers had a foundation from which to work. Wu Wenguang has been 

particularly important in this regard, encouraging early digital documentarians such as 

Yang Lina and making personal appearances at early unofficial screening groups such 

as U-th•que to discuss his work. He also trains and encourages young digital 

documentarians Ð including rural people Ð at his Caochangdi Workstation in 

northeast Beijing, and hosts regular screenings at the same site. Secondly, although 

the New Documentary Movement work was not seen outside a very small circle of 

filmmakers and critics in China during the 1990s, the stylistic innovations evident in 

these films had a significant impact on the official public sphere of television. This 

was partly because filmmakers such as Duan Jinchuan continued to make work for 

the broadcasters on a freelance basis in the 1990s, and pushed the documentary form 

beyond the special topic program template of the 1980s. The increasing 

commercialisation of broadcasters helped in this regard, as television stations chased 

innovations in the hope of outdoing their competitors in attracting audiences. 

Handheld camera styles and apparently ÒspontaneousÓ interviews with people on the 

street had become the norm for Chinese television documentaries by the end of the 

1990s, in contrast to the previous dominance of expository lectures in the special 

topic program style.20 These innovations were pioneered on television by current 

affairs programs based on a short-documentary format, such as Oriental Horizon 

(Dongfang shikong), which debuted in 1993, and Focus, launched in 1994. As discussed 

in the introduction, the content of these programs was still carefully circumscribed 

by the authorities, and even when they appeared critical of the government or 
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highlighted social issues, reports were constructed in such a way as to ultimately 

reinforce the legitimacy of the party-state. It should also be noted that despite the 

prevalence of other styles, expository documentaries remain common on Chinese 

television even today, especially in times of social crisis. The Lhasa riots of 2008, for 

example, inspired a flurry of didactic and overtly ideological Chinese television 

documentaries on the history of the troubled Tibetan region, such as 50 Years of 

Democratic Reform of Tibet (Xizang minzhu gaige wushi nian, Li Xingyan, 2009). These 

caveats aside, the stylistic innovations of the early independents undoubtedly 

influenced Chinese television and provide an early example of independent 

production helping to somewhat expand the boundaries of public discourse within 

the official public sphere. 

When domestic digital screening technologies began to become available 

in mainland China in the second half of the 1990s, ChinaÕs independent film culture 

began to undergo a radical transformation. The history of world cinema suddenly 

became readily available to average citizens in urban areas through pirate VCDs and 

DVDs. No longer the preserve of select film and television workers, film culture 

expanded to include a general public able to readily source work outside official 

channels, and able to watch these films in the new private-public spaces opened up 

by the marketisation of the Chinese economy. It was this moment that saw the 

beginnings of a transition of independent documentary culture, from a realm of 

underground film production for a small group of dedicated former television 

workers, towards a broad-based alternative public sphere. As the next section details, 

this change has had a dramatic impact on how independent work circulates and the 

kinds of documentaries being made. 

!  
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Independent Documentary Culture in the Digital Era 

Developments in ChinaÕs independent documentary culture since the late 1990s are 

part of a much wider societal shift that has occurred under the auspices of digital 

communication technologies. Qian Gang and David Bandurski conceptualise this 

shift as a move to networked forms of communication they characterise as Òmany-

to-many,Ó in contrast to the Òone-to-oneÓ and Òone-to-manyÓ forms of 

communication facilitated by the analogue technologies of the twentieth century 

such as telephones, radio, cinema and television.21 It was Òone-to-manyÓ forms of 

communication technology that facilitated the monopolistic public sphere of the 

Maoist era, as the state produced documentaries, feature films, radio programs and 

newspapers conveying party-dictated discourse to a mass audience. Since the late 

1990s, many-to-many forms of communication have allowed the rise of alternative 

forms of public discourse in China that the authorities have found much harder to 

control. 

The key many-to-many digital communication technology has been the 

Internet, which has had a massive impact on Chinese society. Official figures show 

that by the end of June 2013, China had 591 million regular Internet users, 

representing over 44 per cent of the nationÕs total population.22 The explosion in 

Internet use has fundamentally altered many Chinese peopleÕs relationship with each 

other, the state and the world beyond ChinaÕs borders. Diffuse communities spread 

across large geographical areas can now form and communicate in real time, making 

it impossible for the Chinese state to isolate its population from domestic and 

international news and events the way it could before the 1990s, even if online 
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censorship is pervasive.23 Microblogs have become a vital source of news, rumours 

and other information in an environment where official media is widely distrusted. In 

the first half of 2012, for example, microbloggers broke many aspects of the story 

relating to the downfall of the Chongqing Communist Party Secretary Bo Xilai, the 

most public display of disunity and factional conflict within the CCP since the 

leadership split precipitated by the protests of 1989. Many developments in the Bo 

Xilai story appeared on Weibo Ð the Chinese equivalent of Twitter Ð hours or 

sometimes even days before official acknowledgement by Chinese state media.24 But 

while the Internet has facilitated the spread of controversial news and views, it has 

been more difficult for ChinaÕs digital documentary filmmakers to fully utilise the 

possibilities of the online world. Initially this was partly a technological issue Ð early 

modes of Internet connectivity were not conductive to uploading or downloading 

large audio-visual files. A more intractable issue has been censorship. Controversial 

documentaries are simply deleted if Chinese authorities can access the host sites, 

while many overseas video sharing sites such as YouTube are blocked altogether. It is 

much harder to view or rapidly re-post a feature-length film than a short piece of 

text, preventing films from having the viral impact of a microblog post about a high 

interest news item. So while the Internet has played a part in disseminating 

independent films in China, DVDs have played a much larger role in unofficial film 

distribution. As will be explored shortly, however, the Internet has provided an 

important additional discursive space for cinephiles, filmmakers and screening clubs 

to constitute an active public around independent documentaries. 
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The first video format to have a significant impact in China was video 

compact discs (VCDs), which preceded higher-definition digital video discs (DVDs) 

by several years. Prominent Chinese director Jia Zhangke recalls that the flood of 

pirate VCDs that poured into China via Hong Kong from the mid-1990s rendered 

many previously unseen Hong Kong action films and contemporary Hollywood 

works widely available.25 With the development of DVDs at the end of the 1990s, an 

influx of art house titles appeared on the Chinese mainland, by directors such as 

Michelangelo Antonioni, Andrei Tarkovsky, Jean-Luc Godard and Hou Hsiao-

hsien.26 Recalling the situation prior to the arrival of digital viewing technologies, Jia 

writes: 

Works originating from other cultures, those classics of cinema that 

had influenced and moved humanity, were forever beyond our grasp. 

Before pirated DVDs began circulating, it was hard to imagine that 

an ordinary city dweller could see films such as GodardÕs Breathless or 

TarkovskyÕs Mirror. Even popular American films such as The 

Godfather or Taxi Driver were hard to find.27 

The widespread enthusiasm for cinema sparked by the cheapness and sudden 

availability of a vast array of titles from around the world spurred the creation of 

unofficial screening groups in many Chinese cities, signalling the first move of this 

new unsanctioned film culture into public space. As well as fuelling the explosion in 

pirate VCD and DVD distribution, the increasingly commercialised nature of the 

Chinese economy had opened up new kinds of public space in which this unofficial 

screening culture found a home. Privately owned bars, cafes, galleries, conference  
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centres and even digital home-theatre showrooms provided venues for early 

screening clubs, and similar venues continue to play a role to this day. 

Initially these clubs screened a mix of the international art house films 

newly available on DVD, and local works being produced in the previously 

underground independent sector. The informal and small-scale nature of most of 

these clubs makes it difficult to trace their history with any precision, but Jia Zhangke 

identifies ÒOffice 101,Ó established by Shanghai customs official Xu Yuanyuan in 

1997, as the Òfirst unofficial film group.Ó28 According to Jia, Office 101 (101 

Bangongshi) comprised around 200 members and staged screenings at ShanghaiÕs 

Hongkou Cultural Hall. They also produced an unofficial print journal.29 Their 

activities set something of a template for ChinaÕs unofficial screening culture, 

although as the Internet spread most groups that followed supplemented their print 

journals with various forms of online publishing. As Jia Zhangke notes, ÒAlmost all 

the groups seemed to have their own BBS [bulletin board system] on the Internet, 

seeking a breakthrough for their discursive space.Ó30 Ou Ning, who founded the 

Shenzhen-based U-th•que (Yuan Ying Hui) screening group in 1999, corroborates 

JiaÕs memories of this time. Ou notes that BBSs also allowed the various screening 

groups scattered around the country to become aware of each otherÕs existence.31 It 

was through these forums that Ou became aware of Office 101 and the Beijing-

based Practice Society (Shi Jian She), who held weekly screenings from April 2000 

and distributed pirate VCDs in the capital.32 In addition, U-th•queÕs proximity to 

Hong Kong allowed figures from the territory such as director Ann Hui and the 

critic-distributor Shu Kei to attend screenings and speak directly to the group, while 
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mainland independents such as documentarian Wu Wenguang and feature directors 

Lou Ye and Jia Zhangke also made appearances.33 The involvement of independent 

filmmakers and the concurrent rise of the Internet not only allowed these groups to 

extend their discursive space, but also gain a sense of community that extended 

down the length of ChinaÕs east coast and into Hong Kong. Thus we see the 

beginnings of a self-conscious ÒpublicÓ coming into being through the circulation of 

texts Ð in this instance foreign and local films that had not previously circulated 

widely in China. As shall be discussed in the case studies following this chapter, it is 

this nascent viewing public that socially engaged Chinese documentaries have 

attempted to address and more clearly constitute as a politicised grouping holding 

values at odds with those publicised through the official public sphere. 

In the wake of Office 101, U-th•que and Practice Society, countless 

smaller screening groups sprang up across China as the 2000s progressed, with 

varying aims and objectives. Seio Nakajima describes some of these groups in his 

study of BeijingÕs unofficial screening culture of the mid-2000s.34 He notes that the 

purpose and orientation of the small clubs he observed varied considerably, and that 

they screened everything from independent documentaries to Hollywood 

blockbusters.35 The organisers of one club articulated an explicit political agenda and 

are quoted as stating, ÒWe wanted to change something in society.Ó36 Other groups 

were more commercial in nature, though most were founded by individuals with a 

mixture of artistic and commercial objectives. As noted in the introduction to this 

thesis, Nakajima compares the operations of these small screening groups to 

HabermasÕ ideal public sphere and finds they deviate significantly from a 

Habermasian ideal model. However, he also notes two important features of the 
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non-commercial groups he studied that support the argument that these clubs 

represented a nascent alternative public sphere in the sense described by Negt and 

Kluge Ð a discursive realm where ideas and values marginalised in the official public 

sphere could be publicised and validated. Firstly, during post-screening discussions in 

the non-commercial groups Nakajima studied, he observed that Òvery diverse 

discourses on the very definition of documentary as well as the distinction between 

such concepts as objectivity and subjectivity, reality and fiction, were presented and 

debated in public [original emphasis].Ó37 This indicates an increasingly reflexive 

attitude towards images amongst these groups as they debated the various registers 

of filmic representation. Secondly, Nakajima argues that Òby constructing a topic in a 

certain way that is different from the dominant discourse presented by the 

government, the discourses enabled by the clubs can function as a counter-

discourse.Ó38 This counter-discourse is partly embodied in the films viewed at these 

clubs, and partly in the discussions that take place around these clubs after screenings 

and in small-scale print publications and/or online. Nakajima does not, however, 

explicate the terms of this counter-discourse, or the features of the dominant 

discourse it contests. It is clear, however, that these screening groups were generating 

a public of the kind defined by Warner and discussed in the introduction to this 

thesis Ð a group both addressed and constituted by the circulation of certain texts 

that publicised ideas and values not necessarily publicised elsewhere.39 

In his writings on ChinaÕs early unofficial screening culture, Jia Zhangke 

argues that the counter-discourses that circulated in and around these clubs 

represented a new kind of public consciousness and a basic reassertion of rights after 

decades in which the party-state had regulated every aspect of Chinese citizensÕ lives. 
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This was especially so after the arrival of digital video (DV) cameras at the end of the 

1990s allowed large numbers of viewers to begin making their own films.40 Jia writes: 

We were isolated from film for so long that we forgot that expressing 

ourselves through film was originally our rightÉ DV provided them 

[Chinese people] with not only a new mode of expression, but also a 

restoration of their rightsÉ Chinese people began creating a brand-

new film world outside the system, and attempted to progressively 

organise their visual life autonomously.41 

The reassertion of rights Jia evokes is predicated on the right to make individual 

choices and publicly express individual views Ð specifically the right to choose what 

to watch and the right to contribute to the array of filmic images available. The right 

to these very basic life choices was completely suppressed in the totalitarian culture 

of the Maoist period, and remained limited in the 1980s and early Õ90s to those who 

could take advantage of links with the world of official film and television. Digital 

technologies facilitated a grassroots reassertion of these rights not only by providing 

technologies by which Chinese people working outside the official public sphere 

could create filmic representations, but also by providing new channels of 

communication that allowed these representations to circulate and become the basis 

of a new kind of public culture. 

Along with this reassertion of rights regarding viewing choices, an 

increasing concern with representing the views and experiences of ordinary Chinese 

citizens on screen has gradually come to dominate the independent documentaries 

made within this new public culture. This concern was already evident in the aptly 

named In Public (Gonggong changsuo, 2001), Jia ZhangkeÕs first documentary and his 
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first film made using the newly available DV camera technology. The small, 

lightweight nature of the camera Jia employed and the cheapness of DV tape 

encouraged a loose, improvisational shooting style through which Jia recorded a 

series of scenes in public settings like a train station, a bus stop and a dance hall, in 

the nondescript town of Datong in Shanxi Province, northwest China. Jia later wrote 

of his method: 

In the morning we would immediately start driving around, and just 

shoot whatever we saw, in a very relaxed way, without any 

preparation, in an exploratory way, as if we were strolling around. I 

think this is the kind of freedom DV gave us.42 

JiaÕs description of his unplanned approach to shooting In Public presaged the 

methodology of many other independent documentarians of the digital era. Ai 

Xiaoming for example has described a similarly exploratory method in her 

documentaries on public issues: 

Shooting a documentary is a process of understanding an issue. I feel 

that at the outset IÕm more like a member of the audience, not 

knowing anything, but concerned about the issue.43 

Documentarian Wang Bing has also talked about finding the shape of his films 

through an active engagement with the cycles playing out in front of his lens during 

shooting.44 These attitudes to making documentary work are a contrast to the more 

planned methodology of an early independent such as Duan Jinchuan, who felt the 

discrepancy between his initial understanding of an issue and what he shoots ÒisnÕt 

that great.Ó45 As discussed earlier, DuanÕs method informed a filmmaking style that 
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framed on-screen subjects as symbolic figures passively determined by social and 

political forces. Although Jia ZhangkeÕs In Public is still based on an observational 

style, the film reflects a distinct shift in the purpose of this observation. Rather than 

looking to shape the observational scenes he records to construct predetermined 

metaphorical statements about the institutional workings of Chinese society, Jia 

sought a loose, Òon-the-flyÓ engagement with daily Chinese life in a very ordinary set 

of spaces. There is no obvious link between the different scenes he presents, and the 

actions of the figures we see wandering in and out of frame are never explained. 

Instead, we have a prolonged, optical engagement with the realm of minjian Ð the 

flow of everyday life in the public spaces of an undistinguished Chinese town. A 

similar engagement with small town settings is evident in JiaÕs debut dramatic feature 

Xiao Wu (1997), but In PublicÕs lack of plot or fictional characters renders his 

foregrounding of the spaces of minjian all the more striking. Zhao Liang, one of the 

key digital documentarians of the 2000s, has commented on the profound influence 

JiaÕs early work had on his own filmmaking Ð particularly In PublicÕs visual 

engagement with everyday scenes: 

[Jia] used his special perspective to observe small cities that we were 

so familiar with they were almost invisible. I liked it very muchÉ 

Xiao Wu uses documentary elements to record life in a small cityÉ 

and he also had a short documentary called In Public that I really liked. 

Those early films made me reflect upon my own environment.46 

In PublicÕs foregrounded concern with life in the everyday realm of minjian was an 

early example of what has become a dominant feature of independent documentaries 

in the digital era. But where JiaÕs film continued to rely on an observational approach, 

many filmmakers in the early 2000s began employing a more interpersonal style that 
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foregrounded verbal interactions between directors and their on-screen subjects. On-

screen interviews in particular have provided a space in which ordinary Chinese 

citizens can explicitly articulate their views, memories and experiences before the 

lens, and by extension before the public addressed and constituted by these films. In 

other words, the move towards a more interpersonal style in Chinese documentary 

has created a different mode of address that is, in turn, indicative of a different kind 

of public these films are seeking to address and constitute. Through a direct 

engagement with the realm of minjian Ð especially through talking head interviews in 

which ordinary Chinese citizens are provided a space in which to verbally articulate 

their views, ideas and experiences Ð these films are attempting to constitute a broad 

audience of active, critical citizenry who are prepared to engage with and respond to 

the representations presented on screen. These films attempt to forge a different 

kind of public to that addressed by the official public sphere, through the publicising 

of different ideas and values to those publicised through state-sanctioned channels. 

This is a contrast to the more abstract, observational and detached style of Duan 

JinchuanÕs early works that encouraged analytical reflection rather than identification 

with particular ideas and values. 

The interpersonal style of certain Chinese documentaries has also provided 

the basis of a more participatory approach to documentary production Ð a more 

direct attempt to constitute a public that is not only active in terms of critical 

engagement with texts, but also active at the level of direct involvement in the 

creation of filmic discourse. Various strategies for directly involving these on-screen 

subjects in the making of independent documentaries have also been developed over 

the past decade or so. Several of the filmmakers who have pioneered these 

participatory approaches have emerged directly from the unofficial screening culture 

of the early 2000s, as will be detailed in the next chapter on the work of Ou Ning. 
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_______________________ 

This chapter has explored the broad contours of ChinaÕs independent documentary 

culture from its birth as a marginal, underground filmmaking practice in the shadow 

of the failed Tiananmen Movement of 1989, to its emergence as more broad-based 

public culture in the digital era. This public culture comprises the alternative public 

sphere of unofficial viewing spaces, circulation online and unofficial DVDs, as well 

as the public that is constituted by the texts that circulate via these channels. 

Central to this transformation of independent documentary culture has been the rise 

of unofficial screening clubs from the late 1990s, facilitated by the flood of pirate 

VCDs and DVDs into the mainland and the opening up of privately owned spaces 

where a public can gather to view and discuss unsanctioned works. A digital 

filmmaking practice has developed in and around these screening groups, initially in 

films made by directors such as Jia Zhangke who began working in the 1990s, but 

also increasingly in films by club members. In many of these digital documentaries 

we can observe the development of an interpersonal, participatory style designed to 

foreground the voices, views and experiences of ordinary Chinese citizens, and that 

directly addresses and attempts to constitute a distinct viewing public through the 

articulation and publicising of these views and ideas. In these ways, over the past ten 

to fifteen years independent documentary has become the basis of an alternative 

public sphere in which unsanctioned views, ideas and experiences can be publicised 

amongst a distinct viewing public. The following chapter will begin a detailed analysis 

of the socially engaged digital documentaries that have provided some of the key 

constitutive texts of this alternative public sphere, and the ways in which these films 

contest the representations offered in ChinaÕs official public sphere, thereby seeking 

to constitute the distinct public of independent documentary culture.



 

 
 

2. A Public of Viewer-producers 

This chapter will examine the strong participatory ethos running through 

contemporary independent documentary culture in China, primarily through a case 

study of the work of documentarian Ou Ning. OuÕs filmmaking and other cultural 

activities provide a useful lens through which to focus on the independent sectorÕs 

participatory ethos because his entrŽe into independent filmmaking was via the 

unofficial screening culture of the early 2000s, and he has striven in all his cultural 

activities since to engage a broad public in both the making and viewing of 

independent work. As such, he has been a central figure in the transformation of 

independent documentary from a marginalised, underground practice in the 1990s, 

to the more public culture of the digital era. His own documentaries also reflect the  

impact of a participatory ethos on the style and content of the films being made over 

the past decade or so. 

OuÕs involvement with independent screen culture began with the U-

th•que (Yuan Ying Hui) screening group he founded in 1999. He also played a key 

role in the groupÕs evolution into a production collective in the early 2000s. His 

activities with U-th•que, as well as his 2006 documentary Meishi Street (Meishi Jie), 

provide important early examples of participatory projects designed to foster an 

active, critical public of viewer-producers involved in both the making and viewing 

of independent documentary work. This chapter will begin with a brief history of U-

th•que that will trace how the screening club evolved into a filmmaking collective. 

The next section will discuss how Ou Ning parlayed the skills and approaches 

pioneered with U-th•que into a participatory project that resulted in the documentary 

Meishi Street, an attempt to provide a space on screen in which the views and 

experiences of a member of a Beijing community could be publicly expressed 
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through direct participation in the filmmaking process. The final part of this chapter 

will consider how Ou has attempted to extend his early work forging an alternative 

public sphere of viewer-producers into longer-term initiatives through his curatorial 

activities and Bishan Commune project. This final section will also briefly examine 

other, similar participatory initiatives taking place within ChinaÕs independent 

documentary world, in order to place OuÕs work in a wider context. 

U-th•que as a Screening Group, Training Centre and Production Collective 

Ou Ning is something of a renaissance figure in the contemporary culture developing 

outside official channels in todayÕs China. His work encompasses filmmaking, design, 

writing, publishing, photography, curating and archiving. Through all of these 

activities he has been explicitly concerned with both addressing and helping to 

constitute a new kind of socially engaged public of critical citizens actively engaged in 

both the production and circulation of a public discourse independent of ChinaÕs 

official public sphere. 

OuÕs specific involvement in independent film culture began in 1999, 

when he was asked to design the Emei Film Studio magazine Dianying zuopin 

(Filmmaking, later renamed Cineaste).1 Already a keen cinephile with a large VCD 

collection, Ou was disappointed with the magazineÕs mainstream focus, and 

persuaded the publishers to allow him to bring in Wu Wenguang to provide 

additional content on independent Chinese films. Inspired by this experience, Ou 

recalls on the U-th•que website: 

At that time, since it was very difficult to view art films in Mainland 

China, I decided to organize weekly film screenings to share my VCD 

collection with others. Simultaneously, I wanted to make use of this 
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opportunity and find people to write articles for Cineaste magazine. 

We found a company in Shenzhen that sold digital home theatre 

equipment and they offered to lend us their showroom for free every 

Saturday. Thus, our first screening had started and we named our 

organisation ÔU-th•que.Õ2 

The use of a commercial audiovisual showroom for U-th•queÕs initial screenings is 

typical of the way ChinaÕs unofficial screening groups have formed in the cracks of 

the countryÕs modern capitalist economy, often utilising commercial spaces outside 

trading hours or else relying on commercial operations such as the sale of food and 

drink to subsidise screening activities. After six months or so, U-th•queÕs screenings 

in Shenzhen were so popular that various bar owners in the nearby city of 

Guangzhou encouraged Ou Ning to stage events there. For the next few years U-

th•que organised screenings in both cities with a peak membership of around 800 

people.3 

From U-th•queÕs inception, Ou Ning did not just view the group as a 

screening club but as a vehicle for fostering participants in the new public culture 

developing around digital technologies. Ou recalls: 

My original idea was for U-th•que to be like a training centreÉ I 

thought we could train filmmakers, film critics and film event 

organisers. I wanted U-th•que to be a platform that could develop 

different people.4 

With these aims in mind, a photocopied magazine entitled U-fax was produced and 

freely distributed every week after U-th•queÕs first event, featuring articles on the 
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films screened, and insights and opinions from U-th•que members.5 Post-screening 

discussions were also central to U-th•queÕs activities, and as noted in the previous 

chapter, Hong Kong and independent mainland Chinese filmmakers such as Wu 

Wenguang, Jia Zhangke and Ann Hui were frequently present at these gatherings to 

answer questions about their work. 

Like Jia Zhangke, Ou Ning linked ChinaÕs unofficial screening culture 

and the concurrent arrival of the Internet with the rise of a new kind of public 

consciousness in China. This consciousness is anchored in the possibilities afforded 

by personal choice in the current era, as the economy has been liberalised and the 

party-stateÕs control over peopleÕs everyday lives has loosened: 

The pirated VCD/DVD industryÉ has helped popularize education 

in image cultures in China, and created an unprecedented Ôimage 

democracy.Õ The way it has brought about the awakening of civic 

consciousness, human liberation, and freedom of choice, is very 

much in tune with the Internet.6 

Although Ou does not use the term Òalternative public sphereÓ in his writings on 

ChinaÕs unofficial screening culture, it is clear that he regarded the new public culture 

facilitated by digital technologies as a space in which values at odds with those 

propagated through ChinaÕs official public sphere were being publicised and 

validated. He writes: 

While traditional mainstream media such as television, newspapers, 

magazines and so on, still hail the myth of the new economy, or seek 

to stimulate peopleÕs senses and incite consumerism with eye-

catching advertising images, on the Internet, virtual communities 
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have started to develop Ð a totally new and digitized public space has 

come into being.7 

For Ou and others like him, digital technologies offered the possibility of 

formulating a new public culture that questioned and probed both the 

authoritarianism of the party-state and the unrestrained consumerism of the new 

economy. 

Given OuÕs interest in furthering this new unsanctioned culture, it is 

unsurprising that he and other members of U-th•que quickly developed an interest in 

making as well as viewing films. According to the U-th•que website, by late 1999 the 

group had already screened a documentary by member Jiang Zhi entitled Forefinger 

(Shizhi, 1999), and a short film by member Cao Fei entitled Imbalance 257 (Shitiao 257, 

1999).8 A few years later, U-th•que evolved into a fully-fledged production collective 

in response to a commission from Venice Biennale curator Hou Hanru. The nature 

of the commission reflects U-th•queÕs role in ChinaÕs new, independent public 

culture. Hou Hanru was particularly interested in featuring alternative spaces in his 

ÒZones of UrgencyÓ exhibition at the 2003 biennale, and U-th•que appealed to Hou 

as a group lying outside ChinaÕs official cultural institutions.9 Hou commissioned U-

th•que to produce a video for Zones of Urgency, which led to the making of the 45-

minute documentary San Yuan Li (Ou Ning and Cao Fei, 2003) about an eponymous 

village that once lay just outside the city of Guangzhou but has long since been 

subsumed by the cityÕs urban sprawl. Despite its absorption into the city, many of 

SanyuanliÕs original village-style narrow alleyways and single-story structures remain 

intact. More importantly, the inhabitants of the area are still classified as rural 

residents under ChinaÕs residential registration system (hukou), barring them from the 
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many privileges that come with official urban residency.10 As an introductory 

intertitle in the film notes, Sanyuanli has become a Òvillage amid the city.Ó Poverty 

and a severe drug problem had led to the area gaining an unsavoury reputation by the 

time U-th•que made their film. As such, the area appealed to the filmmakers as a site 

lying outside the showcase public spaces via which the ÒmiracleÓ of the new Chinese 

economy was being celebrated in the official public sphere. 

Although Ou Ning directed the San Yuan Li project with fellow U-

th•que organiser Cao Fei, San Yuan Li involved many members and was shot and 

edited in a collective fashion. Ou describes the groupÕs methodology: 

We had a list of four or five people who were in charge of the 

camera. So weÕd shoot a lot of footage, and then every week we 

would have a meeting to discuss what to do next. From Monday to 

Friday we would be shooting in the city. Then Saturday or Sunday we 

would sit down, have a meeting to preview and discuss all the 

footage, then decide how to shoot the following week.11 

Stylistically, San Yuan Li is unusual within ChinaÕs documentary world in that it 

utilises non-linear montage techniques and effects such as fast motion to create an 

impressionistic portrait of the Òvillage amid the city.Ó Synchronous sound is 

eschewed in favour of an electronic music soundtrack. In contrast to the Direct 

Cinema tradition that has influenced most independent Chinese documentary 

making since the early 1990s, the film bears the stylistic influence of the city 

symphony documentaries of the 1920s such as Dziga VertovÕs Man with a Movie 

Camera (USSR, 1929) and Walter RuttmannÕs Berlin: Symphony of a Great City 

(Germany, 1927). This in part reflects the cosmopolitan filmic tastes of U-th•queÕs 
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membership, formed under the first wave of art house cinema flooding into China 

via pirate DVDs. However, the filmÕs style also reflects a certain distance between 

the filmmakers and the inhabitants of the Sanyuanli area. As Chris Berry points out, 

although the U-th•que members were all Cantonese locals, they were also well-

educated creative professionals Ð Òa new transnational classÓ Ð going into a poor, 

working-class part of Guangzhou outside their usual frame of reference.12 The film 

itself makes no attempt to disguise this, opening with a series of shots that takes the 

viewer up the Pearl River to the Sanyuanli area, followed by an extended montage of 

images of daily life inside the rabbit-warren of lanes comprising the former rural 

village. The camera maintains a subtle distance from the locals, passing many on the 

street, but making no attempt to single out individuals. The film contains many 

references to the areaÕs history, but as Chris Berry notes, there is Òno effort to 

ascertain the inhabitantsÕ own feelings and opinions about the changes that have 

occurred.Ó13 Rather, the film takes the viewpoint of a curious but somewhat detached 

fl‰neur, wandering around an unfamiliar environment. During the end credits various 

groups weÕve glimpsed, such as the staff of a local restaurant and a police patrol, 

pose for the camera and smile into the lens, implying a certain rapport had perhaps 

been established between the filmmakers and local people by the time the film was 

finished. Nonetheless, San Yuan LiÕs perspective reflects the fact that while the film 

was an attempt to create a filmic representation outside ChinaÕs official public 

sphere, U-th•queÕs membership mostly comprised members of ChinaÕs budding 

urban middle class. Their experiences and living conditions set them apart from the 

new urban working class employed in manufacturing and the service sector, as well 

as ChinaÕs rural population. As will be discussed shortly, a growing awareness of this 
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gap amongst many of ChinaÕs independent documentarians has informed some of 

the participatory initiatives of more recent years taking place outside major urban 

centres, including Ou NingÕs Bishan Commune. 

Being members of the cosmopolitan urban middle class did not, 

however, render the members of U-th•que immune from state interference. In 2004 

a complicated series of events saw U-th•que declared an illegal organisation and 

forced to cease operations. According to Ou Ning, this move was part of a sustained 

campaign against the Southern Metropolis Daily (Nanfang dushi bao) newspaper, which 

had initially provoked the ire of the authorities in early 2003 by exposing the cover-

up of the SARS epidemic by the provincial and central governments.14 On 25 April 

2003, the paper further angered authorities by reporting the death of 27-year-old 

designer Sun Zhigang while in police custody for failing to produce an ID card or 

residence permit upon request.15 The official autopsy revealed clear evidence that Sun 

endured a severe beating shortly before his death. Although reports of deaths under 

similar circumstances had previously appeared, these had had always been quickly 

suppressed by the authorities. In this instance, the story very rapidly spread around 

the country via the new medium of the Internet once the Southern Metropolis Daily 

article appeared, making it impossible for the authorities to contain the negative 

public reaction.16 The case was a classic example of reporting in ChinaÕs more liberal 

official media intersecting with the alternative public discourse developing in the new 

online space to generate a nationwide public response. The uncontainable 

snowballing of the issue led to the abolition of the Òdetention and repatriationÓ laws 
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14. For a detailed account of the Southern Metropolis DailyÕs role in exposing the SARS cover-up, see 
Philip P. Pan, Out of MaoÕs Shadow: The Struggle for the Soul of a New China (Great Britain: Picador, 2009), 
235Ð238. 
15. For a detailed account of the Southern Metropolis DailyÕs reporting of the Sun Zhigang case and the 
subsequent fallout for the paper, see ibid., 247Ð267. 
16. Qian and Bandurski, ÒChinaÕs Emerging Public,Ó 64. 
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under which Sun had been arrested on 20 June 2003.17 Ou Ning was to later write, 

ÒThis affair constitutes a landmark in the fight for civic rights in China, and marked a 

new beginning for the Ôpolitical civilizationÕ in the digital era.Ó18 As will be detailed in 

chapter four, the case also had a crucial impact on academic Ai Xiaoming, indirectly 

inspiring her to become involved in rights campaigning and documentary making. At 

the time many people in China hoped the reporting of Sun ZhigangÕs death 

represented a turning point in the fight to distance the official public sphere from 

state interference. Many also saw the case as demonstrating the immense potential of 

unofficial public discourse to influence events and policies. But while Southern 

Metropolis Daily won an unusual victory in bringing about changes to Chinese law as a 

result of the Sun Zhigang story, the fallout for senior staff at the newspaper was 

severe. Chief Editor Cheng Yizhong and General Manager Yu Huafeng were 

dismissed and imprisoned Ð Cheng for five months and Yu for twelve years, later 

reduced to four. Yu was also allegedly tortured by police.19 Upon release Chen was 

no longer permitted to work for Southern Metropolis Daily. In addition, Guangzhou 

security forces launched a systematic campaign to persecute the newspaper, which 

included the harassment of advertisers and investigations into links with ÒillegalÓ 

organisations. Southern Metropolis Daily had recently sponsored a retrospective of Jia 

ZhangkeÕs work organized by U-th•que in Guangzhou. Given that U-th•que was not 

an officially sanctioned screening group it made an easy target for police. Ou Ning 

claims his office was raided and his papers and DVD collection confiscated. U-

th•que was then officially declared an illegal organisation.20 This incident is 

illustrative of the dynamics within ChinaÕs official public sphere and the complexities 

of the relationship between sanctioned culture and the alternative public sphere of 
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independent documentary. Southern Metropolis Daily is generally regarded as ChinaÕs 

most liberal and daring official newspaper, and the publication has often lent its 

support to unofficial cultural organisations such as U-th•que. The reporting of the 

Sun Zhigang case is one of the paperÕs best-known exposŽs of official abuses of 

power. Yet staff suffered dire repercussions as a result of the story, and the 

authoritiesÕ power over the institutions of the official public sphere meant the paper 

was powerless to resist the Guangzhou GovernmentÕs intervention in the 

publicationÕs affairs after the story was published. Furthermore, the paperÕs support 

for an organisation operating outside the official public sphere provided ammunition 

against the paperÕs staff, as well as rendering U-th•que a target for persecution. This 

chain of events indicates the risks faced by those working in the alternative public 

sphere when their activities influence, or are promoted through, officially sanctioned 

channels. 

Although U-th•queÕs activities were curtailed just as the group was 

attaining a high public profile, the groupÕs brief history reflects an important trend in 

ChinaÕs independent documentary sector since the late 1990s that has seen many 

filmmakers emerge from unofficial screening groups in ChinaÕs major urban centres. 

While some of ChinaÕs film clubs have been commercially driven, the most 

influential have resembled U-th•queÕs not-for-profit nature. Initially driven by a love 

of cinema and a desire to reflect upon the flood of films suddenly available to 

ordinary Chinese with the arrival of VCDs and DVDs, many of these groups have 

resisted any form of commercialisation of their operations. Instead, through 

screenings and wider discursive activities in print and online, they have sought to 

create an open, critical public space in which a range of views, opinions and 

experiences can be expressed and discussed outside the imperatives of the market or 

the censorial atmosphere of the official public sphere. U-th•que is particularly 
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notable amongst these groups for having collectively produced an internationally 

acclaimed work in San Yuan Li, as well as two major filmmakers Ð Ou Ning and 

Huang Weikai, whose film Floating will be discussed in chapter five. The group also 

produced an important visual artist in Cao Fei.21 U-th•queÕs activities were by no 

means unique however, and unofficial screening groups continue to play an 

important role by bringing ChinaÕs independent documentary community together 

and providing a space in which independent work can be screened. In todayÕs 

Beijing, venues such as Trainspotting CafŽ in the city centre and CNEX in the cityÕs 

southeast regularly stage screening, mostly featuring independent Chinese 

documentaries.22 Both venues operate as commercial catering establishments, but 

have dedicated spaces on the premises for film screenings that can be accessed for 

little or no cost by patrons. This culture has found a more permanent home in the 

screening room of the Ullens Centre for Contemporary Art (UCCA) in the 798 Art 

Zone in northeast Beijing. The venue is unusual in that it lies within a well-funded 

privately owned not-for-profit institution. Furthermore, the centre is located in an 

area that since 2006, following considerable pressure from ChinaÕs arts community 

and overseas supporters, has been tacitly recognised by the authorities as a Òcultural 

cluster.Ó23 The tacit acceptance of 798 by the authorities has afforded UCCA a degree 

of latitude in its programming and publicity not afforded elsewhere, allowing them to 

stage a well-publicised screening program since opening in November 2007, 

featuring independent Chinese documentaries and features, as well as some foreign 

documentaries. 
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For all the growing size and influence of ChinaÕs unofficial film culture, 

U-th•queÕs fate in the wake of the Sun Zhigang affair also illustrates the fragility of 

this nascent alternative public sphere in the absence of any formal legal or 

administrative protection. Unofficial screening and production groups are generally 

tolerated up to a point, but U-th•queÕs very popularity and rising public profile 

rendered it an obvious target when authorities sought indirect means to persecute a 

Chinese publication that had overstepped the mark in its exposure of abuses of 

power. Authorities have also on occasion moved to shut down unofficial screening 

events that included particularly controversial works. In one well publicised example, 

Yunfest, the best known of ChinaÕs small number of unofficial film festivals, was 

forcibly cancelled in 2007 due to the inclusion of Hu JieÕs controversial documentary 

Though I Am Gone.24 As will be detailed further in chapter five, recent years have seen 

a more across-the-board crackdown on independent film festivals. So while digital 

technologies and the rise of private-public spaces such as cafes, bars and galleries 

have allowed ChinaÕs unofficial screening culture to flourish, it continues to be 

monitored and on occasion directly suppressed by security forces. 

Despite the forced disbanding of U-th•que, Ou Ning continued his 

independent filmmaking and related cultural activities by other means. In 2006 he 

relocated to Beijing, where he drew upon his experience of collective filmmaking to 

produce a second work that engaged much more directly with the ordinary Chinese 

citizens represented on screen. Moving beyond the detached fl‰neur perspective of 

San Yuan Li, Meishi Street directly involved the central protagonist Ð a resident of the 

filmÕs working-class setting Ð in the documentaryÕs making. 

! !
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Participatory Documentary Practice: Meishi Street 

Meishi Street is the result of a number of concerns Ou Ning wished to address 

through his documentary practice in the wake of U-th•queÕs demise. One was a 

desire for greater engagement through documentary with ordinary Chinese citizens 

outside the creative circles that had mainly comprised U-th•queÕs membership. The 

other was a growing interest in independent culture as an Òalternative archive.Ó This 

notion was initially expressed in the form of the website 

<www.alternativearchive.com> and a Guangzhou office established by Ou Ning and 

fellow U-th•que alumni Cao Fei in 2005. However, the alternative archive is 

primarily a conceptual space rather than a physical site or institution, encompassing 

all OuÕs creative work, including writing, design, curating and filmmaking, as well as 

the work of collaborators such as Cao Fei. The archive exists in the work itself, in 

transitory physical spaces hosting screenings, exhibitions and other creative events, 

and in the Alternative Archive website and the related blogs maintained by Ou and 

Cao. This diffuse body of work spread across various physical and virtual locations 

embodies memories, experiences and viewpoints intended to provide an alternative 

to the figurative and literal archives maintained or overseen by the Chinese state. The 

Chinese name for the alternative archive website, ÒBie Guan,Ó literally means Òside 

building,Ó implying an additional structure positioned next to a main structure, rather 

than in direct opposition to it.25 This is in line with the notion of an alternative 

archive as a form of resistance to cultural hegemony in a situation where direct 

political opposition is impossible. Recalling the origins of the concept in 2012, Ou 

explained: 

I think for history we cannot just have one version Ð we cannot just 

have the Communist PartyÕs version. We need to develop multiple 
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versions. That means when we produce documentaries, we should 

document history in a different way to the official history. That is 

why I called it Alternative Archive.26 

The archival urge Ou Ning has explicitly expressed in the naming of his website 

informs much contemporary documentary work in China, signifying a broadening of 

the understanding of the alternative public culture these films represent. Many 

independent documentarians are not just seeking to represent alternative viewpoints 

of contemporary public issues on screen Ð they regard their work as an alternative 

history of China at a moment of tremendous change recorded for future generations. 

The urge to record as much as possible of ChinaÕs rapidly changing physical reality 

before it is demolished, rebuilt and otherwise transformed under conditions of 

explosive economic growth is reflected in the sheer length of many independent 

documentaries of the digital era, and their concern with prolonged sequences tracing 

the contours of physical spaces threatened with imminent demolition. Wang BingÕs 

West of the Tracks (Tiexi Qu, 2003) is an obvious example of this stylistic tendency, 

with a great deal of the filmÕs nine-hour running time devoted to the cameraÕs 

exploration of the semi-abandoned structures of the Tiexi industrial complex, an 

enormous Maoist-era industrial zone in northeast China that was slated for 

demolition at the time Wang made his film. Zhao DayongÕs 170-minute documentary 

Ghost Town (Fei cheng, 2008) takes a similar interest in the decaying surrounds of a 

former county seat now abandoned by the authorities in a remote corner of Yunnan 

Province. The emphasis in these works is on recording something of ChinaÕs prosaic, 

everyday reality as it is expressed in disappearing public spaces, and the memories, 

experiences and practices of ordinary people living and working in those spaces 

before their communities are broken up and dispersed. 
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In a similar vein, Ou NingÕs Meishi Street developed out of what was 

initially a purely archival project, and a concern with recording aging, threatened 

urban spaces along with the human memories associated with them is evident 

throughout the finished film. In 2005, shortly after the banning of U-th•que, Ou was 

commissioned by the German ÒShrinking CitiesÓ project to make a film about 

Beijing. He was drawn to Dazhalan, a small but densely populated cluster of narrow 

alleyways (or hutong as they are known in Beijing vernacular) lying immediately south 

of Tiananmen Square. This was once part of the ÒChinese City,Ó a residential zone 

set aside for Han Chinese by the Manchu rulers of the Qing Dynasty (1644Ð1911). 

To this day many of BeijingÕs oldest and poorest Han Chinese families live in this 

district. But DazhalanÕs prime location has brought rising pressure to bear on long-

term residents as authorities have launched a series of major redevelopments and 

high-end businesses have moved into the area. Ou Ning set out to document life in 

the district before it disappeared under the two-pronged assault of governmental and 

commercial forces: 

Every week I went there for four days and interviewed a lot of 

people, and shot every hutong Ð totally there are more than 100 hutong 

in Dazhalan and I shot almost every one. I had more than 200 hours 

of footage, shot over one year.27 

OuÕs video archiving work took a different turn when he met local resident and 

restaurateur Zhang Jinli. Ou recalls: 

I was shooting on Meishi Street and an old person came to tell me, 

ÔToday something will happen at 117 Meishi StreetÕÉ So I organised 

all my team and we went there. At 9am Zhang Jinli hung his banners 

for the first time outside his restaurant and handed out flyersÉ After 
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that every time I went to Dazhalan I would talk with him, and I 

found he was a really interesting man. So I had a new idea. I decided 

to give a camera to him, teach him how to use it, and ask him to 

document his protest events and daily life.28 

The banners Ou refers to were part of Zhang JinliÕs fight for just compensation for 

the planned demolition of his restaurant and home. All existing structures along the 

stretch of Meishi Street that ZhangÕs restaurant was located on were slated for 

demolition as part of a road-widening project in the lead-up to the 2008 Beijing 

Olympics. Forced demolitions and fights over just compensation have been a major 

source of tension across China over the past decade, as the nationÕs cities have 

undergone rapid redevelopment and expansion. The issue received particular 

attention in Beijing in the years before the city hosted the Olympics, as large swathes 

of the city were demolished to make way for Games-related developments and 

infrastructure.29 

Meishi Street begins in an observational style, as viewers are introduced to 

restaurateur Zhang Jinli, the setting of Meishi Street, and the fight of local residents 

for compensation for the impending demolition of their homes and businesses. The 

opening shots depict a series of street scenes typical of BeijingÕs older districts. 

Roadside pedlars, passersby, street sweepers, bicycles and cars swirl around each 

other in the dusty, narrow streets. Zhang Jinli, introduced via a subtitle, first appears 

popping out of a drain manhole, where he seems to have been fixing a blocked pipe. 

ÒThatÕs tough work!Ó he declares with a grin to the assembled onlookers. In the next 
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scene, ZhangÕs tiny home, nestled beside his restaurant, is framed behind a rubble-

strewn gap in the streetscape Ð the demolished remnants of ZhangÕs former 

neighbours. The camera then frames a series of small posters Zhang has attached to 

his building, addressed to those carrying out the evictions and demolitions. One 

states: ÒI am willing to talk about compensation for my courtyard property, but 

nothing else.Ó This is followed by a shot of Zhang hanging a large red banner from 

the roof of his restaurant, proclaiming: 

The demolition and removal company has falsified agreements. The 

Bureau of Land Resources has broken the law in its mediations. The 

ordinary people are powerless and finding it hard to survive. Signed 

occupant Zhang Jinli. 

The first minutes establish Zhang as an energetic and charismatic figure who is not 

afraid to utilise the public space of the street as a site of protest. Shots of large 

groups of passersby stopping to read ZhangÕs posters and banners reinforce the very 

public nature of his resistance to the authorities. 

These early scenes are followed by more shots of knocked-down 

buildings along Meishi Street and interviews with local residents who claim that the 

compensation being offered is nowhere near enough to purchase another home in 

Beijing. At a meeting of local residents including Zhang, attendees complain about 

the underhand dealings of the Housing Management Bureau and the inconsistent 

compensation being offered to different households. After describing the pressure to 

leave being exerted by the demolition firm, Zhang declares to the group, ÒI take a 

kitchen knife with me to bed at night.Ó Another resident comments, ÒThis rights 

movement Ð Meishi StreetÕs consciousness of its rights Ð is just beginning.Ó Subtle 

glances at the lens during this discussion suggest these declarations are at least partly 

for the cameraÕs benefit. The scene is typical of the way many contemporary 
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independent documentaries record interactions amongst ordinary citizens in order to 

bring their views and experiences into the public space via video images. 

Significantly, Meishi Street segues directly from this expression of defiance 

before the camera into a scene that signals a shift in the filmÕs representational 

register, from observation to participation by the on-screen subjects in the 

production of the images. The sequence is introduced by a subtitle that reads: 

ÒOctober 12, 2005, Taoranting Park. Zhang Jinli uses the digital video camera we 

gave him for the first time.Ó As the camera pans around a park we hear Zhang saying 

off-screen, ÒItÕs about time I learnt how to do this.Ó The film then cuts to a shot of a 

woman doing qi gong exercises. From behind the camera Zhang directs her to ÒBring 

her hand up a bit.Ó As he zooms in on her face he says, ÒIÕll film a close-up of you.Ó 

Next we see Zhang himself performing various martial arts exercises in front of the 

lens. From off-screen we hear a womanÕs voice directing Zhang as she shoots and 

makes comments such as, ÒWhen itÕs backlit it gets darker.Ó In this scene we actually 

experience Zhang and his friends learning to use the DV camera through their 

practice footage, marking a shift in the authorial voice of the film away from the 

passive observational perspective of the early scenes towards a more direct form of 

expression by the on-screen subjects themselves. 

Paola Voci identifies the park sequence in Meishi Street as an example of 

the ÒlightÓ video culture that she argues has developed in China around mobile 

phones cameras and other small video devices.30 This culture comprises highly 

personalised, often amusingly playful works resistant Òto being framed into and 

validated by either market, art, or political discourse.Ó31 Voci describes Zhang JinliÕs 

exhibitionist tendencies and propensity for playing in front of the camera as a 
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secondary visual narrative in Meishi Street that Òonly partly intersects with the serious 

and civil struggle in which he is wholeheartedly engaged.Ó32 This secondary narrative 

is not quite as separate from the filmÕs political purpose as Voci implies however. 

While the filmÕs main narrative concerns the gradual destruction of ZhangÕs street 

and his fight for compensation, Ou set out to achieve more than simply enlisting the 

restaurateurÕs help in telling this story when he handed Zhang the camera. Part of Ou 

and ZhangÕs intention was to create an archival record that works on at least three 

levels. First, the film is a record of Meishi StreetÕs physical appearance before the 

levelling of the old streetscape. Second, it is a record of life in and around the area 

during the final days of the old community, including fleeting moments of playful 

recreation, familial interactions and many other moments inconsequential in terms of 

the main narrative. Finally, the film is a record of ZhangÕs efforts to master the art of 

self-representation. The moments of ÒlightÓ video culture Voci discerns, which she 

argues appear almost despite Ou NingÕs political intentions, are in fact an integral 

part of the filmÕs reclaiming and validation of Meishi Street and its inhabitantÕs 

stories as minjian Ð the unofficial public space in which ChinaÕs grassroots daily 

culture plays out. This space and the stories it comprises stand in contrast to the 

grand narrative of the Olympic-driven modernisation of Beijing that was propagated 

right across ChinaÕs official public sphere in the years prior to the Games, stressing 

improved infrastructure, economic growth and an improved human rights situation 

!  
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under the Games redevelopment program.33 Under the state-sanctioned narrative 

heavily promoted in the lead-up to the Games, spaces such as Meishi Street were 

represented as nothing more than antiquated symbols of ChinaÕs supposed 

backwardness that needed to be destroyed to make way for a new city of sweeping 

roads and grand commercial spaces. BeijingÕs old street-level neighbourhood 

communities had no place in this modern vision Ð indeed the existence of these 

communities posed a threat to the speed, execution and profitability of the 

authoritiesÕ modernisation program. ZhangÕs direct participation in deciding what to 

record in Meishi Street is integral to the purpose of reclaiming, publicising and 

validating BeijingÕs minjian culture in the face of this top-down narrative and the 

party-stateÕs program of destruction. It also makes the film much more than an 

observational, outsiderÕs view of the community. OuÕs decision to hand Zhang the 

camera was the result of his growing desire to help bring the views and experiences 

of ChinaÕs ordinary working citizens into the alternative public sphere he had helped 

germinate with U-th•que. Everything that Zhang brings to the film is integral to this 

project, including the many moments peripheral to the main narrative. 

ZhangÕs desire to archive both his struggle and prosaic moments of the 

communityÕs last days is explicitly spelt out at several points in the documentary. A 

prolonged sequence that begins around twenty-three minutes into the film sees 

Zhang videoing himself painting protest banners and then hanging the strips of cloth 
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on the front of his restaurant. As he pans across the buildingÕs facade, now festooned 

with the banners, we hear an off-camera interaction between Zhang and a passerby: 

ÒIÕm shooting this damned thing so I can watch it when IÕm sitting at 

home,Ó Zhang says wryly. 

ÒArchives eh?Ó the man replies. 

ÒYeah, thatÕs exactly right. Archives damn it! Hell, when IÕm 80 I can 

watch this all over again!Ó 

Scenes like this make clear that ZhangÕs playfulness cannot be separated from the 

filmÕs political aim of providing an archival record of the communityÕs last days 

before its forced destruction. 

In other sequences the community archiving purpose overlaps with the 

filmÕs record of Zhang learning the art of filmic self-representation. In several scenes 

the camera moves down Meishi Street to record houses in various stages of 

demolition and empty lots where homes once stood. Zhang narrates from behind the 

camera, providing details about the demolition process, the structures that formerly 

occupied the empty spaces, and the people who once lived in these homes. 

Describing these scenes several years later, Ou Ning commented that viewers 

experience Zhang Òbecoming educated as a citizen journalist.Ó34 More specifically, we 

experience Zhang educating himself as a citizen journalist, since Ou claims Zhang 

began narrating these scenes spontaneously, without any instruction from him.35 

The record of ZhangÕs growing representational prowess is most 

obvious in his use of the camera to document his ongoing discursive battle with the 

authorities, conducted via homemade banners and posters that often heckle 

governmental pronouncements strung over the street. Zhang films governmental 
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declarations expressing such brazen examples of doublethink as ÒPromoting 

preservation of neighbourhood features,Ó hung over a street slated for complete 

destruction. In reply Zhang hangs his own notices, featuring messages such as ÒI 

strongly demand an audience with Bao GongÓ (Bao was a judge in ancient China 

who has become a symbol of fairness and integrity). Zhang frequently includes 

images of Mao Zedong and quotations from the former leader in his posters, turning 

the CCPÕs rhetoric of revolutionary legitimacy against itself. These posters also evoke 

the belligerent public discourse of the early years of the Cultural Revolution, when 

rival political factions routinely deployed Òbig-character postersÓ (dazibao) around 

Beijing and other Chinese cities to publicise their views and denounce rival groups. 

The tradition of big-character posters enjoyed a brief revival during the ÒDemocracy 

WallÓ movement of 1978Ð79, which saw former Red Guards such as Wei Jingsheng 

compose posters criticising one-party rule and calling for ChinaÕs democratisation.36 

Zhang JinliÕs choice of this rhetorical platform draws on a long history of public 

political discourse in China, while his videoing of these banners and posters is a more 

modern attempt to record what is by nature a transitory and localised form of public 

discourse and resistance. 

Zhang also repeatedly films the efforts of police to tear down his 

banners and suppress his public protests. At one point his recording of protest 

actions and playful moments of everyday life come together as he films himself 

singing from the rooftop of his restaurant. His song contains no obvious political 

content, yet the singing attracts a crowd on the street who cannot help but see the 

banners covering the facade of his business. Protest and play are blended before the 

lens, and the police quickly arrive and demand Zhang stop serenading the street. The 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
36. For an English translation of Wei JingshengÕs most famous Democracy Wall big-character poster, 
ÒThe Fifth Modernisation: Democracy,Ó see Wei Jingsheng, The Courage to Stand Alone: Letters from 
Prison and Other Writings, trans. Kristina M. Torgeson (London: Penguin Books, 1998), 201Ð212. 
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nature of the discursive contest Zhang is engaged in is made explicit when the officer 

demanding that Zhang stops singing adds, ÒTomorrow IÕll bring my own video 

camera along. We can film each other.Ó Ou Ning later said of ZhangÕs camera-

mediated confrontations with security personnel: 

When he put the camera on the police, the police were very afraid of 

the camera. That made Zhang Jinli realise that actually the camera is a 

weapon for him. Then he was more motivated to shoot more 

footage.37 

If ZhangÕs record of his small-scale but heartfelt intervention in BeijingÕs public 

streetscape is an example of the kind of incidents Ou NingÕs alternative archive is 

intended to preserve, OuÕs comment about the camera being a weapon indicates the 

broader political agenda underlying the alternative archive concept. Meishi Street 

represents the experience of abuse, loss and displacement endured by many 

Beijingers as ChinaÕs capital was modernised in the years immediately prior to the 

Beijing Olympics. ZhangÕs experiences and the illegalities of the demolition process 

he documents function as a stark counter to the image of a harmonious 

modernisation program fully supported by the public that was projected by the state 

through the official public sphere. While state-sanctioned public discourse in the lead 

up to the Games focused on supposed improvements to the city for its citizenry, 

Meishi Street documents a small part of the illegal land grab that displaced huge 

swathes of the cityÕs population so that these improvements could occur. These 

kinds of personalised memories and experiences, deliberately excluded from the 

official public sphere, are the essence of OuÕs alternative archive, and they serve to 

highlight the official public sphereÕs narrow and exclusionary nature. 

!  
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The intertwining of Meishi StreetÕs archiving and political purposes is 

most obvious in the emotional final scene, when police officers pour into ZhangÕs 

home and business to carry out a demolition order. Although Zhang can be seen 

clutching a camera throughout, he appears too overcome with emotion to actually 

film and the sequence is entirely shot by a third party (presumably Ou Ning). Having 

hurriedly gone through the formalities of measuring ZhangÕs doomed abode, the 

police usher him outside and a bulldozer moves in. The final shots frame the 

machine tearing ZhangÕs home and business apart as the restaurateur looks on, 

clutching his camera with tears silently running down his face. Again, in capturing 

these scenes and publicising them through the video medium, Meishi Street is 

providing both an archival record of ChinaÕs transformation from the perspective of 

ordinary citizens, and a politicised protest against the cruel and arbitrary processes 

instituted by the authorities in carrying out their modernisation program. 

Meishi StreetÕs final sequence is also a good illustration of the Òimage 

democracyÓ Ou Ning believes has been facilitated by digital technologies within 

ChinaÕs independent film culture. Commenting on the documentaryÕs final moments 

he notes: 

You can see at the end of the film during the demolition process, 

there are so many cameras on the sceneÉ some cameras from the 

police station, some from our team, some from NGO organisations. 

Digital technology has brought some opportunity to the people to 

document history by themselves. This is a great change in China. 

Before history only had one version, by the Chinese Communist 

Party, but now with digital technology history has different  

!  
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versionsÉ That is a great progress in the political situation in China 

[original verbal emphasis].38 

Under the auspices of digital technologies, image making in China is no longer purely 

the preserve of the police and the institutions of the official public sphere. 

Independently produced digital images have become the basis of an alternative 

public sphere, comprising representations constructed from the perspective of 

ordinary, individualised citizens rather than the party-state. Meishi Street is an example 

of just such a representation. 

Zhang was sufficiently inspired by his experiences helping to shoot 

Meishi Street that he maintained a blog detailing his ongoing struggle up until late 

2008, and according to Voci continued to post notices detailing his grievances and 

complaints around Beijing until at least November 2008.39 He also circulated a 

petition online. Since the filmÕs completion, Zhang has also attended several 

screenings of Meishi Street in Beijing along with Ou Ning, answering audience 

questions and talking about the events detailed in the documentary.40 In these ways 

the film appears to have succeeded in empowering its main subject in terms of 

publicly representing his views and experiences via new forms of digital technology. 

But if the story around the making of Meishi Street and its aftermath is emblematic of 

the aims and ideals informing Ou NingÕs efforts to construct an alternative public 

sphere through documentary making and other participatory cultural strategies, the 

tale the film documents also illustrates the limits of this kind of cultural resistance. 

Meishi Street provides a counter to the discourse propagated by the authorities 

regarding the modernisation of Beijing in the 2000s, but words and images alone 
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38. Ibid. 
39. Voci, China on Video, 160. 
40. See for example images of Ou and Zhang at a Beijing screening in November 2008 at: ÒNews,Ó 
Dazhalan-Project.org, posted 27 November 2008. 
http://www.dazhalan-project.org/news-en/news-en.htm 
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cannot stop the destruction of peopleÕs homes and livelihoods. A documentary can 

do little more than record and incrementally influence societal views, empowering 

figures such as Zhang Jinli in an alternative public sphere even as they continue to 

suffer loss and displacement in the real world. In these ways, Meishi Street 

demonstrates both the potential and limitations of ChinaÕs socially engaged 

documentary practices in the face of an authoritarian party-state. 

Since completing Meishi Street, Ou Ning has remained focused on 

fostering a new kind of public culture rooted in the experiences of active 

participants. His work continues to reflect the independent, collective nature of U-

th•que and the collaborative approach he pioneered in Meishi Street. In 2005 Ou 

organised and curated the ÒGet It LouderÓ festival across Shenzhen, Shanghai and 

Beijing Ð an event whose very name reflects the increasingly public nature of ChinaÕs 

independent culture. The festival was repeated in various Chinese cities in 2007 and 

2010, although a fourth instalment in 2012 was forcibly cancelled by the authorities. 

Each event has showcased independent documentaries, especially work by very 

young and previously unknown directors. The 2010 edition for example featured 

several works by the little-known filmmaker Zhang Tianhui. Other festival events 

have included visual art and design exhibitions, and talks on film, design, architecture 

and literature. Ou asserts Get It Louder is primarily intended to promote ChinaÕs 

younger generation of artists and filmmakers by providing a public space for their 

work outside the constricted arena of official institutions such as the National Art 

Museum of China (Zhongguo meishuguan).41 In this sense Get It Louder represents a 

natural extension of U-th•que, bigger in scale and involving more art forms. OuÕs 

interest in constantly expanding the social base of ChinaÕs independent culture has 

also led him into new initiatives in the countryside through his Bishan Commune 
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project. His activities in this regard reflect a small but growing trend amongst 

filmmakers interested in expanding the culture of independent Chinese documentary 

outside major cities. The following section will detail some of their initiatives. 

Participatory Documentary as Rural Reconstruction 

Ou Ning has described Bishan Commune as Òan anti-urbanisation project,Ó designed 

to undermine the hegemonic dominance of the Chinese party-stateÕs urbanisation 

policies.42 This aim has gradually developed from OuÕs documentary work in ChinaÕs 

major cities and his exposure to the negative effects of unrestrained urbanisation. He 

recalls: 

I got interested in rural development in 2003 when I made San Yuan 

LiÉ urban and rural are two sides of the same problem, because 

agriculture in the countryside is broken. The farmers cannot make a 

living from agriculture so they have to go to the city to make a living. 

When they come to the city, they are poor Ð they cannot share the 

social resources of the cityÉ So they have to rent a very cheap house 

in a slum Ð in the urban villages.43 

In order to promote an alternative to the hegemonic development model that has 

seen hundreds of millions of Chinese farmers streaming into urban centres over the 

past two decades, in 2010 Ou Ning purchased a traditional rural abode in the village 

of Bishan, Anhui Province. He chose Bishan because the village and the surrounding 

Yixian County retains much of its traditional architecture, albeit often in very 

rundown condition. Ou renovated and modernised the house he bought in order to 

demonstrate the potential of restoration, in contrast to the usual pattern of 
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42. Unless otherwise noted, details regarding the Bishan Commune project are taken from Edwards, 
interview with Ou (2012). 
43. Ibid. 
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demolition and reconstruction that has characterised development across China in 

the modern era. Having completed his renovation of the rural dwelling, Ou 

permanently relocated to Bishan in 2013. His intention is to use this home as a base 

for his ÒBishan Commune,Ó a concept based on rejuvenating this part of the Chinese 

countryside through restoration, exchanges and the development of rural creative 

industries. The commune is inspired by the Rural Reconstruction Movement of the 

1920s and Õ30s, which saw the US-educated Y.C. James Yen launch mass literacy 

programs in ChinaÕs countryside in order to build a foundation for long-term, 

sustainable rural development.44 

As part of his rural reconstruction efforts, in August 2011 Ou launched 

ÒHarvestivalÓ in Bishan, an arts event involving local people as well as Chinese and 

international artists. Documentarian Wu Wenguang was among those in attendance. 

Ou describes the event in the following terms: 

[The festival]É included many, many programs. We had a 

performance by the local villagers in the temple. And a poetry class Ð 

we invited six poets to teach poetry to the young kids in the 

countrysideÉ I invited about 150 artists and intellectuals from 

outside, and then there were more than 3,000 local people attended 

the program. It was mainly for the villagers.45 

One of the aims of these events is to validate local traditions and forms of culture, to 

combat the dominance of the mass consumerist commercial culture constantly 

publicised through the official public sphere of Chinese television. 

!  
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44. Ou Ning traces the history of rural reconstruction, and explicitly aligns his work with the 
pioneering efforts of Y.C. James Yen, in his 2012 essay ÒRural Reconstruction in China,Ó 
AlternativeArchive.com, posted 10 January 2014. 
http://www.alternativearchive.com/ouning/article.asp?id=917 
45. Ibid. 
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OuÕs initiative, however, has not been without its critics. In one of the 

most detailed press articles covering the first Harvestival, Echo Zhao wrote: 

The Harvestival, with its themed exhibitions, its Yi County 

handicrafts, its temple fairs, academic symposiums, outdoor movie 

screenings, and concerts by rural youth, still carried the distinct whiff 

of the urban intellectual, of an art exhibition model carried in from 

the outside.46 

Chinese academic Lu Xinyu is also quoted in ZhaoÕs article pointing out that OuÕs 

Bishan Commune risks simply becoming a contemporary art enclave if it ÒdoesnÕt 

have its own means of production, links with the local community, or mechanisms to 

train people on a long-term basis.Ó47 Clearly Ou needs to develop deep roots in the 

Bishan community if he is to succeed in his rural reconstruction objectives. 

Unfortunately the second instalment of Harvestival was forcibly cancelled by the 

local authorities just days before it was due to begin in November 2012.48 No event 

was attempted in 2013. So while Harvestival and the broader Bishan Commune 

project represents a very explicit attempt by Ou Ning to develop a counter-

hegemonic culture and way of life rooted in a rural community, it remains to be seen 

how much room Ou will be permitted by the authorities to test his ambitions. 

Ou Ning is not alone in his recent concern with rural issues and his 

interest in participatory initiatives designed to extend the alternative public sphere of 

independent documentary culture outside ChinaÕs cities. The filmmaker Jian Yi has 

taken a slightly different approach to Ou with his IFChina Original Studio, focusing 
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46. Echo Zhao, ÒBishan Harvestival,Ó Leap: The International Art Magazine of Contemporary China 11 (3 
December 2011). http://leapleapleap.com/2011/12/bishan-harvestival. 
47. Ibid. 
48. Dan Edwards, personal communication with Ou Ning (1 November 2012). For an eyewitness 
report on the forced cancellation of the 2012 Harvestival, see: Mary Kerr, ÒNo Turning Back: A 
Report from The Flaherty Seminar at the Bishan Harvest Festival,Ó dGenerateFilms.com, 3 December 
2012. http://dgeneratefilms.com/uncategorized/no-turning-back-a-report-from-the-flaherty-seminar-
at-the-bishan-harvest-festival 
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more directly on developing the representational capabilities of those living outside 

ChinaÕs key urban centres. Jian Yi has tried to nurture a grassroots public sphere in a 

third-tier city comprising active viewers and producers directly engaged in depicting 

their views and experiences on screen, and sharing these works in community-based 

screenings. 

IFChina was directly inspired by Jian YiÕs experiences working on an 

earlier participatory documentary initiative run by Wu Wenguang, known as the 

ÒVillagers Documentary ProjectÓ (Cunmin yingxiang jihua).49 This project came about 

after Jian Yi, then working as the communications manager for the EU-China 

Training Programme on Village Governance, had approached Wu to make a film on 

rural elections. Wu was reluctant to document a rural situation he knew little about, 

but the following year he raised the possibility of Ògiving cameras to the villagers.Ó50 

This led to Jian Yi procuring European Union funding for the Villagers 

Documentary Project, described on the website of Wu WenguangÕs Beijing-based 

studio in the following terms: 

Ten successful candidates were chosen from villagers from across the 

nation who answered a call for proposals and each of them was 

awarded a video camera, a tripod and ten blank videotapes. The 

villagers themselves then filmed scenes at home (in nine different 

provinces), crafting short projects that observed the politics of village 

life under post-Maoist reforms.51 

The short films that emerged from the VillagerÕs Documentary Project were screened 

at WuÕs Caochangdi Workstation in Beijing and at various other unofficial screening 

venues across China, as well as at various academic and cultural institutions 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
49. Dan Edwards, interview with Jian Yi (JiÕan, PeopleÕs Republic of China, 3 March 2011). 
50. Ibid. 
51. ÒChina Village Documentary Project,Ó CCDWorkstation.com, date posted unknown. 
http://www.ccdworkstation.com/english/China%20Village%20Documentary%20Project%20intro.html  
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internationally. Wu has repeated the program without EU backing several times since 

2005, and several farmers have continued to make documentaries after their initial 

involvement in the scheme. 

Despite its participatory ethos, the VillagerÕs Documentary Project has 

encountered similar criticisms to OuÕs Bishan Commune Ð not least from some of 

the villagers themselves. Wu acknowledges that during the first iteration of the 

project, tensions developed between himself and some of the rural filmmakers 

during the editing process, with some participants feeling they had little control over 

the way their films were being put together.52 Paola Voci also notes that while the 

project empowered farmers in terms of providing them with the means to create 

filmic representations, the short documentaries have mainly been screened and 

distributed under Wu WenguangÕs name.53 Especially internationally, it has been Wu 

rather than the farmers who have appeared at screenings and publicly discussed the 

work. 

Jian Yi was aware of these problems and they informed his approach to 

establishing IFChina Original Studio. In 2008 he resigned his position as an academic 

at the Communications University of China (Zhongguo Chuanmei Daxue) in Beijing, 

and relocated with his wife Eva Song to his hometown of JiÕan, a little-known city of 

5-million inhabitants in ChinaÕs underdeveloped south-eastern province of Jiangxi. 

Parts of this province were the first areas controlled by the Chinese Communists for 

an extended period under the ÒJiangxi SovietÓ from 1931Ð34, but despite this 

revolutionary heritage and close proximity to the modern day economic powerhouse 

of Guangdong, the province remains one of ChinaÕs poorest. Its peripheral status 

and rich history made it ideal for Jiang YiÕs purpose, however, which was the 
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establishment of a long-term, independent cultural training centre involving locals 

who had had no previous access to modern culture outside ChinaÕs official public 

sphere. 

The Dean of Humanities at JiÕanÕs small Jinggangshan University invited 

Jian Yi and Eva Song to set up their centre on campus, an arrangement that provided 

them with facilities and a degree of recognition and protection vis-ˆ-vis the local 

authorities. Jian Yi named the small setup ÒIFChina Original StudioÓ (Qingyuan 

Minjian Jilu She Ð literally QingyuanÕs Unofficial Documentary Centre, Qingyuan 

being the district the centre was located in). The entrance sign contained the 

descriptor, ÒParticipatory Documentary Centre.Ó There, Jian Yi, Eva Song and local 

teacher and environmental activist Douglas Xiao, along with a small band of 

volunteers drawn mainly from the universityÕs student body, set about creating a 

suite of initiatives built on an oral history foundation.54 Film and photography 

programs provided volunteers with cameras and digital editing equipment to make 

documentaries about their homes and the local area. Theatre projects dramatised 

popular memories of the areaÕs history. Various charity programs provided rice to 

impoverished local families and murals for under-resourced local high schools. 

Several large group projects were also undertaken. One involved students from 

surrounding villages documenting various aspects of rural life such as the impact of 

the one-child policy. Another involved students documenting the fast disappearing 

history of JiÕan as the cityÕs older areas were gradually levelled and rebuilt under the 

auspices of a typically top-down modernisation plan. In addition to training local 

people to use cameras and other recording devices to record community-based 

memories and experiences, one of Jian YiÕs central aims in creating IFChina was to 
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2011. 
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cultivate an audience for documentary work in a community in which he claims 

many viewers had never seen a feature-length documentary film. A series of 

screenings took place in the studio itself and at informal venues in and around JiÕan 

during 2010Ð11. The emphasis was on content produced through the studio that 

focused on local life. 

Jian Yi was quite explicit about the overall aim of all these activities Ð to 

forge a new type of public culture anchored in popular memory and expressed 

through community-based, participatory forms of self-representation. The social 

relations embodied by this public community were intended to reflect values of trust, 

mutual support and shared heterogeneous memories. Forging a public which creates 

and views work rooted in its own experiences was a deliberate attempt to fill a 

vacuum that Jian Yi perceives in ChinaÕs public space, where he feels society should 

be discussing, debating and formulating the shared memories and values that hold a 

community together. In 2011 he commented: 

There was Confucianism, and then there was Communism. Now very 

few people believe in Communism anymore, so there is this huge 

vacuum. And so people become very, very cynical. Some are very 

indifferent Ð they donÕt care at all about anything thatÕs larger than 

their immediate circle of life. When people do care, they are very 

critical, which I think is a good thing. But then they donÕt have the 

kind of positive energy which a society needs to cultivate and build 

something on. I donÕt think you can build something on negative 

energy, I donÕt think you can build something on an emptiness.55 

Jian YiÕs attempts to fill this vacuum with a grassroots, participatory ethos reflects the 

filmmakerÕs deep ambivalence about ChinaÕs wholehearted embrace of a marketised 
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economy. This puts Jian Yi somewhat at odds with many liberals in ChinaÕs academic 

community, who have generally argued that China should strive for an idealised 

Western economic and political model based on laissez-faire capitalism and liberal 

democracy.56 Jian Yi regards any uncritical embrace of Western liberal capitalism with 

suspicion: 

I donÕt think they [ChinaÕs liberal intellectuals] have found the real 

energy of this nationÉ I definitely want the country to be more 

democratic and for people to have more freedom, but then that 

democracy and freedom, that energy, and that connection, has to 

come genuinely from our own culture and our own traditionÉ I 

donÕt think the liberals have found that Ð they are just repeating what 

the West has already said. And I think thatÕs dangerous. Look at our 

environment... now we are all stuck in one system, and look at our 

environment, look at this consumerism. Where is our future?57 

Jian YiÕs comments highlight certain points of contact with earlier strains of Chinese 

thought, but also important differences. Like many participants in the May Fourth 

Movement and the intellectual debates of the 1980s, Jian is looking to adapt certain 

aspects of Western political and philosophical culture to Chinese conditions. But 

where many thinkers of earlier eras argued China ought to emulate those aspects of 

Western modernity that might allow the nation to become a great military and 

economic power on par with the West, independent documentarians such as Jian Yi 

are looking to adapt certain traditions that might contribute to a more open and 

democratic society for ordinary citizens. As noted in the introduction to this thesis, 

the documentary series River Elegy called for increased intellectual freedom in the 
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56. For a summary of the views of ChinaÕs so-called Òliberal camp,Ó see Feng Chongyi, ÒThe Chinese 
Liberal Camp in Post-4 June China,Ó in The Impact of ChinaÕs 1989 Tiananmen Massacre, ed. Jean-Philippe 
BŽja, (New York and London: Routledge, 2011), 66. 
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1980s so that the dream of Ônational greatnessÕ could be realised. For all its criticisms 

of the CCP, the seriesÕ concerns remained essentially elitist and nationalistic. In 

contrast, initiatives such as IFChina seek to empower ordinary people and undermine 

the CCPÕs authoritarian hegemonic strategies from the ground up by laying the 

groundwork for a more empowered, critical public capable of self-representation 

through audio-visual discourse. This is why the notion of an alternative public sphere 

is useful in understanding what figures such as Jian Yi are trying to achieve. They see 

themselves as being involved in a long-term effort to construct a new type of public 

sphere rooted in the social realities in which most Chinese people live, based on the 

expression and validation of experiences, relations and memories which have 

hitherto been systematically excluded from the top-down official public sphere of 

film and television overseen by the CCP. Shared public memories are vital to the 

creation of sustained public discourse, so it is no coincidence that Jian Yi chose to 

launch IFChina in Jiangxi, the region with the earliest history of Communist Party 

rule in China. IFChinaÕs various initiatives focused on oral history are specifically 

designed to introduce participants to a range of memories and experiences they are 

unlikely to encounter in ChinaÕs official public sphere. The training in film and other 

types of cultural production are in turn designed to allow students to publicise these 

memories through modern forms of representation, and publicly share them through 

the studioÕs screening program. 

The threat posed by organisations such as IFChina is obvious for a 

ruling party that bases its legitimacy on the control of history and attempts to 

regulate every aspect of the nationÕs public sphere. This threat was especially keenly 

felt in the wake of the so-called ÒJasmine RevolutionsÓ in North Africa and the 

Middle East in late 2010, which were largely organised via online social media. Moves 

were stepped up across China to suppress activities taking place on the fringes of, or 
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outside, the official public sphere.58 Despite enjoying the nominal sanction of 

Jinggangshan University, Jian Yi was handed a letter on 17 October 2011 informing 

him that IFChina Original Studio should leave campus and cease operating within 

two weeks. No reason was apparently given for the eviction and order to cease 

operations, other than a vague statement that Òthe academic focus of the university 

has now shifted.Ó59 Following the forced closure, Jian Yi and Eva Song moved away 

from JiÕan, but in 2013 most of IFChinaÕs activities resumed, albeit without any 

formal physical base. The organisation was renamed Qingyuanse Chuangxin 

Shiyanshi in Chinese (literally Green-coloured Field Innovation Lab), a deliberately 

vague moniker designed to not draw attention to their activities.60 It remains to be 

seen to what extent these resumed activities will be allowed to develop a public 

profile. Despite IFChinaÕs considerable achievements during its short period of 

operation, the studioÕs fate once again demonstrates the fragility of any ongoing 

formal attempts to challenge the CCPÕs control of ChinaÕs public sphere, and the 

difficulty of pursuing even incremental hegemonic change in the absence of any legal 

protection for non-governmental organisations. 

_______________________ 

This chapter has focused on the work of filmmaker, curator and cultural organiser 

Ou Ning, and the ways in which the strong participatory ethos of ChinaÕs unofficial 

screening culture of the early 2000s has impacted upon independent documentary 

production. As Ou NingÕs example indicates, since the end of the 1990s, there has 

been a huge expansion in the circle involved in making independent documentaries, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
58. The Hong Kong-based NGO ÒChinese Human Rights DefendersÓ (CHRD) claims at least 200 
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as digital technologies have facilitated the entry of those from outside official film 

and television circles into the independent field. There has also been a considerable 

expansion in audience for independent Chinese films, as unofficial screening groups 

have taken this work to a broader public, while DVDs and online technologies have 

allowed copies of the films to be passed around and distributed by unofficial means. 

These cultural and technological shifts have also blurred the lines between audiences 

and filmmakers, as communities of viewer-producers who both make and watch 

independent documentaries have developed within ChinaÕs unofficial screening 

culture. This community has been expanded through various initiatives in recent 

years designed to introduce citizens from outside creative circles in major cities to 

independent documentary culture. Again, Ou Ning has been something of a pioneer 

in this regard, with his participatory documentary project Meishi Street directly 

involving the main on-screen subject in the shooting of the film. The final section of 

this chapter outlined longer-term initiatives that have similarly sought to involve 

some of ChinaÕs most disenfranchised citizens in documentary culture, including Ou 

NingÕs Bishan Commune and Harvestival, Wu WenguangÕs Villagers Documentary 

Project, and Jian YiÕs IFChina Original Studio. 

This chapter has also drawn extensively on interviews with the above 

filmmakers to demonstrate the very self-conscious ways in which they regard their 

various participatory initiatives as an attempt to forge a new kind of public culture in 

China in which values, ideas and experiences excluded from the official public sphere 

can be publicised and validated. For example, Ou NingÕs efforts at Òrural 

reconstructionÓ through his Bishan Commune deliberately run counter to the party-

stateÕs policy of urbanisation and destructive approach to development. Jian YiÕs 

efforts to forge a grassroots culture of active viewer-producers in and around the 

third-tier city of JiÕan is a long-term attempt to counter the capitalistic, consumerist 
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and authoritarian values propagated through official film and television. These aims 

make clear independent documentaryÕs shift from an underground practice to an 

alternative public sphere in the digital era. Although many of the groups and 

initiatives discussed in this chapter have been short-lived and subject to forced 

closure as soon as they have begun to exercise significant influence, the authoritiesÕ 

heavy-handed response only serves to underline the importance of independent 

documentary culture in challenging the party-stateÕs cultural hegemony Ð a potential 

evident in the cultureÕs forcibly forestalled possibilities, as well as its moments of 

realisation.



 

 
 

3. Remembering the Past, Reclaiming 
History 

The previous chapter analysed how a strong participatory ethos in ChinaÕs 

contemporary independent documentary culture has informed the beginnings of a 

filmic Òalternative archive,Ó comprising grassroots experiences and responses to the 

tremendous changes taking place in Chinese society under the auspices of top-down 

economic reforms. This chapter will analyse the way certain contemporary 

independent documentaries have adopted a similarly grassroots perspective in 

delving into ChinaÕs recent Maoist past, in order to combat a form of ÒforgettingÓ 

that has been encouraged by the CCPÕs control and influence over public discourse. 

The chapter will focus on two documentaries by Nanjing-based director Hu Jie Ð 

Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul (Xun zhao Lin Zhao de ling hun, 2004) and Though I Am Gone 

(Wo sui siqu, 2006) Ð that have proven landmarks within a broader, unofficial oral 

history movement that has been developing in China since the turn of this century. 

HuÕs films are based on the remembrances of individuals who lived 

through the Maoist era, related through on-screen interviews conducted in the 

present. These interviews are intended to publicise the kind of personalised, 

subjective historical experiences that are generally excluded from ChinaÕs official 

public sphere because they conflict with and potentially undermine the historical 

master narrative propagated by the Chinese party-state. The eyewitness accounts 

contained in these oral histories are drawn from the heterogeneous realm of minjian, 

where history was experienced in diverse ways by individuals outside the power elite, 

as they responded to the mass movements and campaigns of the Maoist period. 

Within a wider trend of oral history recording developing in China, HuÕs 

documentaries are distinguished by the particular political inflection he lends to the 
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act of historical recounting, as he highlights stories that invoke the brutality and 

divisiveness of the Maoist era, and airs claims that many figures responsible for that 

periodÕs abuses are still in positions of power today. Through his use of 

contemporary interviews, Hu is also able to illustrate how the persecutions of the 

1950s and Õ60s continue to resonate in the present Ð a contrast to official histories 

that, when they acknowledge the abuses of Maoism at all, characterise them as 

mistakes and aberrations now neatly consigned to the past. Most importantly, in his 

work Hu Jie highlights various suppressed forms of representation from the 1950s 

and Õ60s that directly challenged the words and images propagated through the 

monopolistic public sphere of the Maoist era, and the images of that era proffered in 

todayÕs official public sphere of film and television. In these ways, HuÕs work seeks 

to reclaim historical discourse from the imperatives of the Chinese party-state, 

thereby providing an important historical basis for a more inclusive public sphere. 

This chapter will begin by positioning Hu JieÕs work within the wider 

context of the CCPÕs attempts to shape public perceptions of history through what 

activist Fang Lizhi terms Òthe Chinese amnesia.Ó1 FangÕs concept will be explicated in 

relation to certain types of public remembering that have been actively encouraged 

through the official public sphere of film and later television since 1949. Having set 

out this context, the challenges HuÕs films pose to the party-stateÕs hegemony in the 

field of historical representations will be illuminated by detailed analyses of his 

documentaries Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul and Though I Am Gone. The final section of 

this chapter will consider the impact of these films on societal perceptions of ChinaÕs 

recent history and discussions of the Maoist past in the official public sphere, as well 

as wider efforts to publicise individualised historical memories on screen in order to 

combat the amnesia engineered by the party-state. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1. Fang, ÒThe Chinese Amnesia.Ó 
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The Chinese Amnesia and Official Historical Representations 

Hu JieÕs interest in historical documentary work was initially provoked by an 

awareness of the profound gaps in his own historical knowledge when he began 

making Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul in 1999. In his earlier documentaries he had 

focused on contemporary subjects, shot in the observational style common to 

independent work of the 1990s. Although Hu had no formal training in filmmaking, 

he made his first documentary Artists of Yuanmingyuan (Yuanmingyuan de yishujiamen, 

1995) using a cheap analogue video camera. The film focuses on some of the 

personalities in an artistsÕ village near BeijingÕs Old Summer Palace that Hu Jie lived 

in at the time. Following this, Hu travelled around China making a series of 

documentaries in a fairly generic observational style about various little-seen aspects 

of Chinese life, such as coal mining in Remote Mountain (aka Rural Mountain, Yuan shan, 

1996) and the activities of a rural marriage broker in Female Matchmaker (Meipo, 1996). 

These works were typical of the 1990s, in that the filmmakerÕs presence was largely 

effaced from viewersÕ experience of the film. In 1997, after marrying and having a 

child, Hu Jie took a job as a cameraman with ChinaÕs state newsagency Xinhua, but 

continued to make independent work in his own time. 

HuÕs filmmaking took a new turn in 1999, when he first heard of the 

poet and essayist Lin Zhao, who had been imprisoned in the early 1960s for her 

opposition to MaoÕs regime and executed in 1968 at age thirty-five. HuÕs initial 

information came from a friend whose parents had known Lin at university.2 The 

friend told him that while in prison, Lin Zhao had continued writing up until the 

time of her death, often using hairpins dipped in her own blood after the authorities 

refused to provide writing materials. Intrigued, Hu Jie set about looking into LinÕs 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2. Pan, Out of MaoÕs Shadow, 24. Pan provides a detailed account of the genesis of HuÕs film and its 
production, 21Ð79. 
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story, painstakingly tracking down people who had known the young writer and 

interviewing them with his video camera. As HuÕs research widened, he was taken 

aback by the depth of his own historical ignorance. He later recalled: 

I knew very little about the history of the 1950s and Õ60s. All I knew 

was what I learnt from textbooksÉ While making Lin Zhao I had the 

feeling that I was feeling around in the dark. Then I found the door 

of history, opened it and walked in. There I found a lot of ridiculous, 

cruel stories that really shocked me... and that was the motivation to 

go further.3 

HuÕs lack of historical knowledge, despite a diverse set of life experiences up to that 

point, indicate the effectiveness of the CCPÕs control over the public dissemination 

of certain memories. Already forty-one when he first heard of Lin Zhao, Hu had 

lived through the Cultural Revolution (Wenhua Dageming) as a child and teenager. For 

many years he had served in the PeopleÕs Liberation Army, and after his discharge 

had become an oil painter living in the unofficial artistsÕ village where he shot his first 

film.4 His documentary work in the latter half of the 1990s brought him into contact 

with people from a wide range of socioeconomic backgrounds, and his role with 

Xinhua provided him with some inside knowledge of Chinese current affairs. Despite 

this range of experiences, Hu knew virtually nothing of the nationÕs history under 

Mao, beyond the vague accounts promulgated through official channels. 

The prominent Chinese liberal activist and astrophysicist Fang Lizhi 

claims that the gaps Hu Jie perceived in his own historical knowledge are widespread 

in China, and a direct result of the CCPÕs efforts to limit the public dissemination of 

certain experiences and memories. In an essay entitled ÒThe Chinese Amnesia,Ó 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3. Dan Edwards, ÒÔIf They WonÕt Make It, I CanÕ: An Interview with Documentarian, Hu Jie,Ó 
ArtSpaceChina.com.au, posted 1 August 2012. http://ww w.artspacechina.com.au/?p=1291 
4. HuÕs biographical details are taken from Edwards, ÒIf They WonÕt Make It,Ó unless otherwise 
indicated. 
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written while sheltering in the United States embassy in Beijing following the 

Tiananmen Massacre of June 1989, Fang describes how an enforced historical 

amnesia has fatally undermined all attempts to democratise, or even liberalise, 

ChinaÕs political sphere since the founding of the PeopleÕs Republic.5 Early in the 

essay, Fang recalls how shocked he had been as a young academic by the repression 

that followed the Hundred Flowers Campaign of 1956Ð57, in which the CCP had 

explicitly encouraged intellectuals to voice criticisms of the Party and the prevailing 

social order. Around half a million who spoke out then suffered severe persecution 

during the Anti-Rightist Movement that immediately followed. Recalling his dismay 

at the widespread use of terror, Fang wrote: 

Later I discovered that this worry of mine seemed ridiculous to 

teachers and friends who were ten or twenty years older than I. They 

laughed at my ignorance of history. They told me how, as early as 

1942, before the Party had wrested control of the whole country, the 

same cruel methods against intellectuals were already being used at 

the Communist base in YanÕanÉ People who had experienced the 

YanÕan ÔrectificationÕ paled at the very mention of it. But fifteen years 

later my generation was completely ignorant of it.6 

Fang observed similar historical blind spots amongst the students involved in the 

demonstrations of 1989. Although the Tiananmen Movement was the climax of a 

series of public protests against the CCPÕs authoritarian rule that had been building 

for more than a decade, few of those demonstrating seemed aware of the broader 

historical context: 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5. Fang, ÒThe Chinese Amnesia.Ó 
6. Ibid. For more on the YanÕan Rectification Movement, see Timothy Cheek, ÒThe Fading of Wild 
Lilies: Wang Shiwei and Mao ZedongÕs YanÕan Talks in the First CPC Rectification Movement,Ó The 
Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs 11 (January 1984): 25Ð58. 
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According to one incomplete survey of students who participated in 

the Tiananmen democracy movement, more than half of them had 

no precise knowledge of what happened in the spring of 1979 when 

young activists posted independent views on the Democracy Wall in 

Beijing and were soon arrested for doing so... Events of a mere ten 

years earlier, for this new generation, were already unknown history.7 

Fang claims that this mass amnesia is the result of a process constantly repeated 

under CCP rule, which he describes thus: ÒAbout once each decade, the true face of 

history is thoroughly erased from the memory of Chinese society.Ó8 Personal 

memories of course linger on, but the CCP is able to engender general ignorance in 

each succeeding generation because fear frequently prevents personal memories 

being aired even in private, and the CCPÕs control of the public sphere means these 

memories cannot be publicised via any form of mass communication. In FangÕs 

words, ÒAny detail of history that is not in the interests of the Chinese Communists 

cannot be expressed in any speech, book, or other medium.Ó9 This is one of the 

many reasons the CCP has taken great care to retain its power to set the terms of 

public discourse publicised through the public sphere, even as it has commercialised 

film, television and publishing. Ironically, Fang predicted that the very public nature 

of the massacre in Beijing that ended the Tiananmen Movement, which was 

broadcast on television across the globe, would prevent the CCP from removing this 

event from the publicÕs consciousness in the manner of earlier atrocities.10 In the 

years since, the CCP has achieved the seemingly impossible, excluding any mention 

of the protests and subsequent bloodletting from the official public sphere, thus  
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7. Fang, ÒThe Chinese Amnesia.Ó 
8. Ibid. 
9. Ibid. 
10. Ibid. 
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reducing awareness of these events to a bare minimum amongst generations who 

have come of age since the late 1980s.11 

Jean-Philippe BŽja argues that the control of public perceptions of 

history, exercised through a monopolised public sphere, has been a central concern 

of many Communist regimes beginning with the government of the Soviet Union.12 

The roots of this desire to control history, BŽja argues, can be found in the 

philosophical precepts of Marxism. As well as framing itself as a rationalist theory 

that explains the dialectical class conflicts said to drive history, Marxism also claims 

to foresee the final outcome of these conflicts, with communism envisioned as the 

final stage of human development. Consequently, once in power communist parties 

have invariably imposed a positivist, linear historiography that posits communism as 

historyÕs inevitable outcome, and suppressed any historical accounts that call this into 

question. Chris Berry describes precisely this process in relation to China, when he 

notes that the ÒChinese communist myth of historyÓ functioned as a Òtaken-for-

granted master narrativeÓ that structured all cultural products and public discourse 

during the Maoist era: 

According to this grand narrativeÉ prior to 1949, life was bad, 

except in those liberated areas where the Communist Party already 

held sway. After the establishment of the PeopleÕs Republic in 1949, 

everything was good and progressing steadily towards a communist 

utopia.13 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11. Commentary on the knowledge vacuum surrounding the events of 1989 was widespread during 
the twentieth anniversary of the protests in 2009. For example: Ma Jian, ÒThe Great Tiananmen 
Taboo,Ó The Guardian, 2 June 2009. 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2009/jun/02/tiananmen-square-protests-1989-china 
For a slightly more recent and detailed reflection on the erasure of the 1989 protests from public 
consciousness, see Yu HuaÕs essay ÒPeople,Ó in China in Ten Words, trans. Allan H. Barr (London: 
Duckworth Overlook, 2012), 3Ð14. 
12. Jean-Philippe BŽja, ÒForbidden Memory, Unwritten History: The Difficulty of Structuring an 
Opposition Movement in the PRC,Ó China Perspectives 4 (2007): 88Ð89. 
13. Berry, Postsocialist Cinema, 78. 
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The dominance of this simplistic historical outlook in MaoÕs China was partly 

achieved by airbrushing out certain incidents or viewpoints from public discourse, in 

the manner described by Fang Lizhi. In conjunction with this, the Party actively 

worked to promote certain types of public remembering. This is evident in Maoist-

era films such as The White Haired Girl (Bai mao nŸ, Wang Bin and Shui Hua, 1950), 

The Red Detachment of Women (Hongse niangzijun, Xie Jin, 1961) and Sparkling Red Star 

(Shanshan de hongxing, Li Jun and Li Ang, 1974), all of which depict pre-communist 

life as relentlessly impoverished and oppressive, while communism represents the 

promise of justice, material development and a better future. Many didactic 

expository documentaries of the period, such as The Great Land Reform (Weida de tudi 

gaige, Jiang Yunchuan, 1953) iterated the same message, while others such as Chairman 

Mao Attends the Ninth Party Congress (Mao Zedong zhuxi chuxi Zhonggong jiu da, uncredited 

director, 1969) presented an image of a people absolutely united and in complete 

agreement with MaoÕs vision for ChinaÕs future. At a more interpersonal level, the 

ÒrememberingÓ of pre-1949 life was publicly enacted in MaoÕs China through 

Òspeaking bitternessÓ (suku) sessions, involving older members of society publicly 

recalling life before communism in highly emotive, ritualised speeches. Ann 

Anagnost cites a first-hand description published in 1970 of the way one peasant was 

taken through twenty-four sessions with cadres before speaking publicly, in order to 

rework his memories into a narrative appropriate to the CCP vision of history.14 In 

these ways, personal memory was harnessed and shaped into interpersonal spoken 

tales that constantly reaffirmed a broader teleological narrative in which every aspect 

of life improved following the CCP victory in ChinaÕs civil war, and continued to 

improve in the years thereafter under the PartyÕs exclusive leadership. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14. Ann Anagnost, National Past-Times: Narrative, Representation, and Power in Modern China (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 1997), 32. 



Chapter Three / 127 

 
 

Earlier chapters have detailed the ways in which the ideology propagated 

by the CCP has shifted considerably since the Maoist era, necessitating a revising of 

the historical narratives publicised through official channels. However, the reliance 

on positivist, teleological accounts that serve to legitimise present conditions remains 

strong. History curriculums at all levels of education were rewritten after 1989 to 

downplay the previous emphasis on class struggle, in line with the CCPÕs attempts to 

build a new hegemony from the early 1990s. The new curriculums stressed ChinaÕs 

historical victimisation at the hands of Japan and various Western powers, along with 

the CCPÕs supposedly central role in repelling the invaders and redeeming the 

nationÕs sovereignty.15 The portrayal of China as a victim of international forces 

within the Òpatriotic educationÓ narrative plays out in conjunction with the 

suppression of any critical depictions of the Maoist period, in order to preserve a 

certain continuity in the PartyÕs public history as a protector of a united Chinese 

people against foreign aggression. A continual stream of television drama serials such 

as Little Soldier Zhang Ga (Xiaobing Zhang Ga, Xu Geng, 2004), Eighth Route Army 

(Balujun, Song Yeming and Dong Yachun, 2005) and Three Brothers of the Frontline 

(Huoxian san xiongdi, Guan Hu, 2013) relive the Japanese and civil wars nightly on 

Chinese television, reiterating the horrors of foreign domination under the weak 

Guomindang Chinese Republic, and highlighting the CCPÕs positive role in the 

resistance struggle. A steady stream of feature films such as The Founding of a Republic 

(Jianguo daye, Huang Jianxin and Han Sanping, 2009) The Founding of a Party (Jiandang 

weiye, Huang Jianxin and Han Sanping, 2011), 1911 (Xinhai Geming, Jackie Chan and 

Zhang Li, 2011) and The Flowers of War (Jinling shisan chai, Zhang Yimou, 2011) 

reinforce the same historical outlook on the big screen. Overtly didactic, expository 

television documentaries relying on voice-of-God narration such as Mao Zedong: A 
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15. Wang, ÒNational Humiliation,Ó 783Ð806. 
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Charismatic Leader (Zoujin Mao Zedong, Ai Xin, 2003) and 50 Years of Democratic Reform of 

Tibet (Xizang minzhu gaige wushi nian, Li Xingyan, 2009) continue to depict ChinaÕs 

history as a long journey out of darkness and into a bright, materially rich future 

under the CCPÕs wise leadership. 

Maintenance of the general master-narrative of a victimised, unified 

nation fighting to redeem itself from foreign domination also requires sanctioned 

historical dramas to generally feature characters that conform unproblematically to 

historical Òtypes.Ó Invading Japanese are nearly always animalistic, rampaging beasts, 

epitomised by the Japanese troops of The Flowers of War. Admirable Chinese 

characters, such as the CCPÕs supporters in The Founding of a Republic, are always 

patriots willing to suffer for the collective good of the nation, especially by fighting 

foreign invaders. Films that undermine these types by portraying complex 

individualised responses to historical circumstances are frequently condemned and 

censored by the Chinese authorities. Ang LeeÕs Lust, Caution (Se, jie, 2007), for 

example, focuses on a female member of the resistance in wartime Shanghai, 

compromised by her sexual relationship with a collaborator she is supposed to be 

helping assassinate. Around 30 minutes was excised from the version of the film 

shown in mainland China, including much of the filmÕs sexual content. Lead actress 

Tang Wei was blacklisted by SARFT (the predecessor of SAPPRFT) for her portrayal 

of the compromised resistance member, and television commercials featuring her 

image were pulled from the air.16 Jiang WenÕs Devils on the Doorstep (Guizi lai le, 2000) 

portrays the relationship between a group of Chinese villagers and a Japanese 

prisoner of war dumped on them by local resistance fighters. SARFTÕs issues with 

the film were many, and included the complaint that the ÒChinese civilians [in the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16. Richard Spencer, ÒAng Lee Protests Over Banning of Lust, Caution, Filmstar Over Sex Scenes,Ó 
The Telegraph, 10 March 2008. http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/1581309/Ang-Lee-
protests-over-banning-of-Lust-Caution-filmstar-over-sex-scenes.html 



Chapter Three / 129 

 
 

movie] donÕt hate the Japanese.Ó17 The film was subsequently banned from Chinese 

screens. As these examples indicate, historical representations are expected to draw a 

sharp line between patriots and traitors, and the correct course of action for 

admirable Chinese characters should always be unambiguously clear. Above all, the 

emphasis on historical foreign aggressors should serve to reaffirm the necessity of 

strong political leadership in the present. The deliberately divisive nature of MaoÕs 

rule, the catastrophes engendered by his policies (particularly the mass famine of the 

late 1950s-early Õ60s), and the sweep and violence of his political campaigns are 

excluded from public representations, while atrocities inflicted by foreign invaders 

and colonialists are actively promoted as historical memories Ð hence the emphasis 

on pre-1949 history. The ongoing importance of maintaining a narrow range of 

historical narratives in ChinaÕs public sphere, especially in relation to the Maoist era, 

was indicated by Central Propaganda Department guidelines issued in 2007. Of the 

twelve guidelines leaked to Hong Kong media, six related to bans and restrictions on 

the representation of post-1949 history.18 

Beneath the state-sanctioned representations seen on Chinese screens 

lies another type of history drawn from the realm of minjian. This history derives 

from the unofficial, heterogeneous, personal experiences of ordinary Chinese citizens 

living in the broader currents of events in post-1949 China. Here the narrative of 

Òwhat happenedÓ is not so clear cut, and the actions and policies of the CCP have 

played a much more variegated role in peopleÕs lives. As noted above, certain feature 

films have attempted to touch on this history in relation to the pre-1949 era (and 

have subsequently been banned or censored), but very few recent films have 

attempted to directly engage with the varied experiences of Chinese citizens living 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17. Peter Hays Gries, ÒChinaÕs ÔNew ThinkingÕ on Japan,Ó The China Quarterly 184 (December 2005): 
835. 
18. Veg, ÒEliminating Disharmony,Ó 67. 



130 / Chapter Three 

 
 

through MaoÕs socialist experiment from 1949 to the mid-1970s. Some dramatic 

features were made depicting the traumas of the era in the 1980s and early Õ90s, but 

many such as The Blue Kite (Lan fengzheng, Tian Zhuangzhuang, 1993) were banned 

outright, while other such as Farewell My Concubine (Bawang bie ji, Chen Kaige, 1993) 

were heavily censored. Since the early 1990s, virtually no official Chinese feature 

films have touched on the mass persecutions of the 1950s, Õ60s and Õ70s. It is 

precisely this history that Hu Jie has sought to explore in his independent 

documentary work. 

In contrast to the collective historical narratives promoted in ChinaÕs 

official public sphere, HuÕs films seek to mark out a space for the public airing of 

personal memories of daily life during the 1950s and Õ60s, expressed through on-

screen interviews with survivors of the era. The varied nature of their experiences 

not only cast doubt on many of the assumptions informing history as it is 

represented in the official public sphere Ð they also undermine the image of a totally 

united people with a uniform set of historical experiences. This concern with the 

heterogeneous nature of historical experience is why independent Chinese 

documentaries, in their general concern with the realm of minjian, have tended to rely 

on first-person testimonies when examining historical issues. 

As early as 1993, Wu WenguangÕs second film, 1966, My Time in the Red 

Guards (1966, Wo de hongweibing shidai), pioneered the eyewitness style of historical 

independent documentary work, interviewing five middle-aged Chinese who 

participated in the Red Guard Movement as teenagers. In contrast to Hu JieÕs films, 

Wu adopts a somewhat distanced perspective, with the filmmaker rarely appearing 

on screen and never revealing his personal motivations for recording the stories we 

hear. Despite WuÕs pioneering effort, the years following saw a distinct lack of 

independent historical documentaries, until Hu JieÕs film on Lin Zhao a decade later. 
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Chris Berry attributes this lack to the authoritiesÕ extreme sensitivity towards 

historical issues. Berry also argues that the New Documentary MovementÕs embrace 

of the xianchang on-the-spot observational aesthetic was influenced by this sensitivity, 

since the styleÕs Òcharacteristic sense of being here and now with no clear connection 

to past or future results in great ambiguity,Ó allowing filmmakers to avoid making any 

specific connections between the events depicted on screen and ChinaÕs history.19 

This characterisation of xianchang as an ahistorical approach to documentary certainly 

applies to much work of the 1990s, but the more recent general reconfiguration of 

xianchang as an interpersonal interaction between filmmaker and on-screen subject 

has provided greater possibilities for personal memories to enter the filmic space via 

interviews. Several workers in Wang BingÕs West of the Tracks, for example, speak to 

the filmmaker about the way the Cultural Revolution interrupted their high school 

educations, limiting their employment opportunities as they entered adulthood. 

Similarly, several of the complainants in Zhao LiangÕs Petition, which will be discussed 

further in chapter five, explain that they are seeking redress for injustices perpetrated 

during the Cultural Revolution years. Ai XiaomingÕs Garden in Heaven (Tiantang 

huayuan, 2005), which she co-directed with Hu Jie, also features petitioners nursing 

grievances dating back to the mid-1970s. Although recent independent Chinese 

documentaries are more likely to allude to memories and historical episodes than 

work of the 1990s, still relatively few focus directly on specific historical incidents, 

making Hu JieÕs work particularly significant. There is also a growing body of written 

oral history by Chinese writers centred on the Maoist era, with volumes sporadically 

published on the mainland. These books have usually been quickly withdrawn from 
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19. Chris Berry, ÒJia Zhangke and the Temporality of Postsocialist Chinese Cinema: In the Now (and 
then),Ó in Futures of Chinese Cinema: Technologies and Temporalities in Chinese Screen Cultures, eds. Olivia 
Khoo and Sean Metzger, (Bristol and Chicago: Intellect, 2009), 114. 
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circulation or banned from being reprinted.20 Most Chinese oral history works have 

been published outside mainland China in Hong Kong or Taiwan. Xin RanÕs China 

Witness: Voices from a Silent Generation is a good example of this growing literary genre 

that has been translated into English.21 

One of the reasons for the ongoing reluctance to tackle historical 

subjects both in print and on screen is perhaps indicated by the pressures Hu Jie has 

faced over the past decade, which have seen the filmmaker harassed to a degree that 

is unusual even for a controversial independent documentarian. Shortly after Hu 

began interviewing people who had known Lin Zhao, he was forced to resign from 

his position at Xinhua, although no official reason was given for his employerÕs 

demand that he leave.22 Since resigning from the state news agency, Hu has been 

closely monitored and regularly visited by state security forces, and prevented from 

leaving China on several occasions to attend international film-related events.23 The 

personal pressures applied to Hu exceed those faced by most independent 

documentarians dealing with contemporary topics, indicating the CCPÕs ongoing 

nervousness regarding any questioning of official historical narratives. 

Nevertheless, after being forced to resign from Xinhua, Hu resolved to 

carry on researching Lin ZhaoÕs life, and his growing obsession with unearthing her 

story saw him intuitively move away from the observational style of his earlier films. 
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20. For a detailed account of written oral histories of the Maoist period published inside and outside 
mainland China, see Michel Bonnin, ÒThe Threatened History and Collective Memory of the Cultural 
RevolutionÕs Lost Generation,Ó China Perspectives 4 (2007): 59Ð61. 
21. Xin Ran, China Witness: Voices from a Silent Generation, trans. Nicky Harman, Julia Lovell and Esther 
Tyldesley (New York: Pantheon Books, 2009). 
22. Edwards, ÒIf They WonÕt Make It.Ó 
23. The authorÕs phone interview with Hu Jie in March 2010 was interrupted by security personnel 
monitoring HuÕs home line, and the filmmaker was warned not to continue with the interview Ð 
advice he chose to ignore. Hu was most recently prevented leaving China in August 2012, when he 
attempted to attend NepalÕs Film Southasia Festival, which was screening Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul. 
For an account of the Nepal incident, see Dan Edwards, ÒChinese Filmmakers Risk it All to Defy 
Government Censorship,Ó Crikey, 6 September 2012. 
http://www.crikey.com.au/2012/09/06/chinese-filmmakers-risk-it-all-to-defy-government-
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Instead, he decided to frame his documentary as a personal journey across China, 

talking to witnesses to LinÕs life. The result is a film depicting a quest that comes to 

fruition through personal interactions with surviving friends, relatives and associates 

of Lin Zhao. Through these interactions, Hu is able to piece together LinÕs life story 

and beliefs from shards of fading memory, set against official depictions of the 

Maoist era in newspapers, magazines and newsreels. In this way, Hu not only touches 

upon suppressed events from the Maoist period, but also illustrates the ways in 

which the experiences of daily life in the 1950s and Õ60s contrasted sharply with the 

official images offered in the monopolistic public sphere of the period. Crucially, he 

also unearths remnants of a brutally suppressed alternative public discourse that 

directly questioned MaoÕs totalitarian rule during the late 1950s and early Õ60s. The 

specific ways in which HuÕs approach in Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul, and his follow 

up film Though I Am Gone, challenge official accounts of the past, and the authoritiesÕ 

claims to legitimacy in the present, will be detailed in the following sections. 

Reclaiming the Historical Subject: Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul 

Although Hu Jie knew very little about Lin Zhao when he started making his 

documentary, over the course of several years he was able to track down many of 

LinÕs friends and relatives and piece together the broad outline of her life. He 

discovered that in the late 1940s, Lin had been an ardent supporter of the 

Communist Party, and had trained as a journalist at a CCP-run college during the 

closing stages of the civil war. After the CommunistsÕ victory, Lin was assigned to a 

work team carrying out land reform in the countryside. In 1955, she gained 

admittance to Peking University (Beijing Daxue), one of ChinaÕs most prestigious 

centres of higher education. The following year Mao launched the Hundred Flowers 

Campaign that encouraged the voicing of critical opinions, provoking heated public 
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debates on campus. Although it seems Lin was not directly involved in criticising the 

Party at this time, during the early stages of the subsequent Anti-Rightist Movement 

she publicly defended fellow students who had spoken out. As a result she was 

expelled from the university. The persecution of intellectuals during the Anti-Rightist 

Movement so disillusioned Lin that she became an fervent critic of the CCP and 

MaoÕs autocratic rule, a shift in belief that eventually led to her imprisonment in 1960 

and execution by shooting in 1968. 

Initially Hu had intended to retain the observational style of his earlier 

films by following Ni Jingxiong, a former friend and classmate of Lin ZhaoÕs, as she 

travelled around China collecting tributes to the writer with the aim of publishing 

them as a book.24 As Hu became aware of the scale of the broader movements within 

which LinÕs life had played out, and his lack of knowledge regarding these events, he 

decided to abandon his observational approach and instead centre the film on his 

own journey across China in search of those who had known the persecuted writer.25 

Hu JieÕs decision to place himself at the centre of Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul is 

apparent from the filmÕs opening moments. The first image features the filmmaker in 

medium shot, his camera behind his shoulder, pointing at the viewer. Hu is obviously 

filming himself speaking to a mirror, but the effect is momentarily disconcerting, as if 

the filmmaker has somehow stepped outside his own frame to directly address the 

audience. Through this simple device, a self-conscious interpersonal relationship 

between filmmaker and viewer is established as soon as the film begins. HuÕs address 

not only introduces his subject, but also his journey across China in an attempt to 

uncover Lin ZhaoÕs story: 
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Four years ago I heard a story about a female student of Beijing 

University imprisoned in Shanghai Tilanqiao, who wrote in her blood 

a lot of humanitarian essays, and who was secretly executed. Her 

name is Lin Zhao. That was the first time I heard this name. After the 

Anti-Rightist Movement in 1957, the entire mainland stopped 

thinking, and people lived with lies and terror. It was this girl who 

began to think independently. In prison, when she was deprived of 

pens and paper, she used her hairpins as pens, pierced her fingers, 

and wrote essays and poems in her blood on walls and shirts. This 

story made me decide to quit my job and to go far and wide in search 

of Lin ZhaoÕs soul. 

During HuÕs speech, the film cuts away to a photograph of Lin, and then to pages of 

her writing, tinged red, before we return to HuÕs direct address. After he explains his 

decision to go Òfar and wide in search of Lin ZhaoÕs soul,Ó there are a rapid series of 

shots taken from train windows, moving through different landscapes under various 

weather conditions, including rain, snow and sun. A shot of Shanghai Railway 

Station, and a subtitle reading ÒShanghai, 1999,Ó marks the beginning of HuÕs search. 

The camera then pans across the station facade to a large billboard depicting happy 

children in front of Tiananmen, beside a prominent Ò50Ó marking five decades of the 

PeopleÕs Republic and two large slogans declaring, ÒHeading towards the new 

centuryÓ (ÒBenxiang xinshijiÓ) and ÒMillions of people all of one mindÓ (ÒWanzhong 

yixinÓ). The voice of HuÕs first interviewee begins as the camera cuts to a close-up on 

the billboard: ÒThe prison doctor we visited told usÐÓ here the image cuts to an 

elderly woman in mid-shot, sitting in what looks like an apartment ÒÐthat she was 

dragged from the hospital bed. He saw her dragged out and executed by shooting.Ó 

A subtitle introduces Ni Jingxiong, LinÕs former classmate at the CCP-run journalism 
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college. HuÕs voice can be heard off camera, repeating some of NiÕs words back to 

her, and asking more questions. 

These opening moments set out the filmÕs key stylistic features, which 

are a marked departure from HuÕs earlier films. There is the direct first-person 

address of the filmmaker, establishing the documentary as a quest that starts from his 

own position of historical ignorance. There is the informal, interpersonal interview 

style, as Hu chats to eyewitnesses to various episodes in Lin ZhaoÕs life in the 

surrounds of their own homes. And there is the fragmentary nature of the 

testimonial style, as various accounts from a wide range of witnesses are assembled 

to provide a piecemeal account of Lin ZhaoÕs life and beliefs. It is significant that Hu 

begins with an account of LinÕs death, as the circumstances of her execution 

represent one of the haziest aspects of her story. No direct witnesses to her shooting 

have ever come forward and former prison staff approached by Hu refused to 

appear on camera. All official documentation relating to her case remains sealed, 

classified as a state secret. Although Hu is able to establish the general facts of LinÕs 

life, the specifics of many episodes, such as her death, remain shrouded in mystery. 

This is history not as a straightforward explanatory narrative, but as an assemblage of 

testimonial and evidential fragments that acknowledges the many gaps and 

uncertainties that remain at the end of the film. 

As well as framing the documentary, HuÕs opening speech gives his 

interest in Lin Zhao a distinct political inflection. The writer is cast as an independent 

thinker who resisted the intellectual conformity of MaoÕs China, which Hu asserts 

was imposed through Òlies and terror.Ó The filmmakerÕs construction of his own 

voice as the ÒIÓ of the documentary through his direct address mirrors the approach 

taken in a range of other historical documentaries made internationally over the past 

few decades, which have also lent a political inflection to their historical 
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investigations. Senso Daughters (1990) by Japanese director Noriko Sekiguchi, for 

example, similarly begins with a direct first-person address on the soundtrack, as the 

filmmaker recalls her shock at first hearing about JapanÕs presence in Papua New 

Guinea during the Second World War. Patricio Guzm‡nÕs Salvador Allende (2004) also 

opens with a first-person address, as the filmmaker speaks of his youth during the 

heady, short-lived rule of ChileÕs socialist president, Salvador Allende, before the 

leader was deposed in a bloody military coup. Claude LanzmannÕs epic exploration of 

the Holocaust, Shoah (1985), opens with scrolling text introducing the first 

interviewee, who survived the Nazi gassings at Chelmno as a boy by singing for his 

SS guards. The text concludes with the line, ÒI found him in Israel and persuaded 

that one-time boy singer to return with me to Chelmno,Ó before we see Lanzmann 

accompanying the middle-aged survivor in a small Polish town. These 

documentaries, like Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul, are framed by the filmmakers as 

personal historical investigations, attempts to both understand and commemorate a 

particular event though interpersonal interactions with surviving witnesses. More 

specifically, the projects are framed as attempts to overcome the filmmakersÕ own 

lack of historical awareness, forged by the society in which he or she has grown up. 

Senso Daughters may appeal to anyone with an interest in the history of the Second 

World War, but the filmÕs political weight comes from its probing of the pervasive 

historical amnesia regarding that conflict in contemporary Japan. Similarly, Salvador 

Allende was made in the context of a longstanding military dictatorship in Chile that 

had tried to expunge all memory of AllendeÕs government. The general 

circumstances of the Nazi genocide explored in Shoah are well known around the 

world, but LanzmannÕs film exposes the audience to a new understanding of these 

events by focusing relentlessly on a particular type of personalised historical 

knowledge, derived from firsthand experience, that had previously rarely been seen 
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on screen. Simone de Beauvoir wrote of the filmÕs impact, ÒAfter the war we read 

masses of accounts of the ghettos and the extermination campsÉ But when, today, 

we see Claude LanzmannÕs extraordinary film, we realize we have understood 

nothing.Ó26 In each of these examples, the filmmaker functions as a representative of 

his or her society, creating a link between the enquiring voice of the filmmaker and 

the intended local audience. This link implies that if ÒIÓ Ð the filmmaker Ð am aware 

of my ignorance and concerned by it, then you Ð the viewer Ð as a member of the 

same society should also be aware of your ignorance, its reasons, and its potential 

ramifications in the present. Hu Jie very deliberately breaks with his earlier 

documentary style in Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul to frame his film in this manner, 

setting up his work as a personalised quest carried out on behalf of a wider viewing 

public that he explicitly addresses in the filmÕs opening moments. 

Although HuÕs approach bears a resemblance to certain historical 

documentaries produced internationally, Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul also contains 

formal strategies more specifically related to his intentions within a Chinese context. 

This is hinted at by the shot of the propaganda billboard celebrating fifty years of the 

PeopleÕs Republic and the unity of the Chinese people in the first minutes of the 

film. As the film progresses, Hu weaves similar official representations from the 

monopolistic public sphere of the Maoist era between his contemporary interviews. 

These include newsreels and text from CCP publications such as the PeopleÕs Daily 

(Renmin ribao). At one point, for example, we see newsreel footage of a parade 

through Tiananmen Square celebrating the tenth anniversary of the PeopleÕs 

Republic in 1959, featuring large floats holding giant models of fat livestock. Another 

excerpt from a newsreel about model workers follows, which segues into a series of 
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celebratory newspaper headlines from PeopleÕs Daily, making claims such as ÒRice 

output over 37,000 pounds per muÓ (a mu is a Chinese unit of land area, equal to 

around one-sixth of an acre). We then hear Hu JieÕs voice asking, ÒWhat was the 

famine like?Ó followed by accounts from several of Lin ZhaoÕs former associates of 

the intense food shortages that swept across China in the late 1950s and early Õ60s in 

the wake of MaoÕs disastrous policies during the ÒGreat Leap ForwardÓ (Dayuejin). 

Sequences such as these contrast the words and images of the monopolistic public 

sphere of the 1950s with memories of daily life. The official representations are 

clearly informed by the party-stateÕs master narrative described by Chris Berry that 

proclaimed a constant advance towards socialist utopia and material abundance.27 In 

contrast, the memories of all Lin ZhaoÕs former classmates and friends are peppered 

with experiences of recurring waves of persecution, imprisonment and famine. At a 

basic level, by bringing these memories into the public realm and setting them against 

fragments of official public discourse, Hu is able to illustrate the profound gap 

between lived experience and official representations of the time. In addition, the 

stories of his eyewitnesses give some sense of the strain and intense contradictions 

endured by individuals forced to live under the auspices of the party-stateÕs master-

narratives while their actual daily lives comprised such radically incompatible 

experiences. 

The specific manner in which individuals were forced to publicly 

conform to the ideas and narratives propagated by the state during the 1950s and 

Õ60s is touched upon in the film via the accounts of the Anti-Rightist Movement as it 

played out at Peking University. Each of LinÕs former classmates explains they 

renounced their criticisms and beliefs expressed during the Hundred Flowers 

Campaign under the intense pressure of the persecutions that followed. Many recall 
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urging Lin to do the same in order preserve her life. HuÕs film in no way criticises the 

interviewees for the compromises they made to survive (although some now express 

regret for their actions), but there is an implicit question underlying these scenes that 

has a direct bearing on contemporary China. How can a political and social system be 

justified that requires intellectuals to systematically renounce their own beliefs, betray 

one another, and abase themselves before the authorities in order to conform to 

officially proclaimed ÒfactsÓ and ideology? And what are the long-term effects of 

such a system on a nationÕs development and intellectual culture? By placing a 

contemporary propaganda poster in the filmÕs opening moments celebrating 

Òmillions of people all of one mindÓ under fifty years of CCP rule, Hu draws a direct 

link between the function of the monopolistic public sphere of MaoÕs time, and the 

circumscribed public sphere of todayÕs China, thereby denoting the relevance of 

these questions in the present. 

Hu also alludes to a more concrete link between the events he explores 

and ChinaÕs contemporary situation. Lin ZhaoÕs cousin, Xu Juemin, claims on 

camera ÒThose who condemned Lin Zhao to death are still aliveÉ I hear they are 

still in high places in Shanghai.Ó The film thereby implicates figures still wielding 

power in contemporary China in the repression of the Maoist era, a stark contrast to 

official accounts which attribute the ÒexcessesÓ of Maoism to leaders purged 

following the ChairmanÕs death. Unfortunately HuÕs film fails to probe this claim 

further, but the linking of the present-day party with the atrocities of MaoÕs time is a 

theme Hu takes up with greater force in his next film, discussed shortly. 

Although Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul clearly shows the sharp contrast 

between official public discourse and lived experience in the Maoist era, a more 

surprising aspect of the film is the evocation of a little known, severely repressed 

alternative public discourse that a handful of intellectuals struggled to forge in the 
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midst of MaoÕs totalitarian culture. This alternative public discourse erupted in 1957 

during the Hundred Flowers Campaign, when some of Lin ZhaoÕs associates at 

Peking University posted a poem entitled ÒItÕs TimeÓ on a wall, in the form of a big-

character poster. The poem called for vocal criticisms to be aired in public, and 

ended with the declaration, ÒMy poem is a torch, which will burn down all human 

fences.Ó Zhang Yuanxun, one of the authors of the poster, recalls its stark contrast 

with contemporaneous official public discourse: ÒAt that time this was shocking 

language. We Chinese had never said anything like this. We just said how good 

communists were.Ó The poem provoked a flurry of other posters, some critical of 

ÒItÕs Time,Ó others supportive, while student magazines such as The Square 

(Guangchang) began running articles calling for greater democracy on campus. This 

burst of public debate was quickly cut short by the Anti-Rightist Movement, and the 

authors of ÒItÕs TimeÓ were all imprisoned, along with hundreds of others across the 

university. According to several interviewees, Lin Zhao was the only person on 

campus who refused to recant and condemn the views expressed during the 

Hundred Flowers Campaign, even though she herself had not directly contributed to 

the most controversial documents published at that time. Her refusal to condemn 

any views appears to have been mainly motivated by a belief in open, public debate, 

rather than a defence of any specific position. 

The exploration of a suppressed, unofficial public discourse continues 

when the film details how Lin, after relocating to Shanghai following her expulsion, 

was involved in compiling an illegal publication with two Rightists named Zhang 

Chunyuan and Gu Yan. Zhang was an academic at Lanzhou University (Lanzhou 

Daxue) in Gansu Province, where the famine of the late 1950s had been particularly 

severe. Zhang, Gu, Lin and several others printed an unsanctioned magazine entitled 

Spark (Xinghuo), which included LinÕs poem The Day Prometheus Died (Puluomixiusi 
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shuonan de yiri). When asked about their motivation for producing the magazine, 

ZhangÕs widow Tan Chanxue explains that after being condemned as Rightists for 

airing suggestions and criticisms, and being subsequently exiled to the countryside, 

their experience of manmade famine turned them into genuine opponents of the 

regime. Spark was an attempt to expose the deliberate falsehoods being propagated 

in official media regarding the situation outside the cities. ÒThe cadres in the 

countryside were full of falsehood,Ó Tan states. ÒThey boasted how much output an 

acre they producedÉ but we knew how it was.Ó Tan, Gu and Lin Zhao were all 

arrested for their part in producing Spark and given sentences ranging from 14 to 20 

years in prison. Zhang Chunyuan went into hiding, but was later captured and 

executed. Hu Jie claims in voiceover that no photographs of Zhang are known to 

have survived, and all known copies of the single issue of Spark were destroyed by 

the authorities. However, an anonymous source reconstructs the magazineÕs contents 

page by hand in its original style and format for HuÕs camera. This re-creation, along 

with various photographs and eyewitness accounts, speaks of a lost public discourse 

that probed, questioned and criticised the official pronouncements and policies of 

the time. HuÕs film acknowledges this intellectual tradition and brings memories of it 

back into the public realm, even as the absence of key documents and executed 

figures evokes its suppression and loss. 

The final Ð and for the filmmaker the most important Ð artefact of the 

suppressed, alternative public discourse Hu draws attention to is Lin ZhaoÕs prison 

writings. Although HuÕs extensive search to locate these documents is not discussed 

in the film, Philip Pan has detailed the considerable time and effort it took the 

filmmaker to find the surviving remnants of LinÕs work.28 Gan Cui, a Rightist with 

whom Lin Zhao had a brief romance following her expulsion from Peking 
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University, provided 140,000 words to the filmmaker that had come from Lin ZhaoÕs 

sister. The sibling had received the aging documents from an anonymous official of 

the Shanghai Public Security Bureau. Although Lin obviously had no way of reaching 

an audience while in prison, the writings Hu Jie was able to locate were quite self-

consciously addressed to a wider audience and explicitly contested the claims and 

beliefs propagated through the monopolistic public sphere of the period. Hu was 

especially struck by the values informing LinÕs work and their distance from the ideas 

that were propagated under MaoÕs divisive rule, especially the notion that all people 

are born with equal rights.29 The longest piece of writing in the documents given to 

Hu was a letter written by Lin to the PeopleÕs Daily, the national newspaper that 

perhaps more than any other publication symbolised the CCPÕs complete control of 

the public sphere during this period. Hu Jie quotes extensively from this letter 

throughout Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul, such as a passage contesting PeopleÕs DailyÕs 

characterisation of the Anti-Rightist Movement as a purging of Òpoisonous weedsÓ: 

Whenever I think of that miserable year 1957, I feel so sad I canÕt 

help but feel a spasm of painÉ Before then, if ChinaÕs intellectuals 

under the tyranny still had some integrity, after that it was almost 

completely destroyed. 

Also included amongst the prison writings Hu Jie was able to locate was a poem 

directly satirising one of MaoÕs best-known verses, and an annotated copy of LinÕs 

own indictment in which she deconstructs the documentÕs euphemistic legal 

language. Both of these are quoted in the film, with LinÕs poem placed against MaoÕs 

original text. These textual remnants indicate that even within the rigorously 

enforced collective public voice imposed on the Chinese population by the CCP 

during this period, there remained individuals who questioned and critiqued official 
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discourse, and the ideas and values that underlay it. Furthermore, certain individuals 

struggled to publicise their views through unsanctioned posters, magazines and 

letters to newspapers, even at the risk of their own lives. The manner in which the 

authorities were able to almost completely suppress any public dissemination of these 

texts after the brief liberalism of the Hundred Flowers period demonstrates the 

degree of control the CCP exercised over the entire public sphere of the Maoist era. 

Within the context of an enforced inter-generational amnesia regarding 

these contesting voices, Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul works as an act of historical 

reclamation on several levels. Most obviously, it undermines the homogeneous image 

of the nation presented in CCP discourse, as the various interviewees offer a range of 

views and experiences that point towards a much more complex history than is 

admitted in official accounts. Their memories indicate that even in the 1950s 

widespread discontent with the CCPÕs authoritarianism existed in certain circles. 

Beyond this is the range of views regarding Lin ZhaoÕs story amongst those who 

knew her. While many of LinÕs classmates state their admiration for her stand against 

the CCP, others argue Lin was too forceful and unbending in her attitudes, a position 

that could only lead to violent confrontation in the context of MaoÕs China. One of 

LinÕs former classmates from a peasant background further explains that she did not 

agree with LinÕs critique of MaoÕs rule, since without the CCP the classmate feels she 

would never have had the opportunity to attend university. Lin herself went through 

a series of philosophical orientations, initially embracing Communism, later severely 

criticising MaoÕs rule and embracing Christianity in prison. The life of this one 

individual prompts a complex set of subjective responses and interpretations that Hu 

provides space for in his documentary. HuÕs address at the beginning of the film also 

makes clear his own politicised reading of Lin ZhaoÕs life and beliefs, but this is 

presented as a personal interpretation rather than an objective recounting of history 
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in the manner of the didactic expository documentaries common on Chinese 

television. In these ways, history in HuÕs film ceases to be a positivist narrative 

intended to legitimise and unproblematically explain current conditions, and is 

instead evoked as a set of experiences and events that can only be recounted and 

interpreted in various ways in the present. By giving space to LinÕs former friends, 

family and associates to air their varying accounts of their shared past in this manner, 

Hu rescues history and those who participated in it from being the object of the 

CCPÕs determinist historical discourse, and instead allows the individuals on screen 

to be represented as individualised subjects in their own history for the first time. 

HuÕs restoration of the individual subject to Chinese historical discourse 

achieves its most poignant effect in the filmÕs final scene. In voiceover, Hu Jie 

explains that after several years of conducting interviews, he finally located Lin 

ZhaoÕs remains. We see him on a train to Shanghai, followed by a shot of the 

entrance to a cemetery in an outlying part of the city. Hu describes Òa huge room 

where thousands of boxes of ashes were placed,Ó as the camera pans across rows of 

shelves holding urns. There is a cut to a close up of a small box bearing a hand 

written inscription: ÒLin Zhao, born 1935, died 1968.Ó We look down on the box 

from HuÕs perspective as he carefully lifts the lid. Inside, wrapped in cloth he finds a 

newspaper. Pulling back the folds, we see the newspaperÕs name and date: Jiefang ribao 

(Liberation Daily), 13 September 1966. Lifting a final fold, he reveals a thick lock of 

hair, turned almost entirely grey, recalling Gan CuiÕs description earlier in the film of 

Lin ZhaoÕs aged appearance when he visited her in prison in 1966. Hu takes a small 

clump of the grey strands and holds them up to the lens, before gently folding the 

newspaper back over the ashes. After two hours of remembrances that evoke Lin as 

an absent subject, being confronted with a scrap of her physical remains comes as a 

shock, and a sharp reminder that she was not an abstract historical figure, but a flesh 



146 / Chapter Three 

 
 

and blood woman who suffered immensely for failing to conform to the culture in 

which she lived. The film then moves to street scenes amongst the skyscrapers of 

contemporary Shanghai. An intertitle appears, ÒDedicated to Lin ZhaoÕs heroic 

soul,Ó followed by, ÒThis film only photographed a few fragments of some peopleÕs 

remembrances of Lin Zhao.Ó The text then explains Hu was not able to see LinÕs 

official file, and no staff from Tilanqiao Prison agreed to be interviewed. Some of 

LinÕs fellow students, friends and relatives also refused to speak on camera. A final 

intertitle asks: ÒWill our history enter our memory? How will it enter our memory?Ó 

The particular conception of history marked out by Searching for Lin 

ZhaoÕs Soul is made clear by these final questions addressed to viewers. Chinese 

screens are overloaded with history of a certain kind, but when Hu asks Òwill our 

history enter our memory?,Ó he is affirming that the views and experiences of people 

like himself and his viewers are deliberately excluded from official historical 

representations, and hence fail to become part of how history is remembered in 

China. The questions also point to the possibility Ð or necessity Ð of another type of 

history being brought into the public space. This is not history understood as the acts 

of political leaders presiding over the abstract collective of Òthe Chinese peopleÓ as 

they fulfil the nationÕs historical destiny, but rather history understood as a varied set 

of experiences that happened to individualised human subjects, each with his or her 

unique set of responses to the times they lived through. History is thus reclaimed 

from simply being a narrative written according to the imperatives of the state, and 

instead becomes a more complex, contested and multi-vocal consideration and 

interpretation of the past. It is this non-official, individualised history that Hu seeks 

to record, bring into the public realm and validate through his independent 

documentary work. In doing so, he partly answers the question of how this history 

will enter the publicÕs memory. As Hu himself commented in a 2010 interview, 
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ÒBefore I always complained that TV stations donÕt make these kinds of films, but 

then I realised it was no use complaining. If they wonÕt make it, I can. So I made 

them.Ó30 HuÕs rough-hewn filmmaking efforts, made using very basic digital 

equipment and without any kind of financial backing, are themselves very personal 

acts of historical reclamation on the part of the filmmaker. As noted earlier, other 

Chinese directors and writers have similarly begun recording oral history since the 

turn of this century, but Hu Jie deliberately focuses on historical and contemporary 

voices that question the CCPÕs legitimacy and role in Chinese history, and is quite 

open in his admiration for Lin ZhaoÕs stand against MaoÕs totalitarianism. He thus 

renders his work of historical reclamation a politically loaded challenge to ChinaÕs 

contemporary rulers, who base their legitimacy on MaoÕs political legacy as it is 

represented and publicised through ChinaÕs official public sphere. 

Reclaiming the Public Memorial: Though I Am Gone 

Hu JieÕs completed Lin Zhao film brought him to the attention of the US-based 

Chinese scholar Wang Youqin, who has dedicated her life to recording the names 

and deaths of victims of the Cultural Revolution. Wang passed a copy of her book 

Victims of the Cultural Revolution (Wenge shounanzhe) to Hu in the hope he would Òmake 

some films about the period.Ó31 It was this encounter that led Hu to his next 

documentary, Though I Am Gone. The film employs many of the same formal 

strategies as Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul, relying on personalised, subjective accounts 

of the past and unofficial forms of representation from the Maoist era, all set against 

official representations of the time. The film does not, however, posit the filmmaker 

as a historical investigator as explicitly as Lin Zhao, signalling a shift of emphasis. 
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Rather than starting from the position of the filmmakerÕs historical ignorance, Though 

I Am Gone sets out from an unusual set of black and white photographs taken in 

August 1966. 

The film opens with a pan down a swinging pendulum as we hear a clock 

ticking on the soundtrack. It is an ambiguous beginning that could signal a journey 

into the past, or the marking of a receding era. The film evokes both possibilities, 

revisiting a buried historical episode while also marking out a space to remember, 

consider and memorialise this event in the present. The opening shot is followed by a 

close-up of a pair of elderly hands holding an old-fashioned stills camera. The hands 

open the camera box to let the lens fold out, before pressing a lever to release the 

shutter. After a shot of an elderly man lowering a blind in an apartment, there is 

another click of the camera lens and a black and white photograph of a battered, 

naked woman appears. She is laid out on a concrete floor, apparently dead. We 

return to the old man, introduced by a subtitle as ÒWang Jingyao, 85 years old, 

Scholar of the Modern History Research Institute, Chinese Academy of Social 

Sciences.Ó Another still of the dead woman is introduced as ÒBian Zhongyun, vice-

principal of the girls middle school attached to Beijing Normal University before her 

death.Ó Hu JieÕs is the first voice we hear, addressing Wang Jingyao sitting on a 

couch: ÒIt must have been traumatic for you to take pictures of your wifeÕs body?Ó 

ÒDefinitely,Ó Wang replies quickly. ÒBut I was determined to record the truth of 

history.Ó Another click and there is a cut to a photograph of BianÕs full-length corpse 

on the floor. 

Wang JingyaoÕs photographs are significant because they provide a rare 

form of documentation of street-level political violence of the Maoist era. Bian 

Zhongyun, the woman in the pictures, was in 1966 the deputy headmistress and 

party secretary of one of BeijingÕs most prestigious high schools, attended by many 
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children of the political elite. In mid-1966, Mao began talking of the need for a 

ÒCultural RevolutionÓ to rid the CCP of what he perceived to be a rapidly solidifying 

class of privileged bureaucrats, and to forestall the possibility of Chinese society 

reverting to pre-1949 social structures. BianÕs position as party secretary of her 

school made her a target, and in July she was denounced by the wife of a fellow staff 

member. By early August, high school and university students across Beijing were 

forming themselves into units of ÒRed GuardsÓ (Hongweibing) to carry out MaoÕs 

exaltations to root out Òcapitalist roadersÓ (zouzipai) and the Òfour oldsÓ (sijiu Ð old 

customs, culture, habits and ideas). On 5 August, Bian and other staff members at 

her school were allegedly covered in ink and brutally beaten with wooden sticks 

spiked with nails by some of their students. After hours of this treatment, Bian 

collapsed. When she couldnÕt be revived, students dumped her in a rubbish cart, 

where she died shortly after. After being informed of his wifeÕs death, BianÕs husband 

Wang Jingyao took a small 35mm stills camera and photographed her battered 

corpse. He also took pictures of their four children mourning over his wifeÕs body, 

and the posters Red Guards had plastered all over the inside and outside of their 

apartment. WangÕs photographs trace the immense physical damage inflicted on 

BianÕs body by the Red Guards and the grief of her children as they tended her 

corpse. Similarly, the images Wang captured of big-character posters all over their 

apartment indicate the extreme rhetorical violence Ð including threats to hack Bian to 

pieces Ð that preceded the physical tortures. 

HuÕs film begins with these photographic traces, and investigates their 

significance through the testimonies of Wang and others who were witness to the 

events that took place around the images. The pictures are not treated as sufficient 

unto themselves Ð they show what appears to be a corpse, but do nothing to explain 

the circumstances of BianÕs death or the wider historical context within which it 
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occurred. They do function as a corollary to the filmed testimonies, however, and a 

form of historical evidence regarding the events of 1966 that is rare due to the 

control exercised over all forms of public representation by the authorities during 

this period. Wang Youqin points out that the monopolistic public sphere of the 

1960s excluded all mention of Red Guard violence against educators, despite daily 

reports on Red Guard activities in the print media during 1966Ð67. The paucity of 

private records from the period, Wang Youqin notes, means that ÒFor todayÕs 

scholars, government-controlled media and the writings of Red Guards have become 

the primary and, in fact, almost the only primary source for research on this period 

of the Revolution.Ó32 As a result, although there is a general awareness that violence 

was perpetrated by Red Guards during the 1960s, there are few records indicating the 

extent of their killing, particularly of teachers. Furthermore, the general avoidance of 

depicting this period in films or on television in contemporary times means 

awareness of the savagery of the Cultural Revolution years is minimal amongst 

younger generations. In this context Though I Am Gone provides a public airing of 

private memories and rare documentary evidence regarding a very specific incidence 

of Red Guard violence. 

The full political implications of HuÕs publicising of this incident become 

apparent when the historical significance of BianÕs murder is revealed. Bian was, in 

fact, the first teacher murdered by Red Guards. The killing brought no repercussions 

for the teenagers involved, and twelve days later a student from BianÕs school named 

Song Binbin was famously photographed and filmed pinning a Red Guard armband 

onto MaoÕs jacket as he reviewed a mass rally of Red Guards in Tiananmen Square. 

When told SongÕs name, which means gentle and refined, Mao joked she should 
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32. Wang Youqin, ÒStudent Attacks Against Teachers: The Revolution of 1966,Ó paper presented at 
The Cultural Revolution in Retrospect conference (Hong Kong, Hong Kong University of Science and 
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change it to Yaowu, meaning Òshow your strengthÓ or Òbe violent.Ó This interaction 

was publicised widely in newsreels, newspapers and magazines in the following 

weeks, and was widely regarded as an explicit endorsement of Red Guard violence.33 

Newsreel footage showing Mao talking to Song is included in Though I Am Gone, 

segueing into an interview with a former school cleaner named Lin Mang who claims 

to have witnessed Bian ZhongyunÕs death. ÒMurder of this sort spread quickly all 

over the country,Ó he says to Hu Jie. ÒMillions of people died this way. It set an 

example nationwide, encouraging youngsters to beat and kill. It started then.Ó The 

extent of the terror unleashed is hinted at by the rolling out of 201 names on screen 

at the end of Though I Am Gone, in a four-minute incomplete roll call of the teachers 

killed in Beijing during August 1966. Other interviewees in the film note that 

students and other citizens were also beaten to death that month, and Wang Jingyao 

himself gives a total figure on camera of over 1,770 killings by Red Guards in Beijing 

alone during ÒRed AugustÓ Ð the beginning of what became a decade-long period of 

upheaval that engulfed the entire country. Hu not only depicts BianÕs murder as an 

important step in the escalation of violence that spread all over China in the latter 

part of 1966, but also highlights MaoÕs endorsement of the killing, a point the CCP 

itself has never admitted despite now officially regarding the Cultural Revolution as a 

mistake. 

The official attitude towards the Cultural Revolution was set in the 

judgement on the period adopted by the CCP on 27 June 1981, in a document 
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33. Song Binbin appears in the 2003 US documentary Morning Sun (Carma Hinton, Geremie BarmŽ 
and Richard Gordon) with her features hidden in shadow, denying any involvement in the violence 
that led to Bian ZhongyunÕs death. She also claims the PeopleÕs Daily newspaper ran a prominent story 
reporting she had changed her name to Song Yaowu as per MaoÕs suggestion without consulting her. 
Song immigrated to the United States in the 1980s and is now an academic. Her apparently 
unapologetic stance on the events of August 1966 has generated some controversy in recent years. See 
for example Xujun Eberlein, ÒOn MaoÕs 114th Birthday, Past Catches Up to Former Red Guard 
Leader,Ó New America Media, 21 December 2007. 
http://news.newamericamedia.org/news/view_article.html?article_id=be87ff6c4b1b6142feb076155e
09c5ba 
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entitled Resolution on Certain Questions in the History of Our Party Since the Founding of the 

PeopleÕs Republic of China.34 Although the resolution ascribes some responsibility to 

Mao for initiating the Cultural Revolution, the excesses of the 1960s and Õ70s are 

blamed primarily on the ChairmanÕs wife Jiang Qing, and Lin Biao, an army general 

killed in a plane crash while fleeing China after allegedly plotting a coup in 1971. 

More striking than the shifting of blame from Mao to his subordinates is the 

complete absence of any reference to mass participation in the Cultural Revolution. 

The existence of the Red Guards is not even acknowledged in the document, let 

alone the violence they perpetrated across the country. The 1981 resolution reduces 

the upheavals of the period to a power struggle amongst the political elite, with the 

role of ordinary people as both perpetrators and victims of revolutionary terror 

completely effaced. As well as establishing the legitimacy of Deng XiaopingÕs 

leadership in the 1980s by placing all responsibility for the Cultural Revolution on the 

shoulders of DengÕs factional enemies, the resolution deliberately sidestepped the 

issue of justice or compensation for those outside the elite who suffered during the 

1960s and Õ70s by simply ignoring their experiences. This also forestalled the 

allocation of any responsibility for specific atrocities. In this context the 

memorialisation offered by Though I Am Gone becomes a political gesture of 

resistance against a deliberate amnesia engendered through official accounts of the 

Cultural Revolution era. 

Hu JieÕs film goes beyond simply marking out a space in which to 

remember the forgotten victims of 1966 however. Through various formal strategies 

he deliberately seeks to illustrate how close to the surface of contemporary Chinese 

life these events remain, despite the CCPÕs attempts to limit public consciousness of 
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Reader: The Reform Era (New York: Vintage Books, 1999), 37Ð49. 
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the Cultural Revolution and its repercussions. One of the ways he achieves this effect 

is by accompanying Wang Jingyao to many of the sites in which his wifeÕs 

persecution and murder played out, including the complex that housed her high 

school in 1966 and the apartment the couple lived in at the time. Standing in the 

stairwell of the block holding his former home, Wang points out the surfaces on 

which various big-character posters were pasted by Red Guards. His verbal account 

is intercut with his photographs of the posters from 1966. At BianÕs former school, 

they find the bathroom where Red Guards attempted to revive the teacher before 

throwing her battered, dying body into a rubbish cart. A detailed account of what 

transpired in the bathroom is provided by the former school cleaner Lin Mang. Hu 

Jie deliberately brings these events into the present not only by recording the 

remembrances of living witnesses, but also by framing the prosaic, everyday spaces in 

which these events occurred Ð spaces in which Beijingers continue to live and work 

today, often with no knowledge of what took place in and around their homes, 

offices, schools and streets. 

As in Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul, Hu Jie also makes a more concrete link 

between the events of the Maoist era and ChinaÕs contemporary political culture. 

Lingering fear, for example, continues to prevent many survivors of those years from 

speaking of their experiences. In Though I Am Gone, Hu recounts in voiceover how he 

managed to locate the author of a sympathetic, anonymous letter revealing the details 

of Bian ZhongyunÕs death that was sent to her husband days after the teacherÕs 

murder. Although Hu says the letter writer spoke to him, he or she refused to appear 

on camera with the comment that ÒIt was still not the right time.Ó Immediately after 

this, Wang Jingyao tells Hu on camera that some of BianÕs students were Òrelated to 

members of the Standing Committee of the Party.Ó Later Wang relates how attempts 

to bring BianÕs killers to justice after the Cultural Revolution were forestalled by the 
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courts, in what Wang claims was an example of Òofficials shielding officials.Ó These 

statements clearly imply that the rule of terror that characterised the Cultural 

Revolution years was not simply an aberration that was corrected with the removal of 

Jiang Qing and her cohorts from power after MaoÕs death. The period saw systematic 

and widespread brutality perpetrated by the children of senior Party members, many 

of whom were shielded from prosecution after the ascension of the post-Mao 

political order. 

The most emotive linking of the past and present comes in the filmÕs 

final sequence, in which Wang Jingyao pulls out an old suitcase in his small 

apartment. He wordlessly opens the case, pulls back a cloth covering its contents, 

and removes a small box holding a damaged wristwatch and a collection of pins. He 

points at one and comments to the camera, ÒHer school badge.Ó After pulling out 

several of his deceased wifeÕs personal effects, he comes to a lock of her hair nestled 

in the bottom of the box. He then opens another package, but when Hu asks Wang 

what it is, there is a prolonged pause as the old man blinks hesitantly at the camera. 

Finally he answers, ÒCotton pulled out of her mouth.Ó He then removes gauze and 

clothing from the suitcase. The clothing is stained with BianÕs blood from decades 

before. Her shirt still bears the Chinese character for ÒdownÓ (xia), presumably 

inscribed by the Red Guards on the day of her death. ÒItÕs been 39 years. Is this the 

first time youÕve opened it?Ó Hu asks, referring to the suitcase. ÒThe first time since 

then,Ó Wang replies. ÒThese clothes were wet [with mud and blood] last time I 

touched them.Ó Most of the interviews with Wang throughout the film have been 

shot in black and white, forming a connection between the old man and his black 

and white images of the 1960s. Several colour shots are inserted into this final 

sequence, most affectingly a close-up of BianÕs bloodstained clothing, turned red-

brown by the effects of time. This device subtly brings the echoes of August 1966, 
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and the pain and loss caused by the events of that month, into the present. It also 

gestures to the importance of preserving these artefacts. ÒSo you think all these items 

should be preserved in a future Cultural Revolution museum?Ó Hu asks from behind 

the camera. Wang looks straight at the filmmaker and replies, ÒOf course. Of 

course.Ó In the absence of such an institution, HuÕs film functions as a filmic 

memorialisation, a place to linger in and reflect upon the past, and publicly ÒexhibitÓ 

artefacts and articulate memories the authorities refuse to display in the physical 

space of a public museum. The filmÕs final shot is a black and white close-up of 

WangÕs aging stills camera resting on his bookshelf. Colour bleeds into the frame as a 

radio broadcast from the Cultural Revolution plays on the soundtrack, celebrating 

young peoplesÕ Òresolute attacks on the open and hidden representatives of the 

bourgeoisie.Ó Past and present are brought together, as the events of 40 years earlier 

Ð including official urgings to violence, and the image of artefacts from that time Ð 

are seen and heard in the present of Wang JingyaoÕs apartment. 

By beginning and ending the film with WangÕs camera, Hu subtly asserts 

the importance of private Chinese citizens staking a claim over the way their history 

is recorded and represented. It is here we can see a clear link between Ou NingÕs 

documentary efforts to create an Òalternative archiveÓ of events in contemporary 

China, and Hu JieÕs historically focused films. WangÕs images provide some of the 

only photographic traces of the violence perpetrated against teachers in late 1966, 

which has been almost completely written out of official accounts. Though I Am Gone 

seeks to convey the moral and ethical obligation to acknowledge these unofficial 

records as markers of important historical experiences, and remember the personal 

sufferings of individual Chinese people of which these records speak. This 

imperative to remember is conveyed by the filmÕs title, which implies an absence on 

the one hand, and unfinished business, the need for further action, on the other. 
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Further action for Wang Jingyao would undoubtedly include bringing his wifeÕs 

killers to justice. Any such move for the victims of the Cultural Revolution would 

implicate large sections of Chinese society, including figures closely tied to the 

political elite of the present, lending HuÕs historical reclamation a contemporary 

political edge. In challenging the historical accounts offered in ChinaÕs official public 

sphere, Hu JieÕs documentaries threaten the very foundations of the CCPÕs cultural 

and political hegemony, which is predicated on the PartyÕs supposed overwhelmingly 

positive role in Chinese history. It is for this reason the CCP goes to such lengths to 

limit the dissemination of unsanctioned historical works such as Hu JieÕs 

documentaries, and prevent the kind of critical reconsideration of ChinaÕs recent past 

that these films encourage. As such, HuÕs efforts represent some of the most 

politically loaded works produced within the alternative public sphere of independent 

documentary. 

A Growing Body of Historical Testimony 

Since Hu JieÕs pioneering efforts in the independent documentary realm, an 

increasing number of films have adopted an interpersonal interview style to probe 

various historical episodes in the history of the PeopleÕs Republic. Hu Jie himself has 

continued to delve into the atrocities of the Maoist period with his two most recent 

films. The East Wind State Farm (Guoying dongfeng nongchang, 2009) features numerous 

interviews with survivors from labour camps of the 1950s and Õ60s, while Spark 

(Xinghuo, 2013) revisits the production of the illegal publication that led to the 

imprisonment of Lin Zhao and a group of Lanzhou University academics at the end 

of the 1950s. Zhang DaliÕs Looking for the Lost Veterans of 1979 (Xunzhao 79 Yuezhan 

xiaoshi de laobing, 2008) interviews PeopleÕs Liberation Army veterans who 

participated in ChinaÕs 1979 punitive incursion into Vietnam, a costly operation that 
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sits uneasily within the patriotic education narrative of ChinaÕs historic victimisation 

at the hands of foreign military aggressors. The incursion has now been almost 

completely erased from public discourse. After completing West of the Tracks, Wang 

Bing embarked on a long-term project interviewing survivors of the notorious 

Jiabiangou labour camp in northwest Gansu Province, where an estimated 2,500 of 

3,000 imprisoned Rightists starved to death in the famine of the early 1960s. One of 

WangÕs interviews was released as the documentary Fengming: A Chinese Memoir (He 

Fengming, 2007), comprising continuous verbal testimony across nearly three hours of 

screen time from a Rightist whose husband starved to death in the camp. FengmingÕs 

relentless, prolonged retelling of the enormous suffering caused by MaoÕs 

persecutions has clearly been influenced by Claude LanzmannÕs similarly relentless 

Shoah. Wang has also turned his research on the events at Jiabiangou into a dramatic 

feature film, The Ditch (Jiabiangou, 2010), in which non-professional performers enact 

stories taken directly from survivorsÕ testimonies in a re-created version of Jiabiangou 

located not far from the campÕs original site. WangÕs film reflects the increasingly 

imaginative and reflective deployment of personalised historical testimonies in 

Chinese independent cinema. 

Reflecting on this growing body of historical testimony on screen, Hu Jie 

has written about the central role of publicly shared individualised memories in the 

struggle to broaden the terms of public discourse in contemporary China. In 2008 

Hu wrote: 

I think one important function of the independent documentary is to 

ensure that those in power no longer monopolise the acts of memory 

and oversight. These are important elements in fostering a civil 
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society, and therein, perhaps, lies the importance and vitality of the 

independent documentary.35 

For Hu, diversifying public historical representations is central to the longer-term 

aim of fostering a civil society in which views and experiences are able to be 

circulated that lie beyond the imperatives of the party-state. 

There is evidence that HuÕs films have had some impact on the terms of 

public discourse in ChinaÕs official public sphere, despite active efforts by the 

authorities to suppress public screenings and dissemination of his work. As noted in 

the previous chapter, the entire Yunfest independent film festival was cancelled in 

2007 when Though I Am Gone was included in its program.36 Nevertheless, HuÕs work 

has circulated by other means. After completing Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul, the 

filmmaker managed to reach audiences by travelling around China screening the film 

in universities and art galleries.37 As will be discussed in the next chapter, one of 

these screenings had a significant impact on the academic Ai Xiaoming and led to her 

taking up a camera to make her own independent documentaries. Like much other 

independent work, HuÕs films have also reached some Chinese audiences via 

screenings in Hong Kong. It is difficult to assess the reach of hand-to-hand DVD 

distribution, but Hu Jie freely burns DVDs of his work for anyone who requests 

copies. Online reach is also hard to measure, but the films have periodically appeared 

on the Internet before being removed or simply blocked by the authorities. There is 

considerable evidence that via these diffuse channels, awareness of Lin ZhaoÕs story 

amongst the Chinese public has grown significantly since Hu Jie finished his 

documentary. Two of ChinaÕs more liberal newspapers, China Youth News (Zhongguo 

qingnian bao) and Southern Weekly (aka Southern Weekend, Zhoumo nanfang), ran articles on 
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35. Hu Jie, ÒMemory Loss,Ó trans. David Bandurski, Index on Censorship 37:2 (2008): 73. 
36. Li, ÒVirtual Museums,Ó 541. 
37. Pan, Out of MaoÕs Shadow, 77. 
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LinÕs life in the years after HuÕs film, with the first of these pieces drawing directly on 

HuÕs research.38 These articles seem to have been the first acknowledgement of Lin 

ZhaoÕs story in ChinaÕs official press. Annual gatherings on the anniversary of LinÕs 

execution at the grave where her ashes are now buried have become common, a fact 

surprisingly acknowledged by the English-language edition of the state-owned Global 

Times newspaper in 2012.39 That same year, ChinaÕs bestselling novelist and most 

widely read blogger, Han Han, commemorated LinÕs death with a post on Weibo, the 

Chinese equivalent of Twitter.40 A middle school teacher named Pan Lu was detained 

by police when he tried to attend the annual graveside gathering in 2013, and was 

placed in a psychiatric hospital when he requested an apology for his arbitrary 

detention.41 These episodes indicate that in a gradual, incremental fashion, Hu JieÕs 

independent documentary work has succeeded in restoring some knowledge of this 

long-suppressed human subject to the consciousness of a growing section of the 

Chinese public. 

HuÕs work has played a similar role in a slowly gathering public debate 

regarding questions of individual responsibility in relation to the atrocities of the 

Cultural Revolution. In January 2014, The Beijing News (Xinjing bao) newspaper 

reported that former Red Guard Song Binbin had returned to her former high school 

and apologised for not preventing the violent death of Deputy Headmistress Bian 
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38. Jiang Fei, ÒXunzhao Lin ZhaoÓ (ÒThe Search for Lin ZhaoÓ), Zhongguo qingnian bao (China Youth 
News), 11 August 2004. http://zqb.cyol.com/content/2004-08/11/content_926077.htm; 
and Fu Guoyong, ÒDu Lin Zhao shisiwan yan shuÓ (ÒReading Lin ZhaoÕs 140,000 Word BookÓ), 
Nanfang Zhoumo (Southern Weekly), 1 May 2008. 
http://mjlsh.usc.cuhk.edu.hk/book.aspx?cid=7&tid=13&pid=646&aid=647 
39. Xuyang Jingjing, ÒRestoring Sanity to LinÕs Story,Ó Global Times, 9 May 2012. 
http://www.globaltimes.cn/NEWS/tabid/99/ID/708652/Restoring-sanity-to-Lins-story.aspx  
40. Staff reporter, ÒDeath of Dissident Writer Lin Zhao Remembered,Ó Want China Times, 30 April 
2012. http://www.wantchinatimes.com/news-subclass-
cnt.aspx?cid=1101&MainCatID=&id=20120430000049 
41. CHRD, ÒChina Human Rights Briefing,Ó CHRDnet.com, posted 15Ð17 May 2013. 
http://deflect.chrdnet.com/2013/05/chrb-political-prisoners-zhu-yufu-and-xie-fulin-critically-ill-515-
17-2013/ 
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Zhongyun, the incident Hu details in Though I Am Gone.42 Song stopped short of 

admitting any part in BianÕs actual murder, but her apology is the latest of several 

recent public acknowledgements of the violence of 1966Ð67 and admissions of 

culpability by former Red Guards. Another prominent Beijing Red Guard of the 

period, Chen Xiaolu, made a similar public apology at his former school in late 

2013.43 It is unclear if HuÕs film played a direct part in prompting any of these 

actions, but coverage of Song BinbinÕs speech in a Chinese newspaper indicates that 

unofficial reflections on the nationÕs recent history are beginning to be mirrored in 

small-scale articles appearing in ChinaÕs official public sphere. 

_______________________ 

This chapter has considered how HuÕs independent documentaries have contributed 

to a wider ongoing project that has been taken up by increasing numbers of Chinese 

citizens to restore the historical experiences of ordinary Chinese people to the public 

realm where they might be shared, remembered and help inform the countryÕs future. 

This project is an attempt to counter the ÒChinese amnesiaÓ described by Fang Lizhi, 

engineered by the Chinese party-state in order to limit public consciousness of 

certain events in ChinaÕs recent past, while emphasising the public remembrance of 

other incidents that can be incorporated into the CCPÕs master narrative of national 

advancement under the partyÕs exclusive rule. Within the growing body of unofficial 

oral histories being produced in China, HuÕs documentaries are distinguished by the 

explicit political inflection the director lends the act of historical recounting. In 

Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul, this is primarily expressed in the reclamation of an 

alternative public discourse that intellectuals of the 1950s attempted to forge in the 
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42. Xinjing Bao, ÒZai bu daoqian jiu mei jihui leÓ (ÒNo Apology Now, No More ChancesÓ), Xinjing 
bao (Beijing News), 13 January 2014. 
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midst of an increasingly totalitarian culture. This discourse comprised views that 

questioned and critiqued the anti-democratic tendencies writers saw rapidly 

hardening as the CCP shored up its control of Chinese society in the latter half of the 

1950s. HuÕs film constructs Lin Zhao as a symbol of this lost critical intellectual 

tradition, the memory of which the filmmaker clearly believes needs to be reclaimed 

and reconsidered in light of ChinaÕs contemporary situation. Though I Am Gone 

explores the importance of private, subjective historical records, and the potential for 

such records to help reveal buried aspects of the experiences endured by ordinary 

Chinese citizens during the Maoist years. The film also illustrates how Mao condoned 

and encouraged the murderous acts of Red Guards in the weeks following Bian 

ZhongyunÕs murder, and implies that those involved in the violence of 1966 remain 

in positions of power in todayÕs China. In these ways HuÕs films fundamentally 

challenge the image constantly iterated in ChinaÕs official public sphere of a unified 

people and party, living under a uniform set of historical experiences characterised 

primarily by sufferings inflicted by foreigners. His work also disrupts the official line 

that the Cultural Revolution was a ÒmistakeÓ perpetrated by figures such as MaoÕs 

wife working to undermine the CCP. As such, Hu JieÕs independent documentaries 

have played an important part in incrementally undermining the party-stateÕs 

hegemony over the way history is publicly represented, discussed and remembered in 

todayÕs China.



 

 



 

 

4. The Right to be Public and a Public 
with Rights 

This chapter will focus on the work of documentarian Ai Xiaoming, who has 

employed similar stylistic strategies to Hu Jie to represent contemporary social issues 

from a grassroots perspective in her films. Where Hu JieÕs documentaries contest the 

terms of the historical discourse promoted by the Chinese party-state, Ai Xiaoming 

draws on the philosophy and rhetoric of the Chinese Rights Defence Movement 

(Weiquan yundong) to critique the widely publicised claims of CCP leaders regarding 

the rule of law in contemporary China.1 It will be argued that many of the implicit 

values regarding the right to personal choice and expression that underlie 

independent documentary culture in the digital era overlap significantly with the aims 

and philosophy of ChinaÕs Rights Defence Movement, resulting in a degree of 

convergence between these two unsanctioned cultures in terms of ideas, actions and 

personnel. Ai XiaomingÕs work is a prime example of this convergence, although 

points of contact are evident in all the socially engaged documentaries discussed in 

this thesis. 

Initially inspired by Hu JieÕs Lin Zhao documentary on the one hand and 

the online reaction to Sun ZhigangÕs 2003 death in custody on the other, Ai 

Xiaoming took up a camera in the mid-2000s to help publicise other unreported 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1. For example, at the end of 2013 the Communist Party issued guidelines for Òbolstering core 
socialist values,Ó which were said to include Òjustice and the rule of law.Ó Xinhua, ÒChina Focus: 
China Promotes Core Socialist Values,Ó XinuaNet.com, posted 24 December 2013. 
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2013-12/24/c_132990379.htm 
In February 2013 Xinhua reported the Political Bureau of the Central Committee, under the new 
General Secretary and President Xi Jinping, Òheld a meeting on promoting ChinaÕs rule of law.Ó 
Xinhua, ÒCPC Promoting Rule of Law,Ó XinhuaNet.com, posted 25 February 2013. 
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/video/2013-02/25/c_132190407.htm 
In discussing key future tasks at the Communist PartyÕs 18th National Congress in September 2012, 
the then-Premier Wen Jiabao stated that the Party must Òenhance democracy, optimise the legal 
system and practice the rule of law.Ó See Xinhua, ÒWen Jiabao Pinpoints Key Tasks Facing China in 
Five Years,Ó XinhuaNet.com, posted 9 November 2012. 
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/special/18cpcnc/2012-11/09/c_131962984.htm 
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instances of injustice she saw taking place around her. This connected her 

filmmaking directly with the Rights Defence Movement from her debut, and many 

of her films depict the work of legal practitioners and grassroots activists who 

identify themselves as rights defenders. Ai constructs an Òactivist modeÓ of address 

in her documentaries that is intended to foster a broad public sympathetic to the 

ideals of the Rights Defence Movement and encourage further discussions and 

action beyond the viewing of each film. Through her representations of ordinary 

Chinese attempting to assert their legal rights in the face of an authoritarian party-

state and compromised legal system, Ai traces the rise of the ÒcitizenÓ in 

contemporary China, a subjectivity fundamentally at odds with the passive, collective 

subjectivity of the Òthe peopleÓ or ÒmassesÓ addressed by the public discourse of the 

party-state. The notion of Òrights defenceÓ (weiquan) is crucial to this concept of the 

citizen in AiÕs work. 

The first section of this chapter will discuss the development of the 

Rights Defence Movement since the early 2000s, and the ways in which independent 

documentary, and AiÕs work in particular, intersect and overlap with this movementÕs 

aims and activities. The section will detail how rights defence lawyers have attempted 

to exploit constitutionally guaranteed civil rights to limit the power of the party-state 

through the courts, and carve a space for further legal and political reform. The 

second section of this chapter will analyse several key examples of AiÕs work Ð Taishi 

Village (Taishi cun, 2005), The Central Plains (Zhongyuan jishi, 2006) and Care and Love 

(GuanÕai zhi jia, 2007) Ð to show how Ai constructs an activist mode of address in her 

representation of social issues from a rights defence perspective. Employing a similar 

testimonial style to Hu Jie mixed with an involved, on-the-spot observation of 

events, AiÕs films frame her on-screen subjects as protagonistic agents engaged in 

attempts to assert their rights and resist abuses of power through the courts, 
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community-based organisations and various forms of public protest. The final part 

of this chapter will consider the broader impact of independent documentaries in the 

activist mode in contemporary China, and the future potential for reform based on 

the rights defence model. 

Documentary and the Rights Defence Movement 

ChinaÕs Rights Defence Movement has developed in the post-Maoist era in response 

to a basic contradiction in the countryÕs legal system between legally enshrined civil 

rights and the political supremacy of the Chinese Communist Party. In the 

totalitarian culture of the Maoist period the judiciary and legal codes were totally 

marginalised, but in the 1980s efforts were initiated by the party-state to strengthen 

the courts system and introduce new laws. These efforts were partly in reaction to 

the perceived anarchy of the Cultural Revolution and partly in order to create greater 

certainty for private businesses and foreign investment as the Chinese economy was 

marketised and opened up. The new constitution of the PeopleÕs Republic of China 

promulgated in 1982 enshrined a large number of rights for Chinese citizens, 

including: Òfreedom of speech, of the press, of assembly, of association, of 

procession and of demonstrationÓ (Article 35); Òthe right to criticize and make 

suggestions to any state organ or functionaryÓ (Article 41); and Òthe freedom to 

engage in scientific research, literary and artistic creation and other cultural pursuitsÓ 

(Article 47).2 However, these rights are seemingly contradicted by Article 1, which 

reads in part, ÒSabotage of the socialist system by any organisation or individual is 

prohibited.Ó3 ÒSabotageÓ is not defined, providing room for a catch-all interpretation 
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that encompasses any act of dissent. A more serious contradiction exists around the 

constitutional enshrinement of the rule of law. Article 5 states ÒNo organisation or 

individual may enjoy the privilege of being above the Constitution and the law.Ó4 

This commitment is compromised by the wording of the constitutionÕs preamble, 

which grants the Communist Party a privileged position by repeatedly stressing the 

Òleadership of the Communist Party of China.Ó One crucial passage reads: 

Under the leadership of the Communist Party of China and the 

guidance of Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought, the 

Chinese people of all nationalities will continue to adhere to the 

peopleÕs democratic dictatorship and follow the socialist road.5 

The tension in the constitution between the enshrined dominance of the Communist 

Party over Chinese life and the rule of law has underlain the development of ChinaÕs 

legal system throughout the post-Mao period. It has allowed Chinese leaders to 

rhetorically promote the rule of law and an independent judiciary, while 

simultaneously asserting the supremacy of the CCP over the legal system. This stance 

was clearly articulated by the President of ChinaÕs Supreme Court Xiao Yang in 2007, 

when he told the Chinese press: 

The power of the courts to adjudicate independently does not mean 

at all independence from the Party. It is the opposite Ð the 

embodiment of a high degree of responsibility in relation to Party 

undertakings.6 
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XiaoÕs interpretation of independence was reiterated by President Xi Jinping soon 

after coming to power in 2012. In widely reported comments made to a Beijing 

meeting on legal work in January 2014, Xi encouraged impartial enforcement of the 

law while calling for Òa greater role of the Communist Party of China in guiding the 

countryÕs political and legal affairs.Ó7 He also stressed that Òlegal workers should 

maintain absolute loyalty to the Party.Ó8 In conjunction with these statements the 

party-state has forestalled any moves to establish a constitutional court to adjudicate 

the contradictions in the constitution, and officials who publicly advocated 

constitutionalism in the early 2000s have been removed from their posts.9 At the 

same time, the ambiguity of the nationÕs highest legal document and CCP leadersÕ 

rhetorical promotion of the rule of law has provided some room for those looking to 

restrain the power of the party-state through litigation. 

This is the context from which the Rights Defence Movement emerged 

around the turn of this century, in the form of a loose group of lawyers seeking to 

use the legal system to assert citizensÕ civil rights and restrain the party-stateÕs 

exercise and abuse of power. Central to their work was the belief that the courts 

should function as an arena in which the rights enshrined in the 1982 constitution are 

enforced and protected. The Sun Zhigang case detailed in chapter two, in which a 

young professional in Guangzhou was detained and beaten to death after failing to 

produce a residence permit, was crucial in galvanising the Rights Defence Movement 

and raising hopes that appeals to constitutional rights could be the basis for bringing 

about change. Once the story of SunÕs death broke and was spread on the Internet, 

three lawyers submitted a petition to the National PeopleÕs Congress Standing 
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Committee arguing that the Òdetention and repatriationÓ regulations under which 

Sun had been detained violated the constitution on several counts.10 The petition and 

widespread public outcry over SunÕs death led to the abolition of the regulations 

within weeks. As will be detailed later in this chapter, two of the lawyers involved in 

this petition Ð Xu Zhiyong and Teng Biao Ð have been central figures in the Rights 

Defence Movement in the years since. This early victory in identifying and 

campaigning for the abolition of unconstitutional laws illustrates the close 

relationship between the Right Defence Movement and the rise of unsanctioned 

public discourse in the digital era. As noted in chapter two, without the relatively 

unregulated online space the story of Sun ZhigangÕs death could have been quickly 

suppressed by the authorities, as had happened with earlier reports of other deaths in 

similar circumstances. Even if sympathetic lawyers had been able to hear about the 

case, it is unlikely their petition would have succeeded without the widespread public 

outrage over SunÕs death that was expressed through unofficial public channels. 

Just as online public discourse has changed the formerly one-way 

communicative dynamic between the party-state and Chinese citizens, Eva Pils 

argues that the Rights Defence MovementÕs philosophical investment in an 

independent judiciary reflects a fundamental shift in legal conceptions of the 

relationship between individuals and the Chinese state.11 Historically, in both the 

dynastic order prior to 1911 and in the republics that have followed, seeking redress 

for injustice in China has often taken the form of petitioning the state by submitting 

a grievance. Pils points out that this process takes the stateÕs right to determine what 

is morally and politically right for granted, and allows little room for a conception of 
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justice outside the prerogatives of the nationÕs leaders.12 Under this system, past state 

rulings may be reappraised, but only in light of changes to the prevailing political 

outlook.13 For example, under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping in the late 1970s, it 

was decided that many who had been condemned in the Anti-Rightist Campaign of 

the late 1950s were not in fact Rightists. This reversal did not imply that the state had 

violated the legal rights of those who had criticised the CCP. Rather, the reversal 

took place because by the late 1970s some of the criticisms earlier directed at MaoÕs 

regime corresponded to the views of the post-Mao leadership. Consequently, it was 

deemed that those holding such views should no longer be considered Rightists. The 

fundamental right of the state to ascribe labels in this manner was not brought into 

question by the reappraisal, and the general right of individuals to engage in criticism 

of the regime was in no way upheld. While the submitting of grievances to try and 

change past judgements is still common in China, the notion of legal rights that exist 

independent of the state and that may even be in opposition to the prerogatives of 

the government has been steadily gaining ground in China since the 1990s. The 

stateÕs own fostering of a legalistic order, especially in the 1990s and early 2000s, has 

played an important part in changing attitudes towards law and justice, as has the 

influence of Western legal thinking.14 Various Chinese legal theorists, notably 

Professor Xia Yong, have also attempted to develop a theory of rights that combines 

Western notions of universal equality before the law with Confucian principles of 

benevolence, righteousness, moral autonomy and the individualÕs spiritual capacity 

for growth.15 Meanwhile, self-identified Òright defence lawyersÓ (weiquan lŸshi) have 

utilised the 1982 constitution to try and protect the legal rights of ordinary citizens by 
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judicial means. Pils notes that this assertion of rights through the courts is 

Òassociated with less supplicant, less submissive, more defiant behaviour than 

submitting grievances.Ó16 She alludes to the strong links between the Rights Defence 

Movement and unofficial public discourse in the digital era by pointing out that 

rights defence is often associated with Òa strong emphasis on public controversy and 

open and sustained disagreement, potentially over matters of principle.Ó17 Rights 

defence assumes ambiguities in the constitution should be resolved in favour of legal 

codes over the prerogatives of the party-state, which in turn implies the need for a 

public space in which ideas, views and values in conflict with party-state prerogatives 

can be publicly expressed and debated. It is for this reason that the Rights Defence 

Movement is intimately linked to the broader push for a more open and inclusive 

public sphere. 

Given the close relationship between the Rights Defence Movement and 

the push for a more inclusive, heterogeneous public sphere in China, it is 

unsurprising that the movement also overlaps with sections of the independent 

documentary community in terms of its concerns, general philosophy and personnel. 

As noted in chapters one and two, a number of those involved in the unofficial 

public screening culture that developed with the arrival of digital technologies Ð such 

as Jia Zhangke and Ou Ning Ð viewed the culture as a reassertion of rights related to 

freedom of choice and individual autonomy. The Rights Defence MovementÕs rise 

was roughly concurrent with the development of this unofficial screening culture and 

the subsequent expansion of the independent production sector under the auspices 

of digital video technologies. Just as DVDs, the Internet, digital cameras, 

computerised editing software and digital projectors have facilitated the creation of 
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an alternative public sphere in the realm of documentary production and viewing, the 

Internet and modern telecommunication technologies have been crucial to 

facilitating rights defence as a coherent and self-conscious social movement.18 The 

chronic social issues that have contributed to many of the abuses that the Rights 

Defence Movement seeks to address also overlap significantly with the core subject 

matter of ChinaÕs socially engaged independent documentaries. These include 

massive social inequality, widespread forced evictions and land requisitions, recurrent 

food safety scandals, and the spread of HIV/AIDS through unregulated blood 

collections.19 All these issues are evident in Chinese documentaries made over the 

past ten to fifteen years.  

Prominent rights theorist and activist Li Xiaorong also argues that an 

important unifying element underlying rights defence actions is that they play out in 

the realm of minjian, defined by Li as Òthe non-governmental sphere orÉ the grey 

space between official and non-official rule, where public interest is pursued by 

neither the government nor private, profit-driven forces.Ó20 For Li, minjian comprises 

spaces informed by values that do not necessarily conform to those of the state or 

private business, a conception that bares close resemblance to Sebastian VegÕs 

definition of minjian in relation to independent filmmaking cited in the introduction 

to this thesis. Veg conceptualises minjian as those prosaic, everyday spaces in which 

ordinary individuals Òare subjected to the public gaze and the great institutions that 

control modern life, but in which they try to give voice to their individual values.Ó21 

Looking at Li and VegÕs definitions together, it becomes apparent that the individual 

values that Veg writes of, frequently expressed to the camera in independent 
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documentaries, also inform many responses to instances of injustice in contemporary 

China within a rights defence framework. Both individual and collective rights are 

frequently threatened by the arbitrary actions of a state that in practice defines the 

public interest solely in terms of national economic and political strength, irrespective 

of constitutional guarantees regarding individual rights or legal protections offered to 

citizens under other laws. To cite an example Ai Xiaoming deals with in her 

documentary Taishi Village, rapid urban expansion is central to the stateÕs model of 

top-down economic growth. Massive land seizures of agricultural areas around major 

cities are necessary to sustain this expansion and are actively carried out by the 

authorities in a manner that frequently violates farmersÕ constitutional rights and 

national laws. When groups of individuals respond to these actions in a unified, 

coherent way to protect their legal rights they are, in effect, constituting the public of 

the Rights Defence Movement. If rights defence is the broad credo under which this 

movement has attempted to affect social change and legal reform, independent 

documentary making is one of the means by which this public has attempted to 

publicise its views and actions through channels lying outside ChinaÕs official public 

sphere. 

A concern with representing views and experiences in the realm of 

minjian related to legal rights is evident to varying degrees in many contemporary 

independent documentaries, such as the struggle for just compensation depicted in 

Ou NingÕs Meishi Street, detailed in chapter two. Many of Zhao LiangÕs on-screen 

subjects in Petition, discussed in chapter five, are also involved in legal disputes. Few 

documentary makers have aligned their work with the Rights Defence Movement as 

explicitly as Ai Xiaoming however. An academic since the 1980s, Ai became involved 

in documentary making with the aim of creating films that Ògrasp, record, and 

communicateÓ the situations of people involved in rights defence, and she has 
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explicitly stated, ÒMy documentaries are a part of ChinaÕs fledgling Rights Defence 

Movement: their content and influence belong to that social movement.Ó22 Through 

her films Ai has sought to contribute to and further the unofficial public discourse 

circulating in China that addresses the public invested in the aims of the Rights 

Defence Movement. AiÕs documentaries publicise the experiences of those involved 

in the rights struggle by recording the testimonies of ordinary Chinese citizens who 

have suffered from abuses of power or had their legal rights denied under ChinaÕs 

compromised legal system. Her films question the basic assumptions underlying 

ChinaÕs state-corporate hegemony by interrogating the negative impact of political 

authoritarianism on peopleÕs life experiences and the operations of Chinese courts. 

Like many in ChinaÕs Rights Defence Movement, Ai cites the death of 

Sun Zhigang in 2003 as a turning point in terms of her participation in public 

activism.23 Ai was living in Guangzhou at the time of Sun ZhigangÕs murder, having 

taken up a role in the cityÕs Sun Yatsen University (Zhongshan Daxue) in 1994 in the 

hope of escaping what had become an increasingly restricted academic environment 

in Beijing following the unrest of 1989.24 Ai was moved to write an article about the 

Sun Zhigang case, but claims newspapers refused to publish her piece. Instead she 

turned to the less regulated online space that was just beginning to open up at the 

time.25 It was her interactions in the online world that led to her first documentary, 

Garden in Heaven (Tiantang huayuan), co-directed with Hu Jie in 2005. At a memorial 

website for Sun Zhigang, Ai came across the story of Huang Jing, a young school 

teacher who died in February 2003 during a night spent with her boyfriend. Police 

found she had died of cardiac arrest, but HuangÕs mother maintained she had died 
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from sexual violence inflicted by her boyfriend after refusing sexual intercourse. Ai 

Xiaoming had recently invited Hu Jie to screen his documentary Searching for Lin 

ZhaoÕs Soul at her university, and was inspired by HuÕs film to make a documentary 

about the Huang Jing case in an attempt to stimulate public debate. As she recalled in 

an interview: 

I felt that if we could make a film about the Huang case like Hu JieÕs 

on Lin Zhao, we might be able to reach a wider public. When people 

saw it, they might be drawn in to participate and discuss the case, as 

with Sun Zhigang.26 

After screening his Lin Zhao film, Hu Jie had assisted Ai in making a short film 

about a Òdate rapeÓ that had occurred at Sun Yatsen University entitled White Ribbon 

(Bai sidai, 2004). They also worked together on a film version of a production of The 

Vagina Monologues that Ai had staged with her students.27 They then worked together 

on AiÕs feature-length documentary about the Huang Jing case, and have since 

continued to collaborate on many of AiÕs films. The inspiration Ai received from Hu 

JieÕs work, and the collaborative relationship the two of them have since forged, is a 

prime example of the way independent documentaries in China often generate 

further filmmaking activities, as viewers realise it is possible to pick up a camera, 

make their own films and place views and experiences on screen that are excluded 

from the official public sphere of film and television. 

In her first feature-length documentary, Ai constructs a mode of 

audience address she has since utilised in much of her work. Garden in Heaven opens 

with Ai visiting the home village of Sun Zhigang to interview the dead youthÕs 

relatives. SunÕs uncle speaks to camera of the authoritiesÕ attempts to cover up SunÕs 
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murder, while his grandfather shows SunÕs personal effects to the filmmaker. The 

sequence works directly on the viewerÕs emotions, with a scene of SunÕs father 

weeping for his Òdear sonÓ followed by a series of photographs of Sun growing up 

set to mournful music. Following this prologue, an inter-title and voiceover from Ai 

posits the main part of the film as a first-person response to a plea for help. The 

voiceover and text state: 

In June 2003 I read a letter calling for help on the memorial website 

for Sun Zhigang. It read, ‘Those who have helped Sun Zhigang 

please help me.’ A year later I started working with Hu Jie and we 

documented the story. 

This opening immediately establishes the filmmaker as a subjective voice, actively 

responding to the words of her on-screen subjects. Ai’s opening also links the Huang 

Jing case with another well-known case of abuse by the authorities. Both Ai 

Xiaoming and Hu Jie frequently appear on camera throughout, participating in 

Huang Jing’s mother’s campaign to try and discover the truth of what happened to 

her daughter. 

The mode of audience address Ai constructs in Garden in Heaven can be 

regarded as an “activist mode,” in that it embodies an overtly subjective position that 

is in opposition to the official view of the Huang Jing case. The film also tries to 

convince the viewer of the justness of this perspective and the shortcomings of 

China’s police and judicial processes. It does not, however, achieve this by simply 

foregrounding the didactic voice of the filmmaker. As Ai has explained in an 

interview: 

It’s not that we have the privilege to give these people a voice… 

ordinary people are not like some stereotypes which say that they are 

illiterate, they have no voice, they should be given a voice. The voices 
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are always already there… I identified my camera partly as their 

camera. I would say to them, ÔIÕm a volunteer. IÕm making a 

documentary. Just feel like you have a camera, you have a video 

studio. Tell me what kind of program you would like me to make 

[original emphasis].28 

AiÕs role is primarily one of facilitator, providing access to an alternative public 

sphere via her camera in which the voices of ordinary people can be publicised. Her 

approach is evident in the way she gradually layers the views and experiences of 

ordinary individuals expressed through interviews. In the process she shows how 

these views and experiences often run counter to those publicised in the official 

public sphere, which invariably reflect the views of the police and judiciary. At times 

Ai even sacrifices a certain amount of clarity in her work in order to foreground a 

heterogeneous range of views and experiences on screen. This reflects one of the 

central aims of the Right Defence Movement, which is to empower those who have 

traditionally had little or no access to power in China, either at the level of 

representation or legal rights. Again we can see an overlap here between the Rights 

Defence Movement and the interpersonal approach common in independent 

documentaries of the digital era that foregrounds voices excluded from the official 

public sphere. This concern with marginalised voices is also one of the reasons that 

much of AiÕs work focuses on events in rural areas. As rights theorist Professor Xia 

Yong notes, rural experiences have been central to the development of the Rights 

Defence Movement because farmers have long been ChinaÕs most disempowered 

class and the countryside has seen some of the worst legal violations of the reform 
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period.29 As will be detailed shortly, Ai also actively encourages inter-class 

identification in her films by linking struggles in the countryside with abuses 

perpetrated against urbanites. In these ways Ai’s films, like the Rights Defence 

Movement generally, attempt to foster a broad public bound by shared values based 

on the protection of legal rights and an independent legal system, thereby providing 

the basis for the reform of existing Chinese political and legal institutions. 

Although many aspects of the activist mode Ai has developed in her 

documentary practice are evident in her first film, Garden in Heaven is somewhat 

compromised by the fact that the truth of what happened to Huang Jing is never 

conclusively proven. A lot of the evidence relating to the case is destroyed by the 

authorities during the course of filming. Although there is much that appears legally 

dubious in the police handling of the case, ultimately insufficient evidence is available 

for the filmmaker or audience to judge what really took place on the night of Huang 

Jing’s death. The documentary’s focus is also blurred by Ai’s desire to encompass a 

quite disparate range of issues related to the case, including the disputed 

circumstances of Huang’s death, the more general topic of sexual abuse in China, the 

incompetence and suspected corruption of the police, and the authorities’ efforts to 

forestall any reopening of the investigation. Nevertheless, Garden in Heaven is notable 

for being markedly more critical of the Chinese authorities than what was usual in 

Chinese independent documentaries up to that time. Along with Hu Jie’s Searching for 

Lin Zhao’s Soul, Ai’s debut marked a turn in independent documentary towards very 

self-consciously addressing and attempting to constitute a public bound by views and 

values at odds with those that dominate China’s official public sphere. As Ai herself 

has stated, her aim in making the film was to generate public discussion about the 

case and the police findings that had been publicised through official channels. 
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This section has traced the ways in which independent documentary 

intersected with many of the concerns of the nascent Rights Defence Movement in 

the early to mid-2000s, just at the time that independent film moved from an 

underground practice to the basis of an alternative public sphere. Ai Xiaoming was 

representative of the convergence between a socially engaged strand of documentary 

practice and the Rights Defence Movement, in that she was drawn to documentary 

making via her involvement in online activism related to the landmark Sun Zhigang 

case. The provocative form of activist address she began developing in her first 

major documentary, Garden in Heaven, was more successfully deployed in her next 

film, Taishi Village, which will be analysed in the following section. 

Provoking an Interclass Response: Taishi Village 

Land requisitions and forced relocations of residents have been a central concern of 

the Rights Defence Movement and one of the most contentious issues in 

contemporary China, provoking frequent protest actions in both urban and rural 

areas. One significant aspect of the problem has involved villages being swallowed by 

rapidly expanding cities, particularly around China’s megalopolises such as 

Guangzhou, Shanghai and Beijing. Boris Svartzman notes: 

Between 1996 and 2006, the area of land occupied by Chinese cities 

grew by 50 per cent, and over 80 per cent of urban expansion took 

place in the developed regions of the east through the requisition of 

arable land.30 

Despite the widespread nature of land requisitions in both rural and urban areas, the 

Rights Defence Movement has to some extent been prevented from evolving a 

unified response to this issue by the party-state’s skilful deployment of different laws 
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and regulations in relation to different social groups. In urban areas legal recognition 

of individual property rights has meant that redevelopment has generally prompted 

individual activism amongst city dwellers seeking to protect the economic worth of 

their real estate.31 Zhang Jinli’s struggle in Meishi Street is a good example of this kind 

of activism. In addition, when city dwellers are forcibly relocated it is generally within 

urban areas. In contrast, when villages are appropriated for absorption into 

expanding cities, the loss of agricultural lands means farmers lose their means of 

support and must adjust to a new, radically different urban lifestyle. Ongoing 

collective ownership of agricultural lands also means that struggles in the countryside 

have generally revolved around the protection of collective village farming rights in 

the face of land requisitions facilitated by corrupt village committees.32 It is for this 

reason that governance issues and farming rights are intimately connected in rural 

areas. 

Every rural settlement in China is run by a village committee, which by 

law is supposed to be democratically elected. Local residents can also legally recall 

these committees at any time, as Ai Xiaoming outlines in voiceover and inter-titles in 

the opening moments of her second documentary, Taishi Village. In practice, 

committee elections are often characterised by corruption or manipulation, or do not 

take place at all. When rural communities on the edge of growing cities face urban 

encroachment, village committees often work with local authorities and developers 

to forcibly relocate residents for little or no compensation. This is usually a relatively 

easy operation since the land is not individually owned and the committees 

themselves are entrusted with management of village holdings. Figures quoted by 
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Svartzman indicate the scale of forced rural relocations and the attendant abuses: 

Since the strengthening of economic reforms in 1992, about 3 million 

farmers per year have seen their collective land requisitioned, or 

about 60 million people since the resumption of reforms… between 

1995 and 2005, about 600,000 cases of violation of peasants’ rights 

were recorded by the People’s Supreme Court. Over the same period, 

65 per cent of ‘mass protests’ are said to have been linked to 

expropriation problems.33 

This is the context in which Ai Xiaoming made Taishi Village. Following the 

filmmaker’s reading of the national law on the recall of village committees that opens 

the film, shots of a busy multilane freeway skirting the entrance to Taishi Village 

make clear that this is a formerly rural area rapidly being subsumed by a growing 

Guangzhou. Ai explains in voiceover that on 29 July 2005, 400 of the villagers filed a 

petition to recall their village committee director, as permitted under Article 16 of the 

Rural Villagers Organisation Law. The reasons for the recall are then explained on 

camera by a range of villagers. They claim that since 1992, village lands have 

gradually been sold off to developers by the committee with no consultation. One 

local states, “We haven’t had a village meeting for more than 10 years. No decision 

was made by a villagers meeting regarding either land requisitions or land sales… 

Villagers are kept away from all meetings.” They further claim that some of the sold 

land has lain fallow for years, in violation of regulations stating that lands not in use 

should revert to the villagers for cultivation. Other stretches of farmland have had 

factories constructed on them, which farmers claim have seriously polluted the 

streams running through the settlement. 
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Ai then relates in voiceover that shortly after the recall petition was filed, 

an attempted break-in occurred at the village finance office where records of the land 

sales were stored. This prompted a round-the-clock sit-in by villagers to protect 

evidence regarding the village committee’s suspected siphoning off of money raised 

through land sales. Ai later recalled that it was this sit-in that first prompted her 

interest in Taishi: 

I saw news about the sit-in online, and since the village was very close 

to my university, I took my camera and went down there, together 

with some activist lawyer friends.34 

The legal professionalsÕ accompanying of Ai during her first contact with the villagers 

is typical of the way rights defence lawyers often seek out situations in which they 

know legal violations are occurring and offer assistance to the aggrieved parties. In 

the early scenes of the film, Ai also notes the initial interest of local media in the 

village committee recall. Southern Village Newspaper (Nanfang nongcun bao) carried a 

front-page report several days after the villagersÕ petition was lodged, and we see a 

reporter from Southern Metropolis Daily interviewing villagers during their sit-in at the 

Taishi financial office. The tone of AiÕs documentary is also quite journalistic at this 

point, with Ai recounting dates and explanations in a matter-of-fact, uninvolved 

manner as she interviews villagers about their actions. Of all the documentary makers 

discussed in this thesis, AiÕs practice most closely resembles journalism in its desire to 

document contemporary public events as they unfold before the camera. As the film 

progresses, however, Taishi Village diverges from journalistic practices Ð particularly 

those of official Chinese media Ð in several crucial respects. These divergences 

highlight important aspects of the activist address Ai constructs in her work. 
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Firstly, Ai deliberately seeks to step over the boundaries circumscribed 

by the party-state within which official Chinese media is expected to operate. Like 

many contemporary documentary makers, Ai essentially regards official media as a 

tool via which the party-state seeks to maintain cultural hegemony and control: 

I feel that our society has too many incidents and issues that are 

hidden from view, or perhaps I should say deflected. That includes 

the important function of the media. The mainstream media’s 

manufactured images demonstrate the enormous power of ideology, 

and the purpose that artifice serves in this society. I hope to let 

people see what lies behind the artifice.35 

While local newspapers and television stations were able to report the initial moves in 

the villagers’ committee recall, Ai notes that “the media soon received orders to stop 

reporting the events.”36 The gap between official media reportage and Ai’s 

documentary practice becomes more evident later in Taishi Village, when the villagers 

succeed in pressuring the authorities into holding elections for a new village 

committee. Two days before the election, Ai recounts in voiceover that the leading 

CCP newspaper People’s Daily carried an article stating that the village committee 

recall shows “the advance of democracy supported by the law” in parts of rural 

Guangdong. Footage of the article accompanies Ai’s words. These claims are typical 

of the rhetoric propagated by the party-state through the official public sphere 

regarding moves towards democracy and the rule of law under the leadership of the 

CCP. Ai then notes that the following day two of the leading figures involved in the 

recall who had been detained by police were not released despite the expiration of 

what was supposed to be a fifteen day detention. Furthermore, another villager 
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involved in the recall was arrested, along with his father. On the day of the election 

for the new village committee, Ai interviews a group of villagers wielding an article 

from a local newspaper, Panyu Daily (Panyu ribao), claiming the villagers had beaten 

police and damaged property during the break-up of the finance office sit-in. This is 

in stark contrast to testimonies Ai records earlier in the film, detailing police brutality 

and the use of high-pressure water cannons during the incident. Ai also shows 

photographs of several villagers hospitalised due to injuries allegedly inflicted by 

police. In these ways, like Hu Jie in his historical documentaries, Ai Xiaoming shows 

a clear breach between the experiences of the villagers she interviews and the 

representation of events in the official public sphere. The village committee recall is 

hailed as an advance in democracy within a legal framework in the official print 

media, bolstering the party-state’s claims that power in China now operates within a 

rule of law. On the ground, however, the film presents evidence that local officials 

and police violate the law with impunity, and intimidate villagers attempting to claim 

their legal rights with violence and arbitrary detentions. 

The second way in which Ai’s approach in Taishi Village diverges from 

journalistic practices is her rapid move from the objective tone of the opening 

sequence to a position of clear sympathy and identification with the villagers’ fight to 

assert their right to self-determination. The shift begins around ten minutes into the 

film, after Ai has detailed the villagers’ moves to lodge a petition to recall their village 

committee. Via an intertitle, Ai explains that around seven weeks after the lodgement 

the local Civil Affairs Bureau agreed to verify the petition, a step legally required 

before a committee recall and new election can take place. On the day of the 

verification, Ai goes to the bureau office with many of the villagers, moving among 

the crowd and chatting with a range of figures who by now are becoming familiar to 

viewers. There is a casualness and rapport between the filmmaker and the farmers in 



184 / Chapter Four 

 
 

this scene that indicates Ai has become a familiar and trusted figure in their midst. 

Several villagers speak to Ai about their desire to reclaim their rights, and the 

intimidation they have been subjected to up to this point. One directly questions the 

CCP’s claims regarding the rule of law: 

We villagers are arrested and beaten when we try to speak… is the 

law only to rule farmers, not officials? President Hu Jintao says the 

law is equal for all. How come we feel no equality at all? No sense of 

safety at all? 

Intercut with footage of the recall scene are interviews with two rights defence 

lawyers Ð Guo Yan and Tang Jingling Ð who are representing villagers detained by 

police. The lawyers chat to Ai about the cases as she rides with them in taxis. 

Following the petition verification we see an interaction between the legal 

representatives and the wives of the incarcerated farmers. The villagers look to the 

lawyers for help and give them a small round of applause when they depart in a taxi, 

a scene we see from inside the vehicle as the filmmaker leaves with the legal 

professionals. Throughout most of the film, AiÕs camera adopts a similar position Ð 

close to the urban rights defence lawyers, who are sympathetic outsiders involved in 

the villagersÕ struggles, but not directly part of it. The villagers talk to AiÕs camera 

warmly and seemingly with trust, but address her as an outside observer, often 

speaking in a slightly formal and sometimes strident manner as they recount the 

abuses heaped upon them by officials and police. The lawyers, in contrast, are more 

relaxed and casual in front of AiÕs lens, and chat to her from the shared position of 

urban professionals seeking to assist in a struggle that is not directly their own. 

In the latter stages of the film, the camera is gradually forced beyond 

sympathetic identification into a third position Ð that of an endangered witness, 

experiencing similar risks to the farmers whose fight Ai is documenting. This shift is 



Chapter Four / 185 

 
 

primarily conveyed through the representation of violence in the film. Initially 

viewers hear about violence perpetrated by the police via testimonies to camera. 

During the verification of the villagers’ petition, one woman shows a prominent gap 

in her mouth and claims the police knocked out a tooth. Another man speaks of 

being held in a painful chokehold. Ai also shoots very young and elderly villagers 

being treated in a hospital for wounds allegedly inflicted by the authorities. This 

representation of state violence is in keeping with Ai’s status as a sympathetic 

outsider Ð she is not present for the acts recounted by the farmers and relies on their 

testimony to make sense of what has taken place. A shift in perspective occurs just 

over half way through the film, when the authorities finally stage an election for a 

new village committee. Ai interviews many villagers gathered in a large square where 

the voting is taking place about their attitude towards the election and the events 

leading up to it. One old man comments that it is the first time since 1949 that he 

has “witnessed such a sight.” Later a disturbance erupts behind the square, and the 

camera follows villagers running over to see what has occurred. From the edge of the 

scuffle, Ai films uniformed police attempting to drag away a middle-aged man, 

identified by a subtitle as Lu Banglie, a member of the Zhijiang People’s Congress 

invited by the villagers to observe their election.37 Lu is a well-known democracy 

activist and advocate for farmers’ rights. Initially Ai’s camera observes the scene from 

the edge of the crowd, as Lu and villagers shout at police and assert Lu’s right to be 

present. As tensions escalate, unidentified men dressed in fatigues move in to 

support the police, and villagers begin physically shoving those who are dragging Lu 

away. Ai moves close to the centre of the crowd, and begins to shout from behind 
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37. The National PeopleÕs Congress is a legislature comprising delegates from across China Ð 
theoretically the highest organ of state power in the PeopleÕs Republic. Similar bodies exist at the 
provincial level. Although some debate has taken place in these bodies in recent times, generally the 
congresses are expected to simply rubber-stamp decisions made in advance by the Chinese 
Communist Party. 
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the camera, “No violence! No violence!” (“Bu yao dong shou!” Ð literally “don’t strike 

out”). This is the first time Ai’s lens directly witnesses state violence and amidst the 

yelling, shoving and intimidating police presence we feel for the first time that the 

camera, and by extension the filmmaker herself, may be in danger. Eventually Lu is 

dragged away, leaving a throng of angry villagers appealing directly to Ai’s camera. 

“How are we to live?” one asks. “You must help us!” another implores. A youth 

comments, ÒThings like this happen every day. They take villagers away every day.Ó 

The anger and emotion of the scene is made all the more affecting by the cameraÕs 

close involvement in what appears to be a potentially explosive situation. 

The sense of intimidation and fear steadily increases after the election, as 

Ai and the lawyers Guo Yan and Tang Jingling visit Taishi to find gangs of 

unidentified men roaming the village and farmers too terrified to talk to them. Within 

a week all the villagers elected to the new committee are intimidated into resigning. 

After the lawyers manage to speak to a few villagers recently released from detention, 

we see an unidentified man yelling at Ai and the lawyers in a threatening manner. The 

footage is shot from a very low angle, and appears to have been taken with a mobile 

phone or another device with a low image quality, possibly without the manÕs 

knowledge. On a final visit to the village a few days later the atmosphere seems to 

have deteriorated further, and the lawyers are unable to make contact with any of 

their clients. We then see Guo and Tang speaking on their mobile phones near the 

village entrance, explaining that they have been harassed and sprayed with an 

unidentified white liquid by plain-clothed men. It becomes apparent they are calling 

the police, but no assistance arrives. We see dozens of men in fatigues gathering near 

the village entrance as the increasingly worried lawyers make frantic calls. Finally, 

Guo Yan flags down a motorcycle-taxi and goes in search of a taxi cab. When she 

returns, Guo explains she was attacked on the highway and struck on the head and 
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back by a man wielding a stick. Ai and the two lawyers then climb into a cab, where 

Guo continues her account of the highway attack. From the back seat we see the cab 

approach a tollgate, as Tang says into his mobile phone, ÒWe got into a taxi and are 

running for our lives.Ó The camera then pans to frame TangÕs profile against the side 

window as the cab comes to halt at the tollgate. Outside, a man approaches and the 

screen suddenly goes black before an intertitle states: ÒThe taxi is under attack and 

the camera is turned off.Ó When the image resumes we see a close-up of blood on 

Guo YanÕs arm as we hear her making a panicked call saying they were attacked. A 

shot of the carÕs windscreen shows it has been completely shattered. As we hear 

more distressed phone calls on the soundtrack, intertitles detail the fate of those we 

have seen during the documentary. All the leading farmers in the village committee 

recall were arrested. The PeopleÕs Congress observer Lu Banglie was severely beaten 

and returned to Zhijiang in a coma.38 Guo Yan and Tang Jingling had their legal 

licences suspended, while another lawyer representing detained villagers was arrested. 

The final shot of the film is of the shattered cab windscreen, seen through the bars 

dividing the front and back of the vehicle. 

Although the violence in this final sequence is largely implied Ð the 

camera is switched off during the actual attack on the cab Ð the sense of panic in the 

car just before and after the attack, the rapid editing and the considerable damage 

inflicted on the vehicle create a quite visceral impact for the viewer. As noted, early 

in the film we primarily hear about violence directed at the villagers through verbal 

accounts. As Ai Xiaoming becomes more involved in the villagersÕ struggle she 

begins to witness direct acts of physical coercion such as Lu BanglieÕs forced removal 

from the scene of the village election. In AiÕs subsequent visits to the village, the 
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38. The beating endured by Lu Banglie was witnessed by a correspondent for the UKÕs Guardian 
newspaper, who published an account of the incident: Benjamin Joffe-Walt, ÒThey Beat Him Until He 
was Lifeless,Ó The Guardian, 10 October 2005. 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2005/oct/10/china.mainsection!
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atmosphere is increasingly tense as the villagers are menaced by the presence of hired 

thugs. The camera Ð and by extension the audience Ð still observes the village as an 

outsider at this point. We are led to identify with the subject position of the lawyers 

and the filmmaker Ð professional urbanites sympathetic to the villagersÕ struggle, but 

clearly from a different social class. This implied distance is physical, as the camera 

constantly returns to the village on periodic visits from the city, and social, in that the 

lawyers have access to knowledge of the legal system that the villagers do not. The 

lawyers also maintain a calm confidence in legal procedures even as the villagers 

increasingly exude terror in the face of blunt physical coercion by the authorities. 

As noted in earlier chapters, the audience for an independent 

documentary such as Taishi Village is most likely urban and middle class, like the 

filmmaker and lawyers we see on screen, simply because independent films are most 

readily available to those living in cities with access to unofficial screening venues. It 

is in this context that the violent assault on the taxi in the filmÕs closing moments 

attains its full significance. Having constructed a viewing subject position that exists 

at a slight remove to the farmersÕ plight Ð and the violent abuses it involves Ð Ai 

suddenly ruptures this sense of distance by ending the film with a direct attack on the 

rights defence lawyers and filmmaker herself. This creates a quite shocking sense of 

violation for the viewer. In a highly confronting and distressing manner extreme 

violence is directed at the external symbols of justice we have been led to identify 

with throughout the film. Viewers consequently experience this sequence not just as 

an assault on the people on screen, but on the subject position occupied by the 

viewer him or herself. By the end of the film, there is no safe remove from the stateÕs 

arbitrary exercise of brute force and the legal abuses involved in the land requisitions 

underpinning the explosive economic and physical growth of ChinaÕs cities. Ai makes 

viewers feel, so far as it is possible to experience the terror of violent attack via a 
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video screen, what the villagers of Taishi have experienced throughout the making of 

the film. 

Ai XiaomingÕs approach in Taishi Village is designed to constitute an 

interclass identification with victims of state terror, thus undermining the strategies 

deployed by the party-state that tend to keep the Rights Defence Movement divided 

between rural and urban concerns. By the end of Taishi Village, the events traced by 

the film have ceased to be a rural issue, and instead go to the heart of the nature of 

the contemporary Chinese party-state and its relationship to the law. The experiences 

of the villagers of Taishi illustrate that the CCP remains strongly resistant to attempts 

by citizens to claim rights enshrined in Chinese legal codes, especially those relating 

to the limited democratic rights supposedly guaranteed by the PeopleÕs Republic. In 

subtly aligning her camera with the distanced subject position of her primary 

audience, and then violating the safety implied by this distance, Ai seeks to address a 

public invested in a strong legal order that protects all Chinese citizens from state 

terror and the consequences of unrestrained economic expansion. Furthermore, by 

concluding the narrative of the villagersÕ legal fight with such a literal, physical 

counter-attack by the authorities, Taishi Village demands a strong, emotionally 

sympathetic response from the viewer and a recognition that a series of gross 

injustices have been perpetrated against all those we have seen in the course of the 

film. In this way, AiÕs activist mode of address challenges her intended audienceÕs 

subject position Ð and the often aloof attitude towards rural issues found in urban 

communities. She also encourages further discussion and action regarding the 

situation and issues represented on screen. This powerfully implied demand for 

action distinguishes AiÕs activist mode from films such as Meishi Street that depict 

similar issues in a less emotive manner. 
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This section has shown how Ai XiaomingÕs Taishi Village was made to 

document and help further a specific rights defence campaign, as farmers attempted 

to assert their legal rights in the face of collusion between an undemocratic village 

committee and developers. Through on-screen testimony, observational footage shot 

in the village, and finally a direct attack on the filmmaker herself, AiÕs film documents 

systematic breaking of the law by the authorities and the widespread use of violent 

intimidation to prevent legal action by the villagers. In this manner, Taishi Village 

directly contests public discourse in the official public sphere regarding the rule of 

law in China, and attempts to constitute an interclass public invested in an 

independent judiciary capable of holding the party-state and its commercial allies to 

account. 

AIDS and Activism: The Central Plains and Care and Love 

The activist mode Ai Xiaoming employed in Taishi Village is also evident in the two 

films she made the following year focusing on ChinaÕs HIV/AIDS epidemic. Once 

again, these films illustrate the interclass impact of legal violations and systematic 

abuses of power, but in these films Ai places more emphasis on tracing the 

development of grassroots activism amongst the rural communities in which she 

worked. Ai Xiaoming was first alerted to the HIV/AIDS epidemic in certain parts of 

rural China by a Beijing journalist, who informed Ai about an outbreak of the virus 

caused by blood transfusions using contaminated blood in Hebei Province.39 This is a 

good example of sympathetic media personnel assisting independent documentary 

makers to represent issues on screen that official media outlets are either unable to 

report, or are obliged to report in a certain manner dictated by the authorities. In this 

instance, some acknowledgement of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in rural areas has 
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appeared in official Chinese media, but the complicity of the authorities in the blood 

collection practices that have caused these outbreaks have been largely excluded 

from these reports. A profile of the new Chinese Premier Li Keqiang published by 

Xinhua in late 2012 is typical in this regard. Although Li played the leading political 

role in Henan Province throughout the worst years of the local AIDS outbreak 

caused by blood collection practices in the late 1990s and early 2000s, Xinhua noted 

only that ÒAfter more than 10 years of latency, HIV broke out in a number of places 

in Henan, aggravating the provinceÕs vulnerability to HIV/AIDS.Ó40 No mention was 

made of the epidemicÕs cause, the complicity of the party-state in the spread of the 

disease, or the persecution of AIDS activists. Ai Xiaoming, free of the constraints 

placed on official media, followed the tip-off she had been given by a journalist and 

visited Hebei with Hu Jie, where the scale of the AIDS epidemic prompted her to 

investigate how the disease had been spread.41 

As her AIDS documentaries detail, Ai discovered a situation in which 

marketisation of ChinaÕs medical sector had intersected with chronic blood shortages 

in hospitals in the mid to late 1990s to create a highly lucrative, unsanitary blood 

collection industry that spread HIV through rural communities. Villagers had been 

paid to donate unsafe amounts of blood at each sitting, so once the valuable plasma 

was removed from the donated supplies, pooled blood was re-injected into donors. 

The pooling of donated blood along with the constant reusing of needles and 

syringes meant that HIV was rapidly spread. In addition, extracted plasma was not 

properly screened, meaning infected blood supplies also entered hospitals.42 

Estimates of the number of Chinese infected with HIV/AIDS vary considerably, but 
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Chinese state media widely reported the figure of 780,000 in late 2011.43 Of these, the 

Chinese Ministry of Health reports that 6.6 per cent Ð around 51,500 victims Ð Òwere 

former blood donors or transfusion recipients.Ó44 A further 1.1 per cent of cases 

were the result of mother-to-child transmissions, with the mothersÕ infection 

originating in some instances from the donating or receiving of blood. Thus the 

Chinese authoritiesÕ own figures show that as many as 60,000 people have been 

infected with HIV in China through blood collection activities or blood transfusions. 

Despite noting that the number of reported cases Òvaried quite significantly between 

provinces,Ó with six provinces accounting for more than 75 per cent of the countryÕs 

HIV/AIDS cases, the Ministry of Health report from which these figures are taken 

offers no explanation for the uneven coverage of infections.45 

One of the worst hit provinces in terms of HIV infection rates is Henan 

in central China. After her initial visit to Hebei, Ai Xiaoming visited Henan to trace 

the origins of the epidemic, and has recalled in interview the graphic impact of the 

disease on the provinceÕs countryside: 

My first impression upon arriving in Henan was one of visual assault; 

the fields undulated with one burial plot after another, and for a 

moment I was dumbstruck: ÔWhy are there so many graves?Õ46 

In order to better understand the distinctive nature of AiÕs documentary response to 

what she saw in Henan and Hebei, it useful to first consider an earlier documentary 

representation of the rural HIV issue also shot in Henan Province. Chen WeijunÕs To 

Live is Better Than to Die (a.k.a. Better to Live On, Haosi buru lai huozhe, 2003) is mostly an 
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observational work shot in a detached manner, focused on a particular rural family. 

An intertitle at the beginning explains that the mother and father became infected 

through selling blood and passed the infection to their two youngest children. Only 

their eldest child, born before her parents had sold their blood, is free of the disease. 

The introductory intertitles also note that many farmers in the area sold their blood 

in the early 1990s with the encouragement of the local government, resulting in the 

spread of HIV due to Òpoor disinfection.Ó The opening scene sees the mother of the 

family, Leimei, clearly ill as she wails on her bed and begs for GodÕs help. Shortly 

after we see her husband, Ma Shengyi, sitting outside the house holding his youngest 

child as he talks to the filmmaker behind the camera. ÒYesterday a doctor in the 

south told me the kid is beyond hope,Ó he says sadly. Later he adds, ÒMy life is 

doomedÉ I feel bad all the time.Ó This bleak opening sets the tone of what is 

essentially a tragedy, as over the course of the following year Leimei dies and the 

infected children undergo a slow but remorseless deterioration. The family is 

depicted as powerless in the face of the diseaseÕs progress, which plays out like a pre-

ordained fate presaged in the opening scenes. After the opening subtitles, Chen 

offers no further explanation for how the parents contracted the HIV virus, nor does 

he indicate the scale of the problem in some rural areas. Viewers are simply 

confronted with an individualised tragedy that the filmmaker and on-screen subjects 

seem powerless to influence. The overriding tone is one of utter despair. In sharp 

contrast to ChenÕs fatalistic representation, Ai XiaomingÕs HIV/ AIDS documentaries 

investigate causes, represent community responses, and encourage further action by 

viewers. They take up a position of close interaction with the people concerned and 

involvement in their efforts to publicise and address their plight. 

AiÕs approach is apparent from the opening scene of her first 

documentary on the HIV/AIDS issue, The Central Plains. A series of intertitles 
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introduce the setting of Henan and explain, ÒWe started interviews in Henan, the 

Central Plains, in March 2006, when the PeopleÕs Congress was being held in 

Beijing.Ó No further information on the nature of the Henan epidemic is given at this 

point. Like the filmmaker, we come to understand the situation gradually through 

on-camera interviews with those concerned. After the introductory intertitles, we see 

Henan activist Duan Jun speaking to a man on a telephone. The caller, heard via the 

phoneÕs speaker, is detailing the beating of an AIDS victim by police. ÒThis is outside 

the law,Ó Duan says in response to the manÕs account. ÒBut who can we complain 

to?Ó the caller asks. The film cuts to another scene before the question is answered, 

but this opening frames the entire documentary as a prolonged response to the 

callerÕs enquiry, firstly by tracing responsibility for the epidemic and secondly by 

representing some of the attempts to address the issue by affected communities. It 

also establishes that the AIDS epidemic in rural China is at root a legal issue, related 

to a weak rule of law. So while ChenÕs film To Live is Better Than to Die shows the 

progress of the disease as it ravages a particular rural family, AiÕs film asks why this 

epidemic is happening, who is responsible, and what should be done as a result. In 

other words, she renders the epidemic a public issue demanding a public response, 

rather than an individualised tragedy. 

After the brief opening telephone exchange, The Central Plains cuts to a 

series of scenes inside various hospitals in Suiping County, Henan Province. A series 

of HIV-positive patients talk of discrimination and the pressure experienced by 

spouses left to manage farms alone. We then see a close-up of a transistor radio, 

while traditional Henan opera music plays on the soundtrack. This music becomes a 

motif Ai weaves throughout the film to build a parallel between the words of her 

interviewees and the moral critique of those in power offered in many traditional 

Chinese operas. For example, in a later scene we see police vehicles broadcasting 
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messages via loudspeakers in city streets warning of heavy prison sentences for those 

who Òdisrupt public order, or threaten national or public security.Ó These images 

segue into a group of men sitting at a street stall, watching a Henan Opera on 

television. ÒHand in an indictment full of anger that touches a sympathetic chord,Ó 

the singer intones. Again, the AIDS epidemic is explicitly linked here to questions of 

justice, with local opera deployed as a voice originating in the realm of minjian, 

outside the elite circles of state power and reflecting upon the actions of those in 

high office. In this way Ai aligns her own film with popular notions of justice and 

ancient tales of those who have struggled against the abuses of officials throughout 

ChinaÕs history. 

After introducing the Henan Opera motif, Ai cuts to a long shot of a 

massive stone statue of Mao Zedong overlooking a large square. A subtitle 

introduces this as Zhengzhou, the capital of Henan Province. The image slowly 

zooms in on MaoÕs impassive face looking out over the city, as an intervieweeÕs voice 

is heard on the soundtrack. ÒA big hole, too big to be filled in,Ó the voice says. After 

MaoÕs stone countenance has filled the screen, an animated elderly woman in mid-

shot appears and continues speaking: 

The huge cavity that the government made was beyond repair. Too 

many people died. We visited a village of about 3,000 people. 1,500 

were selling blood. 800 tested positive for HIV. Another 500 were 

untested. Extremely seriousÉ 

Here the woman pauses, staring intently at the person behind the camera. Finally she 

asks rhetorically, ÒIsnÕt it?Ó A subtitle introduces the woman as Doctor Gao Yaojie, a 

retired professor from the Henan Institute of Traditional Chinese Medicine. 

Just as Hu Jie uses sound and image to construct a link between ChinaÕs 

present and events of the Maoist era in the opening moments of Searching for Lin 
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ZhaoÕs Soul, AiÕs images immediately imply a link between MaoÕs lingering legacy and 

the abuses of power evident in todayÕs PeopleÕs Republic. Gao herself draws an 

explicit line between her experiences in the 1960s and her present-day activism. 

Chatting to Ai later in the film, Gao recalls that during the Cultural Revolution she 

was denounced as a Òmerciless killerÓ because of her work as an abortionist, and was 

made to live in a morgue for eight months. Tearfully, she states that after her third 

suicide attempt, ÒI was determined to live, determined to reveal the corrupt injustice 

one day.Ó She goes on to say her 14 year-old son was also imprisoned for three years, 

but becomes too distressed to continue. ÒThatÕs when I became sympathetic to the 

disadvantaged. ThatÕs why I risked my life to do this for ten years,Ó she explains. 

Other interviewees also allude to the past, such as a farmer who tells Ai that Henan 

was devastated by the famine of the early 1960s caused by the Great Leap Forward, 

and floods in 1975. He describes the early years of Deng XiaopingÕs ÒReform and 

Opening UpÓ policy as being Òvery inspiring for farmers,Ó but a variety of new taxes 

imposed in the 1980s and early Õ90s forced villagers to begin selling blood. As these 

scenes show, history is often present in AiÕs films as a contextual backdrop evoked 

through the memories of her interviewees. This sets AiÕs work apart from the 

Wiseman-inspired observational Chinese documentaries of the 1990s such as Duan 

JinchuanÕs No. 16 Barkhor South Street and more recent observational works such as 

To Live is Better Than to Die, which focus exclusively on events playing out in the 

moment of filming. The allusions to history in AiÕs work are an important part of the 

activist mode she constructs, as they imply concrete historical causes for todayÕs 

social issues and frequently implicate the present regime in both past and present 

abuses. This is why Ai has stated in interview, ÒDocumentaries are about memory Ð  
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the importance of memory for individuals and for social change,Ó even though her 

films focus primarily on contemporary problems and events.47 

In The Central Plains, the memories of HIV victims are central to 

understanding the source of the epidemic, as well as the longer-term history of abuse, 

trampling of legal rights, and exploitation of the rural class that has characterised 

CCP rule. In contrast to coverage of the epidemic in ChinaÕs official public sphere, 

many of AiÕs interviewees, starting with Doctor Gao Yaojie, directly implicate the 

Henan government and local village authorities in the spread of the disease. Shortly 

after Gao is first introduced, she explains to Ai the cause of the epidemic has been 

officially ascribed to prostitution and drug use in order to deflect blame from local 

officials and blacken the image of victims. Later, an infected villager tells Ai: 

The blood bank in our town was authorised by the Centre for 

Disease Control. ThereÕs also a Red Cross blood bank. It was even 

run by the 159 Military Corp. It was an open and legal practice. They 

took the blood, kept the plasma and transfused the rest into our 

bodies. Though I didnÕt know it at the time, thatÕs how I was 

infected. 

Many other villagers talk to Ai about the tax pressures they faced that forced them to 

sell their blood for paltry sums under appalling conditions in temporary collection 

stations run by hospitals and other recognised medical institutions. Another local 

activist, Lu Xige, tells Ai that although the Central Government made several 

proclamations officially banning commercial blood collection operations in the 1980s 

and Õ90s, local authorities simply ignored them. Local doctors and officials who 

carried out these practices were never held to account. Testimonies such as these 

indicate that the blood industry was at least in part administered by government 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
47. Thornham, ÒThe Importance of Memory,Ó 183. 



198 / Chapter Four 

 
 

agencies and government-sanctioned organisations, meaning it was government 

officials and those linked to them who benefitted financially from the cheap, 

haphazard collection practices that rapidly spread the HIV virus amongst villagers 

and throughout the country via transfusions. Far from being a tragedy caused by fate, 

The Central Plains presents evidence that the HIV/AIDS epidemic in places such as 

Henan is the direct result of profiteering on the part of local authorities and medical 

institutions. 

Although The Central Plains mainly focuses on rural communities, Ai 

Xiaoming also represents these issues as affecting individuals from a range of social 

classes. She interviews an urban couple whose young son was infected with the HIV 

virus via a blood transfusion carried out in one of BeijingÕs most highly regarded 

hospitals. The couple tried to sue the hospital in 2003, but the childÕs HIV-positive 

test result after his hospital stay was not considered adequate evidence. The boyÕs 

father states that reporting on the case was restricted after a few articles appeared in 

Chinese newspapers in 2004. He speaks to AiÕs camera in terms that directly contest 

the CCPÕs frequently stated aim of constructing a Òharmonious societyÓ: 

If the state, the government and the judicial system, when confronted 

with common people (lao baixing) fighting for their basic rights, cheat 

or treat people unjustly, then that contradicts Ôconstructing a 

harmonious society.Õ 

By interviewing victims from a range of social classes and having them detail not 

only the scale of the epidemic, but also the complicity of the party-state in spreading 

the disease in their drive to maximise profits, Ai deliberately implicates her intended 

viewers in the threat posed by these abuses of power. As the father of the infected 

child quoted above bluntly states, ÒToday itÕs me, tomorrow itÕs you.Ó As in Taishi 

Village, Ai shows the impact of this issue on urban white-collar workers as well as 
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rural villagers, highlighting the interclass threat posed by the disease and its causes, 

and encouraging an interclass response. Furthermore, we see citizens at all levels of 

society, including farmers, urban workers and academics, engaged in a struggle to 

expose the cause of the epidemic and combat the authoritiesÕ ongoing attempts to 

prevent this knowledge entering the public sphere. Duan Jun for example runs a 

home for children orphaned or otherwise affected by HIV/AIDS. Li Xige travels to 

Beijing several times during the course of the film to attend conferences and petition 

the central authorities about the plight of AIDS victims. Throughout the 

documentary we see Doctor Gao mailing out material to villages and NGOs about 

AIDS prevention and treatment of the disease. We also see Ai Xiaoming becoming 

part of this process, as she jokes around and works with Doctor Gao and Li Xige as 

they pack informational materials for distribution. Thus the question posed at the 

beginning of the film Ð ÒWho can we complain too?Ó Ð is parlayed into a broader 

question of what should be done to address the problem. AIDS suffers such as Duan 

Jun and Li Xige, and sympathetic individuals such as Doctor Gao and Ai Xiaoming, 

work to improve the situation of victims and publicise the issue through unofficial 

channels. The party-state, however, is represented as being more interested in 

suppressing information and calls for justice than in taking responsibility for the 

epidemic. Duan is harassed and forced to remove a public sign from his childrenÕs 

home, while Li Xige is detained during the course of the film and later prevented 

from travelling overseas to speak at the Eighth Pacific AIDS Conference in 2007. In 

publicising these incidents, The Central Plains Ð like Taishi Village Ð functions as both a 

provocative indictment of the Chinese party-stateÕs abusive and often illegal actions 

in the pursuit of profit, and a representation of a grassroots response to these 

actions. 
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In AiÕs second film on the HIV/AIDS epidemic entitled Care and Love, 

shot around the same time as The Central Plains, she more explicitly sets out to depict 

the development of a rights consciousness amongst ChinaÕs rural population in the 

face of the AIDS epidemic. This film takes place further north in Hebei Province. 

Once again, introductory intertitles locate the setting, and explain that between 1995 

and 97 the Central Blood Bank of Xingtai in Hebei imported blood collected in the 

neighbouring province of Shanxi. The blood bank also collected and used its own 

unscreened blood. A decade later HIV/AIDS was common throughout the area. The 

opening scene then features a direct indictment of the authorities for covering up 

their role in spreading the virus. We see villager and army veteran Zhang Jilu talking 

in his apartment with ChinaÕs best-known investigative reporter Wang Keqin and a 

lawyer named Li Fangping.48 Through their conversation we learn that ZhangÕs wife 

was infected with HIV by the local hospital and later died, and that his young 

daughter is also now HIV-positive. Zhang talks with the journalist and lawyer about 

filing a legal case regarding his daughterÕs predicament, before the villager comments 

directly to AiÕs camera: 

The hospital is out of their minds. The land isnÕt yours Ð itÕs the 

CCPÕs. They killed my wife and infected my daughter. When we want 

them to own up, they say, ÔIs a little villager from Zhanggou going to 

fix everything?Õ 

Throughout the film, Ai speaks to a range of rural residents affected by the AIDS 

epidemic who, like Zhang Jilu, are attempting to publicise their situation and assert 

their right to compensation through the courts. Early in the film, Ai speaks to the 
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48. At the time of Care and Love Wang Keqin worked for The China Economic Times (Zhongguo jingji 
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had been incorrectly stored in Shanxi Province. He was then employed by the Economic Observer (Jingji 
guancha bao), but was also forced to resign from that newspaper in February 2013 for a series of reports 
that offended the authorities. See Bandurski, ÒVeteran Muckraker Forced to Leave.Ó 
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Liang brothers, whose parents both died of AIDS, outside a courtroom where they 

are attempting to sue Xingtai hospital. ÒWhat do you expect from the court today?Ó 

Ai asks of the pair. ÒWe want law and justice,Ó one of the brothers replies simply, 

directly invoking the aims of the Rights Defence Movement. Later we see Zhang Jilu 

at a seminar in Beijing, in which rural people affected by AIDS speak to urban 

journalists, activists and lawyers. ÒWhy wonÕt the state protect me as a citizen?Ó he 

asks the group. ÒIÕm not asking for absolute justice, but I want basic fairness.Ó 

Scenes such as these illustrate that some rural dwellers in China have a very clear 

perception of their lack of agency and power in relation to the party-state. These 

people also clearly perceive the compromised nature of the legal system under CCP 

rule, even as they pursue legal redress for the negligence of medical authorities. For 

this reason, Marco WanÕs claim that Ai XiaomingÕs documentaries Òput the law on 

trialÉ and find it tragically inadequateÓ is not quite accurate.49 It is true the legal 

system is shown to be highly ineffectual in relation to the farmersÕ plight Ð the Liang 

brothers lose their case, while Zhang Jilu is eventually awarded RMB 360,000 

(approximately AUD 64,000) in compensation, which the hospital simply refuses to 

pay. However, it is not Òthe lawÓ as a philosophical concept that is put on trial in AiÕs 

work. On the contrary, her on-screen subjects work closely with rights defence 

lawyers in an attempt to obtain legal outcomes through the courts. They also 

repeatedly state their desire for judicial justice to AiÕs camera. Alongside these 

expressions of a desire for justice, we hear accusations that the party-state and its 

representatives constantly break the law, and their control of the courts forestalls any 

legal consequences for their actions. This lawlessness is most obvious in the 

widespread characterisation of rights defence lawyers as ÒsubversivesÓ in the party-

stateÕs public discourse, the physical intimidation lawyers frequently endure (glimpsed 
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in the final scene of Taishi Village), and the arbitrary detention to which they are 

frequently subjected.50 Thus, it is the Chinese party-stateÕs deliberate compromise of 

the legal system to protect its own interests that is shown and symbolically Òput on 

trialÓ in AiÕs films, rather than the law per se. AiÕs films contest the party-stateÕs 

claims that China is a country ruled by law by providing a space for those who have 

sought redress through the courts to publicise their claims that the country is in fact 

ruled by the arbitrary will of CCP officials. 

Most importantly, however, Care and Love focuses on efforts by 

individuals from different sectors of society to organise and publicly represent their 

plight in the face of ChinaÕs compromised legal system and an unresponsive party-

state. At the AIDS seminar Ai films in Beijing we see farmers like Zhang Jilu, 

journalists struggling for greater press freedom like Wang Keqin, and a whistle-

blower formerly employed by the Central Blood Bank of Xingtai named Li Qianji, 

sharing their experiences and planning ways to publicise the AIDS epidemic and its 

causes. Zhang and other Xingtai AIDS sufferers also come together to form the 

ÒCare and LoveÓ support group, a grassroots NGO whose aim is to provide legal, 

medical and emotional support and advice for AIDS victims in Xingtai. Ai films the 

founding meeting of the group, and we see one of the villagers say defiantly to the 

crowd, ÒLetÕs make the law a weapon to defend our rights.Ó After this we see the 

leaders of the group visiting different villages, collecting information on infections 

and giving advice to those carrying the disease. The groupÕs activities represent a very 

clear effort to render a problem affecting many individuals a public issue, and 
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representing villagers disappeared for two days after visiting Guangzhou on 25 March 2007. When the 
lawyer reappeared, he had been sentenced to a year in prison for Òillegally consorting with a prostitute 
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Svartzman, ÒThe Leap to the City,Ó 47. 
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collectively represent the interests of those affected. In having grassroots activists like 

Zhang Jilu articulate their views and activities directly to the camera, Ai seeks to 

illustrate what Li Xiaorong identifies as one of the defining features of ChinaÕs Rights 

Defence Movement Ð its evolution in the realm of minjian, where the public interest 

is pursued by groups outside both the government and private business.51 Here we 

see the Rights Defence Movement moving beyond the provenance of urban-based 

lawyers as its aims are taken up by ordinary citizens in rural areas. We also see a clear 

overlap between the aims of the Right Defence Movement and independent 

documentaryÕs implicit aim of expanding the terms of ChinaÕs public discourse by 

publicising views and experiences excluded from the official public sphere of film 

and television. 

In addition to its portrait of grassroots activism, Care and Love details the 

threat that the Rights Defence Movement is felt to represent to the party-state, as the 

founders of the Care and Love organisation are harassed and threatened with arrest, 

and their attempts to publicise the plight of HIV-positive schoolchildren through a 

local newspaper are blocked by the authorities. Towards the end of the documentary, 

intertitles state that Ai Xiaoming herself was finally isolated from the villagers, as they 

were placed under surveillance to prevent interactions with outside individuals and 

organisations. Ai also claims she was visited by Hebei officials at her home in 

Guangzhou on three occasions, where they told her that Xingtai HIV patients had 

each received a compensatory payment of RMB 20,000 (around AUD 3,500). They 

then requested Ai Ònot to broadcast this film in public.Ó These moves indicate how 

sensitive the Chinese authorities are to attempts to make the legal system a genuine 

bulwark against abuses of power and the publicising of activist efforts through 

unofficial channels. 
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Like much of Ai XiaomingÕs documentary work, Care and Love is both a 

record of the development of a grassroots rights consciousness in China and a form 

of advocacy for the Rights Defence MovementÕs ongoing push for a truly 

independent judicial system. As Ai has commented, in contrast to the passive 

observance of the results of corruption and abuse in a film such as To Live is Better 

Than to Die, her documentary The Central Plains Òemphasized the power of popular 

resistance,Ó while Care and Love Òrevolves mainly around the efforts of people living 

with AIDS to defend their rights.Ó52 Like many contemporary Chinese independent 

documentaries, AiÕs films are distinguished by the close relationship she fosters with 

her on-screen subjects in the course of making her work, and the weight she gives 

their on-camera testimonies in the viewerÕs experience of the films. The emphasis on 

being led into and understanding a given situation through the words and actions of 

those involved means a certain degree of clarity is sometimes sacrificed, as viewers 

are left to make sense of contradictory or unclear statements. However, this sense of 

shared authorship with her on-screen subjects is central to AiÕs political project of 

forging a public aware of rights defence and her representations of ordinary citizens 

prepared to assert their legal rights in the face of an authoritarian state. In a political 

system that emphasises national unity, homogeneity in publicly expressed views, and 

the careful control of public discourse, AiÕs approach to documentary and the public 

issues she depicts have become highly charged, politicised acts of representation. 

!  
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The Impact of Activist Documentaries in Contemporary China 

In order to realise her aim of publicising the views, events and experiences 

represented in her documentaries, Ai Xiaoming has disseminated her films as widely 

as possible outside the official public sphere and its attendant modes of distribution. 

Like Hu Jie, she freely distributes DVDs to those who request them, and her films 

have screened in Hong Kong, where the Chinese University of Hong Kong has 

collected her work. Ai also posts her documentaries widely online, although they are 

generally rapidly deleted from sites hosted in China. In addition to ordinary Chinese 

citizens, Ai has attempted to reach and influence figures of power within the Chinese 

party-state, in line with the Rights Defence MovementÕs aims of affecting change 

through reform. In interview she has described her efforts to distribute Taishi Village 

amongst influential government circles in Beijing, as well as activists: 

[I sent it]É to a law institute in the Chinese Academy of Social 

SciencesÉ and Hu Jie took it to Beijing, and friends in different 

circles and activists interested in the issue of free elections were all 

involved in distributing the documentary. Friends who have access to 

the State Council or the different departments of Central 

Government got back to us saying they had sent the film to high level 

leaders.53 

Ai made similar efforts to distribute her HIV/AIDS documentaries via DVDs sent 

to groups and individuals: 

We have sent out more than 200 copies andÉ[an] NGO in Beijing 

made 500 copies and distributed them among AIDS NGOs and also 

among some foundations who fund AIDS activism in China. And we  
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showed it to journalists, and those journalists showed it to their 

colleagues.54 

Ai notes in the same interview that the lawyers and villagers of Taishi who were 

detained during the struggle to recall the village committee all emerged from prison 

at the end of 2005, although it is impossible to tell if the publicising of their 

detention by AiÕs documentary played a part in prompting their release.55 Given the 

authoritarian and non-transparent nature of the Chinese party-state, the primary aim 

of these films is not necessarily to dramatically affect the course of events around a 

particular incident. Rather, Ai aims to address and foster a public invested in 

responding to demands for fairness and an independent legal system over the long 

term. In addition she aims to provide information to continue the rights defence 

struggle in other places and situations across the country. 

In the years since Ai Xiaoming made her groundbreaking early films, 

independent documentaries have become an increasingly important part of the 

unofficial public discourse around rights defence in China. In 2011 the prominent 

right defence lawyer Teng Biao Ð one of the trio who petitioned the authorities to 

abolish the detention and repatriation regulations following Sun ZhigangÕs death in 

2003 Ð posted a long online essay detailing the history and importance of 

independent documentary in the development of the Rights Defence Movement. 

Teng notes, ÒDocumentary has played a highly visible role in the Chinese citizen 

campaigns,Ó and identifies Ai XiaomingÕs Taishi Village as one of the earliest films to 

publicise a rights defence campaign through the independent documentary medium.56 

Teng Biao goes on to note that one indication of the broadening public of 

independent documentary and rights defence has been the increasingly participatory 
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nature of activist documentary making. He cites many cases of abuses of power 

and/or trials of activists that have been widely documented on video and posted 

online. One example was the range of documentaries produced about the trial of the 

bloggers Fan Yanqiong, Yu Jingyou and Wu Huaying Ð the so-called ÒFujian ThreeÓ 

Ð who were arrested in mid-2009 for placing a video interview online with a woman 

named Lin Xiuying. Lin claimed that her daughter, Yan Xiaoling, had been raped and 

murdered by organised crime figures linked to local police in Minqing County, Fujian 

Province. The three bloggers were subsequently arrested and in a closed trial in April 

2010 were given sentences of one to two years in prison. The case was widely 

publicised through microblogs and other online writings, as well as online videos, 

resulting in a protest outside the courthouse on the day of the verdict. The trioÕs 

lawyer claimed online that Òmore than a thousand people gatheredÓ at the 

demonstration, while international news sources reported a crowd of hundreds.57 

Activist Wang Lihong was later imprisoned for nine months for participating in this 

protest, an incident that was in turn publicised by Ai Xiaoming through her 

documentary Let the Sun Shine on the Ground (Rang yangguang sadao dishang, 2011).58��This 

series of events is indicative of the way an increasingly broad public dispersed across 

China has become involved in both making and viewing documentary images 

produced with the explicit aim of publicising the Rights Defence Movement, as well 

as the increasing persecution of activists involved in rights defence. 

The content of Ai XiaomingÕs recent documentaries has also reflected 

the increasingly participatory nature of independent documentary work within the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Rights Defence community. Her 2009 film Our Children (Women de wawa) on the 

widespread collapse of shoddily built public schools during the devastating 2008 

Sichuan earthquake included photographs and video footage shot by local citizens in 

the hours and days following the disaster. Ai has said of this footage: 

After the Sichuan earthquake school disasters occurred, the 

photographs and videos shot by local citizens preserved the most 

important visual memories of this disasterÉ in the rights defence 

process, parents have used camcorders to collect evidence and record 

the process, and the consciousness of this kind of record reveals 

peopleÕs awareness of using media technology; itÕs become a new 

feature of citizen participation in social movements, and I want the 

audience to see this feature.59 

As AiÕs comment indicates, numerous citizens in the quake zone became involved in 

documenting the extent of the school collapses after the authorities suppressed all 

discussion of the issue in the official public sphere. The most famous of these figures 

was Tan Zuoren, who features in Our Children. In 2010 Tan was sentenced to five 

years in prison, ostensibly for online comments he had made regarding the 1989 

Tiananmen Massacre. However, it was widely believed the sentence was intended to 

stop his work documenting the deaths of school children in the quake.60 

The success of filmmakers such as Ai in publicising the notion of legal 

and political reform is also evident in the rise of the New Citizens Movement in 

2012Ð13. This informal movement developed from an article placed online by Xu 

Zhiyong on 29 May 2012, entitled ÒChina Needs a New CitizensÕ Movement.Ó61 Xu 
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was another of the lawyers who petitioned the authorities in the wake of Sun 

ZhigangÕs death in 2003, who has represented ordinary Chinese citizens in many 

controversial court cases in the years since. In posting his call for a New CitizensÕ 

Movement Xu was seeking to reach a broader public and extend his legal activism 

into more explicitly political territory. He wrote: 

The goal of the New CitizensÕ Movement is a free China ruled by 

democracy and law, a just and happy civil society with Ôfreedom, 

righteousness, loveÕ as the new national spirit.62 

XuÕs article attracted widespread attention online and inspired the formation of 

discussion groups across the country that met for dinners on a monthly basis to 

discuss political reform.63 The informal nature of these meetings and the sometimes 

last-minute setting of times and places were all intended to prevent interference from 

the authorities. Despite these precautions, the movement was dealt a severe blow 

when Xu Zhiyong was arrested in July 2013 for organising small demonstrations 

calling for officials to publicly disclose their assets. He was sentenced to four years in 

prison in January 2014.64 Several other members of the New CitizensÕ Movement 

have been similarly persecuted. 

Perhaps the surest indication that activist independent documentaries 

have helped constitute a broad public invested in the aims and ideals of the Rights 

Defence Movement is the authoritiesÕ heavy-handed response to activist independent 

filmmakers themselves. The best known case of persecution involved the 

internationally renowned artist and filmmaker Ai Weiwei (no relation to Ai 
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Xiaoming), who was seized at Beijing Capital International Airport en route to Hong 

Kong in April 2011. Ai made a series of rough-hewn documentaries about public 

issues in the late 2000s, including the collapse of public schools during the Sichuan 

earthquake and the persecution of Sichuan activists such as Tan Zuoren. Ai freely 

distributes these films via DVD to anyone who requests copies and uploads them 

online, where they are regularly deleted by the authorities. His international profile 

led many in ChinaÕs creative and activist communities to assume the authorities 

would never arrest the artist, and his seizure at Beijing airport was widely regarded as 

a warning that no one was immune to persecution. Ai was held incommunicado at an 

unknown location for 81 days in flagrant breach of Chinese law before being released 

on 22 June 2011. He has essentially been under house arrest since that time.65 Ai 

Weiwei lampooned the stateÕs deployment of video surveillance technologies to 

watch him in 2012 by setting up his own cameras throughout his Beijing home and 

broadcasting their images in real-time through an online ÒWeiwei-cam.Ó He was 

forced to take down the website after a few days.66 AiÕs activities highlight the 

increasingly imaginative uses that video technologies are being put to in the service 

of public activism, while his treatment indicates the danger with which documentary 

activism is viewed by the party-state. 

In a less publicised case, filmmaker Du Bin was also illegally detained by 

police on 1 June 2013 after posting his documentary Above the GhostsÕ Heads: The 

Women of Masanjia Labour Camp (Xiao gui tou shang de nŸren, 2013) online. The film 

features interviews with former inmates of a contemporary labour camp who detail 

incidents of torture and other degrading treatment. After his arrest Du spent five  
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weeks in a detention centre in violation of Chinese law, before being released under 

bail restrictions intended to discourage further independent filmmaking activities.67 

Ai Xiaoming has also noted the increasing difficulties she has faced 

maintaining her documentary output in recent years and the restrictions she faces in 

distribution, with official institutions in China such as libraries and universities 

unable to collect her work.68 She has also been prevented from leaving mainland 

China since winning the French Simone de Beauvoir Prize in 2010 for her advocacy 

of womenÕs rights. In the first half of 2011 she was subjected to intrusive surveillance 

and prevented from receiving visitors to her Guangzhou apartment, a situation that 

recurred in June 2013 after she posted topless images of herself online to protest the 

alleged rape of six schoolgirls on Hainan Island.69 

Despite the increasingly tough punitive measures being taken against 

many independent filmmakers in China, documentaries in an activist mode remain 

common. One notable success achieved by publicising public issues through the 

documentary medium came with the debut film of photographer Wang Jiuliang in 

2011. Wang was prompted to make a film on the appalling state of BeijingÕs waste 

disposal arrangements after shooting some photographs of local rubbish dumps for 

another project. Taking up a video camera for the first time, he made Beijing Besieged 

by Waste (Laji weicheng), a documentary that not only highlighted BeijingÕs inadequate 

waste disposal arrangements, but also the vast amounts of waste being generated by 

consumer lifestyles around the globe. The film sparked considerable public debate 

through unofficial screenings in Beijing, and Wang claims that ChinaÕs then-Premier 
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Wen Jiabao viewed the film after its existence was reported through an internal CCP 

publication.70 This led to a significant improvement in waste disposal arrangements in 

the capital. It is difficult to verify WangÕs claims, but the public interest generated by 

Beijing Besieged by Waste illustrates the potential of activist documentaries when these 

films are able to reach a broad audience. WangÕs success at affecting change was also 

probably helped by his avoiding of any questioning of ChinaÕs political or legal 

system in his film. In this sense he avoided many features of the activist mode found 

in Ai XiaomingÕs work, and opted for a more journalistic approach focused solely on 

the waste disposal issue. The example shows that the Chinese authorities are capable 

of responding to independent voices highlighting social issues when they do not feel 

their legitimacy or right to power is being questioned. Conversely, WangÕs limited 

degree of success through a narrow approach to public issues in his documentary 

serves to highlight the difficulties facing those striving to achieve broader reforms of 

ChinaÕs political, legal and public institutions. 

_______________________ 

This chapter has detailed how the documentaries of independent filmmakers such as 

Ai Xiaoming, as well as the work of countless rights defence lawyers and grassroots 

activists, has helped constitute a public in contemporary China invested in the 

protection of legal rights and the reform of ChinaÕs legal system. Ai has used the 

alternative public sphere of independent documentary to help publicise the aims and 

objectives of the Rights Defence Movement, as well as the views and experiences of 

lawyers and activists working in rights defence. Ai XiaomingÕs move into 

independent documentary making was inspired by the early work of rights defence 

lawyers around the Sun Zhigang case and her exposure to Hu JieÕs documentary on 
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70. Christen Cornell, ÒBesieged by Waste, Interview with Director Wang Jiuliang,Ó 
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Lin Zhao. Through the distinctive activist address Ai constructs in her work, she has 

aimed to foster and encourage a public that straddles the Rights Defence Movement 

and the independent documentary audience. Her early film Taishi Village, for 

example, follows the efforts of a group of farmers and their lawyers to assert the 

villagersÕ legal and democratic rights under Chinese law, while the filmÕs address 

seeks to build solidarity with the farmersÕ cause amongst the predominantly urban 

independent documentary public. Ai continued this approach with her 

documentaries on the rural AIDS epidemic, The Central Plains and Care and Love. 

Similar techniques and modes of address are evident in the many activist 

independent documentaries produced in China in the years since. In addition, many 

of those directly affected by abuses of power and legal irregularities have taken to 

documenting their experiences using a variety of cheap video technologies such as 

domestic camcorders and mobile phones. Unfortunately, while activist documentary 

work has now become common in China, the Chinese party-state has also taken an 

increasingly punitive stance against independent filmmakers, rights defence lawyers 

and activists in recent years. At the time of writing restrictions on activist 

independent documentary remain tight, making it unclear how much room 

independent documentarians will have to contribute to rights defence and the 

publicising of ChinaÕs chronic social problems in the future. It also remains to be 

seen whether these measures will result in different approaches being taken within 

the independent documentary world to the publicising of the countryÕs many chronic 

social strains.



 

 

!



 

 

5. The Ethics of Encounter in Chinese 
Documentary 

The previous four chapters of this thesis have examined how independent Chinese 

documentary has grown from a marginal, underground practice in the 1990s, to the 

basis of an alternative public sphere in the digital era. Filmic texts circulated within 

this public sphere challenge and contest the party-stateÕs cultural hegemony in a 

variety of ways by offering grassroots perspectives on issues such as urban 

development, the representation of history, and the rule of law. The final chapter of 

this thesis we will consider a particular group of Chinese documentaries of the past 

fifteen years, by filmmakers such as Wu Wenguang, Huang Weikai, Zhou Hao and 

especially Zhao Liang, which have probed in increasingly reflective ways the very act 

of documentary making itself. Specifically, these films reflect upon the ethics of 

encounter underpinning the interpersonal approach to documentary now common in 

ChinaÕs independent realm, complicating these filmmakersÕ relationship to the people 

and environments they represent on screen. This reflection can, in turn, be read as 

part of a broader discourse around morals and ethics in China that has played out in 

both official and unofficial public spheres in recent years. 

One of the most sophisticated examples of this reflective turn in Chinese 

documentary is Zhao LiangÕs Petition (Shangfang, 2009), in which the filmmaker 

encourages reflection upon the ethics of encounter between a documentary maker 

and a group of highly persecuted and disempowered Chinese citizens. His complex, 

ethically reflective approach to the documentary form makes Petition a particularly 

challenging work, both in terms of the sharpness of its political critique and the 

emotionally confronting nature of the ethical dilemmas Zhao represents on screen. 

As such, the film represented something of a high-water mark in the explicitly critical 
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and politicised tone of the discourse circulating in the alternative public sphere of 

independent Chinese documentary when the film was completed in 2009. 

This chapterÕs detailed analysis of ZhaoÕs ethically reflective style will be 

preceded by a discussion of the widespread perception of a moral and ethical crisis in 

Chinese society today, as the efficacy of ethical precepts promoted by the party-state 

has faded and the marketised economy has encouraged intensely competitive 

individualism. Alongside the introduction of an economy characterised by cutthroat 

competition, the state has continued to resist the formation of grassroots 

organisations that might assist in the ground-up development of ethics more suited 

to an increasingly individualistic society. Nevertheless, such organisations continue to 

spontaneously spring up, such as the Care and Love group Ai Xiaoming documents 

in her eponymous documentary. Independent documentary culture has also 

functioned as a grassroots realm in which ethical debates have played out amongst a 

viewing public, and these debates have in turn been expressed in a series of ethically 

reflective documentary works. After briefly considering some of the ethically 

reflective documentaries produced in ChinaÕs independent realm, Zhao LiangÕs style 

will be analysed through a detailed appraisal of two key works Ð Paper Airplane (Zhi 

feiji, 2001) and Petition. It will be argued that the ever more politicised nature of 

ethical debates in society at large and in ethically reflective films such as Petition goes 

some way to explaining the party-stateÕs markedly more punitive stance towards 

independent culture of all kinds in recent years, which will be discussed further in the 

chapterÕs final section. It will be argued that part of the threat represented by 

independent documentaries for ChinaÕs ruling elite is their ethical indictment of the 

conditions prevailing in contemporary China, and the need that these films imply for 

a new kind of ethics informing relationships in China today. 
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The Perceived Crisis of Values in Contemporary China 

Much of the recent public debate around questions of morals and ethics in the 

Chinese press and various unofficial public spheres has played out around a series of 

highly publicised scandals that many Chinese citizens regard as indicative of a 

profound moral and ethical crisis in Chinese society. The death of two-year-old 

Wang Yue in late 2011 in Foshan, Guangdong Province was typical in this regard. A 

closed circuit television camera captured the toddlerÕs last moments on a narrow, 

crowded street and this footage sparked a national outcry after it was broadcast by a 

local television station and placed online. The video shows Wang Yue run down by 

the front wheel of a passing truck as she walks down an alleyway. The driver slows 

but does not stop, before running over Wang with his hind wheels. A total of 18 

passersby are then visible moving through the frame offering no assistance to the 

wounded child. Some stare directly at the girl as they pass. A second truck then runs 

over her prone body, again without stopping. After seven minutes Wang was finally 

helped by a passing rubbish collector but later died in hospital.1 The incident 

provoked a massive outpouring of commentary in the unofficial public sphere online 

and was reportedly the most commented upon topic on Weibo Ð ChinaÕs equivalent 

of Twitter Ð in the week following WangÕs death, with 4.5 million related posts.2 

Many high profile political leaders and intellectuals were moved to write about the 

incident both online and in official publications, with a commonly repeated theme 

being that the circumstances of WangÕs death reveal a deep moral crisis in Chinese 

!  
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1. AP foreign, ÒChinese Toddler Ignored After Hit-and-run Dies,Ó The Guardian, 22 October 2011. 
http://www.theguardian.com/world/feedarticle/9907601 
2. CNN Wire Staff, ÒChinese Toddler Dies a Week After Being Hit by Cars, Ignored by Passersby,Ó 
CNN.com, 21 October 2011. 
http://edition.cnn.com/2011/10/20/world/asia/china-toddler-dead/?hpt=ias_c2 
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 society.3 One online commentator declared, ÒThe Chinese people have arrived at 

their most morality-free moment,Ó while Guangdong Party Secretary Wang Yang 

publicly described Wang YueÕs death as a Òwake up callÓ for society.4 Similar 

outpourings have greeted scandals such as the 2008 revelation that many Chinese 

dairy producers were lacing their products Ð including baby formula Ð with a 

chemical compound used in plastics known as melamine, or recurrent claims that 

many Chinese restaurants use recycled Ògutter oilÓ (digou you) in their kitchens to 

reduce costs.5 Although many specific causes could be ascribed to peopleÕs 

motivations in each of these incidents, the general discourse Ð both official and 

unofficial Ð around these scandals reflects a growing sense amongst many Chinese 

that individual ethics, moral judgements and notions of responsibility need to play a 

larger role in Chinese society as the state withdraws from its previous 

micromanagement of peopleÕs lives. 

In the Maoist era any consideration of personal ethics was subsumed by 

an all-embracing concept of Òsocialist ethicsÓ that were intended to be prescriptive 
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3. For an example of an article-length reaction to Wang YueÕs death by a Chinese writer in English, 
see Zhang Lijia, ÒHow Can I Be Proud of My China If We Are a Nation of 1.4bn Cold Hearts?,Ó The 
Guardian, 23 October 2011. http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/oct/22/china-
nation-cold-hearts/print 
For an article-length example of the responses published inside China, see Chen Weihua, ÒReclaiming 
Moral Ground Key to Nation,Ó China Daily, 1 November 2011. 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/opinion/2011-11/01/content_14012721.htm 
4. The online commentator was quoted in Zhang, ÒHow Can I Be Proud.Ó For the statement by 
Wang Yang, see Xinhua, ÒOutpouring of Grief as ChinaÕs Hit-and-run Toddler Dies,Ó PeopleÕs Daily, 
21 October 2011. http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/90882/7623070.html 
5. The melamine milk scandal broke in September 2008, initially through reports of babies developing 
kidney stones suspected to have been caused by contaminated milk powder. For example: Xinhua, 
ÒBaby Milk Powder Being Investigated After 14 Babies Get Sick,Ó XinhuaNet.com, posted 10 
September 2008. http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2008-09/10/content_9891809.htm 
It was later revealed that ChinaÕs Southern Weekend newspaper group had tried to break the story of 
melamine contamination of dairy products in July 2008, but the story had been suppressed in the lead-
up to the Beijing Olympics in August. See David Bandurksi, ÒPress Controls Feed ChinaÕs Food 
Problem,Ó Wall Street Journal, 7 October 2008. 
http://o nline.wsj.com/news/articles/SB122332462058208791 
There have been recurrent scandals around the use of gutter oil in Chinese restaurants, but one of the 
most widely publicised greeted a report published by Wuhan Polytechnic University in March 2010 
that claimed one in ten restaurant meals in China were cooked using recycled oil, commonly referred 
to as Ògutter oil.Ó This recycled material is taken from a variety of sources including other restaurants, 
drains and rubbish dumps. See Guo Rui and Wang Yan, ÒIllegal Oil a ÔHotÕ Business,Ó China Daily, 22 
March 2010. http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/cndy/2010-03/22/content_9619784.htm 
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and pedagogical rather than the basis of individual ethical reasoning. Prescriptive 

ethical formulations have long been central to Confucian thinking and were widely 

promoted by many of ChinaÕs dynastic rulers, but socialist ethics under Mao were 

enforced to an unprecedented degree at all levels of society as part of the broader 

totalitarian culture of the period. Mayfair Mei-hui Yang identifies loyalty to the state 

as the central tenet of these ethics, along with the assumed good of, 

the regulation of each iota of everyday life, as well as the 

classification, surveillance and re-education of the population in order 

to transform it for a unidimensional utopian vision.6 

Since the introduction of a marketised economy and a degree of private enterprise, 

the party-state has retreated from enforcing codes of behaviour to anything like the 

degree it did in the Maoist era. The CCP does, however, continue to subscribe to a 

highly prescriptive understanding of ethics in its public statements, even if the 

purpose of these formulations has shifted from remoulding the populationÕs ideas 

and behaviour along the lines of a utopian vision to containing the Òforces unleashed 

by the newly defined freedoms of the marketplace.Ó7 For example, President Hu 

JintaoÕs ÒEight Honours, Eight DisgracesÓ (Ba rong, ba chi) unveiled in 2006 were a 

widely publicised set of precepts intended to curb the corruption and abuses of 

power that have accompanied explosive economic growth since the early 1990s. 

Expressed in eight vague couplets such as ÒLove the country; do it no harmÓ and 

ÒServe the people; do no disservice,Ó the ÒEight Honours, Eight DisgracesÓ were 

described on the Chinese GovernmentÕs official website as Òthe new moral yardstick 
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6. Mayfair Mei-hui Yang, ÒThe Modernity of Power in the Chinese Socialist Order,Ó Cultural 
Anthropology 3:4 (November 1988): 414. 
7. Ann Anagnost, ÒSocialist Ethics and the Legal System,Ó in Popular Protest and Political Culture in 
Modern China: Learning from 1989, eds. Jeffrey N. Wasserstrom and Elizabeth J. Perry (Boulder, San 
Francisco and Oxford: Westview Press, 1992), 193. 
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to measure the work, conduct and attitude of Communist Party officials.Ó8 In 

September 2013 HuÕs successor as president, Xi Jinping, hosted a well-publicised 

ceremony in Beijing to honour fifty-four Òethical role modelsÓ that Xi announced 

had Òemerged from our long-term campaign to boost ethics and our countryÕs 

traditional virtues.Ó9 Events such as this, along with ethical precepts promoted by the 

party-state, continue a long Chinese tradition of treating ethics as state-sanctioned 

prescriptive formulations embodied in outstanding role models. 

Despite the ongoing prevalence of prescriptive ethical formulations in 

the public rhetoric of the CCP, the efficacy of these top-down precepts has been 

crucially undermined by several factors in the contemporary era. Most important has 

been the aforementioned withdrawal of the party-state from many aspects of 

peopleÕs private lives. Combined with the fact that huge numbers of Chinese citizens 

no longer rely on the state for employment, housing or income, the authoritiesÕ 

ability to enforce behavioural norms is far weaker than it was in earlier decades. Also 

crucial in terms of attempts to regulate the behaviour of officials has been the basic 

contradiction between precepts such as the ÒEight Honours, Eight DisgracesÓ and 

the expectations placed on political leaders at all levels. Economic growth and social 

stability have been the foundations of the party-stateÕs hegemonic strategies in the 

post-1989 era and officials are assessed primarily by their achievements in these 

areas. Far from providing incentives to adhere to precepts such as Òdo not spend 

ethics for profitsÓ or Òbe disciplined and law-abidingÓ Ð urgings featured in HuÕs 

ÒEight Honours, Eight DisgracesÓ Ð an obsession with maintaining economic 

growth and the CCPÕs political power at all costs encourages abuses of power, 

disregard of citizensÕ legal rights and widespread corruption at every level of 
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governance. Furthermore, unquestioning loyalty to the party-state remains the 

foundation of the CCPÕs conception of ethics, over and above vague precepts about 

serving the people. To take one example of the ongoing emphasis placed on loyalty, 

shortly after Hu Zhanfan was appointed head of the national broadcaster China 

Central Television in 2011, he bluntly told those at an event hosted by the China 

National Media Association, ÒThe first social responsibility and professional ethic of 

media staff should be understanding their role clearly as a good mouthpiece.Ó10 Hu 

was further reported as saying that any understanding of Chinese journalists as 

anything other than Òpropaganda workersÓ was a Òfundamental mistake about 

identity.Ó11 HuÕs statements were widely interpreted as a public rejoinder to those 

working in Chinese media who have pushed to replace loyalty to the party-state with 

a professional journalistic ethic. Public awareness that loyalty is placed above all 

other values by Chinese leaders renders ethical precepts stressing other values Ð such 

as service to the people Ð somewhat hollow. The prevalence of this feeling is 

evidenced by the anger and ridicule that often greets official pronouncements on 

ethics and values in the online realm. At the same time, Hu ZhanfanÕs comments 

also illustrate how the CCP has striven to forestall any development of ethical codes 

Ð just as professional journalistic ethics Ð outside the purview of the party-state. 

Ongoing controls over societal institutions such as academia and severe restrictions 

on non-governmental organisations have further hampered more grassroots efforts 

to discuss and formulate ethical codes and forms of behaviour. 

In recent years cynicism regarding top-down ethical precepts in 

unofficial public discourse has increasingly evolved into a critique that identifies the 

party-state itself as the source of the most damaging and unethical behaviour in 
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10. Malcolm Moore, ÒChina TV Boss Denies Journalistic IndependenceÓ, The Age, 7 December 2011. 
http://www.theage.com.au/world/china-tv-boss-denies-journalistic-independence-20111206-
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11. Ibid. 
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Chinese society. One of the most popular examples of this unofficial commentary is 

a series of animations produced since 2005 by Chinese artist Wang Bo Ð better 

known by his pseudonym Pi San Ð that depict the misadventures of a small rabbit 

named Kuang Kuang as he makes his way in a satirical version of contemporary 

Chinese society.12 One of the most notorious of these animations has been Little 

Rabbit, Be Good (Xiaotu guaiguai, 2011), produced just before the beginning of the 

Chinese Year of the Rabbit in early 2011. The film depicts a society ruled by tigers 

who make baby rabbits explode by providing contaminated milk formulae, run down 

rabbits without remorse in their cars, demolish rabbitsÕ homes, and beat to death any 

rabbits who object to this treatment. Ominously, the film ends with the rabbits rising 

up and tearing the tigers apart as the soundtrack intones, ÒWhen IÕm pushed I can 

bite too.Ó Like all Pi SanÕs animations, Little Rabbit, Be Good was short enough to be 

distributed as an email attachment and the film went viral in the lead up to the 

Chinese New Year holiday in 2011, despite the efforts of the Chinese censors to 

eradicate its presence online. The popularity of Pi SanÕs work, distributed exclusively 

via unofficial channels, reflects increasing public disquiet over a political elite widely 

perceived to be lacking any ethical basis to their actions, program or hegemony. 

Independent documentary culture has also reflected this widespread 

disquiet over a perceived crisis of values in Chinese society in a number of ways. 

Filmmakers such as Zhao Liang have not only turned their ethically questioning gaze 

outwards to depict conditions prevailing in Chinese society, but have also questioned 

and probed the ethics of their own personal relationships with their on-screen 

subjects. In other words, their representational strategies have involved a questioning 

of the ethics involved in the documentary form by which they represent their views. 
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This increasingly reflexive take on the documentary medium in independent culture 

is evident in public statements by various directors that have alluded to the complex 

ethical questions that accompany the act of representing others on screen. For 

example, in a 2001 interview director Yang Lina claimed that when her observational 

documentary The Old Men (Laotou, 1999), about a group of elderly retirees, won an 

award she felt a certain guilt, Òlike a thiefÓ who had Òstolen something from the old 

men simply to adorn herself.Ó13 Zhao Dayong, best known as the director of Ghost 

Town (Fei cheng, 2008), stated in a 2009 interview, ÒA process of self-reflection is for 

me the essence of filmmakingÉ If it was just about recording the lives of others I 

wouldnÕt even bother to pick up my camera. That to me seems like a kind of 

violation or rape, in which the camera becomes the agent of a kind of lascivious 

act.Ó14 At a question-and-answer session after a US screening of his film Crime and 

Punishment (Zui yu fa) in 2010, Zhao Liang admitted that he struggles with Òethical 

concernsÓ that he finds Òvery difficult to deal with.Ó15 In an interview later the same 

year, Zhao further commented, ÒTo deal with the relationship between the director 

and the subject in the film, to balance it, is a kind of artÉ In terms of documentary 

ethics [jilu daode], every director needs to think about this.Ó16 These statements in 

interviews indicate that certain Chinese documentarians have grappled at some 

length with ethical questions in the process of making their films. 

The independent documentary audience has also often publicly 

expressed ethical concerns in relation to documentary content over the past ten to 

fifteen years. As early as 2001, Zhu ChuanmingÕs documentary Extras (Qunzhong 
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13. Yang Lina quoted in Yiman Wang, ÒThe AmateurÕs Lightning Rod: DV Documentary in 
Postsocialist China,Ó Film Quarterly 58:4 (Summer 2005): 21. 
14. Dan Edwards, interview with Zhao Dayong via email, trans. David Bandurski (November 2009). 
15. dGenerate Films, ÒCinemaTalk: Conversation with Zhao Liang, director of Crime and Punishment 
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yanyuan, 2001), about the mercenary social dynamics within a group of unemployed 

actors spruiking for work outside the Beijing Film Studio, provoked anger over the 

directorÕs perceived complicity in the sexual harassment of a young actress named 

Bao Hehua by the filmÕs male subjects. Scenes involving Bao caused some viewers to 

charge that the documentary was Òguilty not just of voyeurism but of producing 

another layer of harassment.Ó17 When Extras appeared at a festival in Hong Kong it 

was reportedly criticised by audience members for its Òfascist violenceÓ towards 

some of those depicted on screen.18 

One of the most controversial contemporary directors, whose work has 

often provoked intense criticism on ethical grounds, is the Beijing-based Xu Tong. 

AbŽ Mark Nornes noted the uproar that greeted XuÕs revelation at the independent 

film festival Yunfest in March 2009 that the Beijing prostitute who provided the 

focus of his film Wheat Harvest (Mai shou, 2008) had no idea she was being filmed for 

a documentary. According to Nornes, Òa petition circulated to pull it from 

competition, and the programmers made space for a four-hour discussion between 

Xu and his critics.Ó19 Chinese academic and curator Wang Xiaolu further claimed that 

when Wheat Harvest circulated online, the boyfriend of one of the women unwittingly 

portrayed in the film found out that she had been involved in prostitution and 

Òrestricted her freedom and locked her up.Ó20 According to Wang, Xu Tong 

consequently withdrew the film from public circulation. Xu Tong was also present 

during a symposium on documentary ethics that became mired in controversy at the 

8th China Independent Film Festival in Nanjing on 31 October 2011. Canadian critic 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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and curator Shelley Kraicer reported that Òthe main topic of discussion was the 

relationship between documentary filmmakers and their subjects.Ó21 The day after the 

symposium, a group of documentary makers including Xu Tong distributed posters 

roundly condemning the commentary that had been offered by critics and academics 

such as Lu Xinyu.22 Kraicer reported that the disagreement revolved around several 

filmmakersÕ disavowal of the class differences between documentary makers and 

their on-screen subjects that had been evoked by Lu Xinyu at the symposium.23 Xu 

TongÕs presence among directors denying the importance of the socio-economic gap 

between them and their subjects is perhaps significant, as XuÕs work has often been 

criticised precisely because it seems to take up a position of blank voyeurism in front 

of ChinaÕs most disadvantaged citizens. 

These debates stretching back over the past decade prompt the question 

of what Òdocumentary ethicsÓ means in a Chinese context. Specifically, it needs to be 

considered whether local understandings of the term differ from common 

understandings in English-language discourse. While comparative studies of Chinese 

and Western business ethics are fairly common, there is unfortunately a dearth of 

similar literature focusing on filmmaking. The very small written discourse around 

documentary ethics within China, however, suggests that Chinese understandings of 

the term, like the wider debate about morals and ethics in Chinese society, places an 

emphasis on questions of individual behaviour towards others, over and above the 

emphasis in traditional Confucian ethics on loyalty to familial and state hierarchies. 

Echoing the concerns of wider societal debates, the discourse around documentary 

ethics in China in print and at events such as the Nanjing symposium suggests a 
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general concern with individual moral values and judgements, and a specific concern 

with how individual filmmakers can relate to the people they film in a fair, equitable 

and non-exploitative manner. In other words, the terms of the debate are quite 

similar to those found in the English-language discourse on documentary ethics. 

Furthermore, the term generally used in Chinese-language written sources and by 

filmmakers in interviews is jilu daode Ð literally Òdocumentary morals.Ó This term 

suggests an emphasis on small-scale quotidian questions of morality, as opposed to a 

concern with more abstract, philosophical and universal ethical precepts implied by 

the term lunli. Reinforcing the impression of common ground in the discourse 

around documentary ethics both inside and outside China, a recent article on 

documentary ethics by critic Wang Xiaolu draws heavily on US documentary 

theoreticians Bill Nichols and Linda Williams.24 Citing incidents such as the 

aforementioned controversy around the documentary Wheat Harvest, Wang argues 

that Ònot a small numberÓ of independent Chinese documentaries Òinappropriately 

handle relationshipsÓ and Òdisregard the subjectÕs dignity.Ó25 He links this lack of 

ethics in some documentary practices to what he views as a post-modern relativism 

in the theorising of Nichols and Williams, and argues strongly for fidelity on the part 

of filmmakers to certain objective truths lying outside the frame of representation. 

Wang also calls for a more Òcontractual spiritÓ in documentary making to facilitate 

greater involvement by on-screen subjects in the production and distribution 

processes. 

Wang XiaoluÕs article offers many valid criticisms of observational 

documentary practices, but he rather inexplicably glosses over the many participatory 

efforts playing out in Chinese documentary that have arisen partly in response to the 
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ethical concerns he raises. He also overlooks a level of complexity in the writings of 

Williams and Nichols when it comes to the ethics of representation in documentary 

cinema. NicholsÕ ideas in particular are useful in unpacking the relationship between 

ethics and representation, through his theory of Òaxiographics,Ó or the study of Òhow 

values, particularly an ethics of representation, comes to be known in relation to 

space.Ó26 NicholsÕ bases his ideas partly upon an earlier article by Vivian Sobchack 

that considers the different ways we respond to the representation of death in 

fictional and documentary films.Ó27 Sobchack argues that one of crucial factors 

differentiating our reading of documentaries from dramatic features is the fact that 

an ethic is always inscribed into the relationship a documentary filmmaker constructs 

with the reality in front of his or her camera. 

Documentary space is constituted and inscribed as ethical space: it 

stands as the objectively visible evidence of subjective visual 

responsiveness to responsibility toward a world shared with other 

human subjects.28  

SobchackÕs conception of documentary space rests on the particular investments we 

tend to place in certain kinds of documentary images Ð investments that rest on two 

interrelated expectations. The first is the expectation that the content of 

documentary images has a direct bearing upon the wider social world inhabited by 

the filmmaker and the viewer, as opposed to the symbolically demarcated space of 

fictional drama, which is generally read as Òalternative to or transcendental to the 

viewerÕs life-world.Ó29 The second related expectation is that the camera was present 
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before the spontaneous real-life events we see play out on screen at the time they 

occurred. Our response to documentary images is partly informed by their perceived 

Òevidential powerÓ Ð to borrow a phrase Roland Barthes uses in relation to 

photography Ð even as these images are open to manipulation and widely varying 

interpretations.30 It is our investment in this indexical link between the historical 

moment of recording and our moment of viewing Ð however uncertain and 

contested that link might be Ð that makes the documentary image such a potentially 

powerful conveyor of naturalised ideological messages, as evidenced by the heavy 

reliance on documentary images to substantiate ideological claims in the 

monopolistic public sphere of the Maoist era. 

The particular investment in documentary images that Sobchack evokes 

is obviously complicated by the use of re-enactments and dramatisations in 

documentary work. Her formulation is particularly relevant, however, to an approach 

anchored in an aesthetic of xianchang, or Òon-the-spot realism,Ó that emphasises the 

cameraÕs presence before unplanned, contingent events playing out in the socio-

historical world. The New Documentary Movement directors of the 1990s were 

drawn to the observational mode precisely because it seemed to lend greater weight 

to the cameraÕs apparently ÒobjectiveÓ recording of events in front of the lens at the 

moment they occur, while downplaying the importance of overtly didactic verbal 

exposition that seeks to limit the possible readings a viewer might give the images on 

screen. The xianchang aesthetic deliberately precluded the use of re-enactments in 

reaction to their common usage in works produced within the official Chinese public 

sphere of film and television prior to the 1990s. Although independent Chinese 

documentaries of the past ten to fifteen years have increasingly problematised this 
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notion of an objective image, Chris Berry and Lisa Rofel note that a certain 

investment in the cameraÕs ability to create a visual and aural record of spontaneous 

action in front of the lens has continued to inform responses to the arrival of digital 

video in China.31 This is a contrast to Western countries, where the discourse around 

digital imaging has generally highlighted the technologyÕs potential to erode any 

vestige of film and videoÕs indexical properties. So while theorists such as Lev 

Manovich have emphasised that computer-based imaging means that cinema Òis no 

longer an indexical media technology but, rather, a subgenre of painting,Ó32 in China 

the discourse around digital video has highlighted the formatÕs ability to bring 

directors closer to the social world filmmakers share with their subjects.33 In a nation 

where historical discourse has long been the exclusive preserve of ruling elites and 

manipulated as a matter of course according to political imperatives, it is unsurprising 

that Chinese filmmakers have retained an interest in DVÕs indexically informed ability 

to create an imagistic record at the moment an action takes place. In general, 

however, the emphasis in independent Chinese documentary culture has not been on 

presenting independently produced images as an objective Òtruth,Ó in opposition to 

state-sanctioned Òlies.Ó Rather, as Ou Ning comments in relation to his film Meishi 

Street, independent documentaries represent an opportunity to present a different 

version of history, constructed from a fundamentally different perspective to the top-

down view that has traditionally characterised Chinese historical discourse. The 

essential point in terms of ethics is that independent documentary making in China is 

primarily viewed as the rendering of a shared social reality on screen. It is in the 

relationships implied by this sharing that the question of ethics comes to the fore Ð 

specifically, the relationship between the one who renders (the filmmaker) and those 
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who are rendered (the filmmakerÕs on-screen subjects). While ChinaÕs didactic 

documentary tradition and the observational mode of many early independent 

documentaries tend to efface the terms of this relationship in the viewerÕs experience 

of the film, the interpersonal mode common in the digital era often foregrounds the 

process of negotiation between filmmaker and subject. It is this interpersonal mode 

that Wang Xiaolu overlooks in his articleÕs focus on the more observational work of 

filmmakers such as Xu Tong. 

One clear example of this foregrounding of the relationship between 

filmmakers and their on-screen subjects came from veteran director Wu Wenguang 

in 2005 with his documentary Fuck Cinema (Cao ta ma de dianying). Two versions of 

this film exist, illustrating the way the same material can be shaped to forge very 

different experiences for the viewer. The first version is in a more observational 

mode, with Wu Wenguang rendered as a largely invisible presence behind the camera 

following the lives of various figures on the periphery of BeijingÕs film industry. Later 

Wu produced a much longer edit that includes himself in the on-screen action and 

confronts the tensions underlying his relationship with his on-screen subjects. Both 

versions contain three narrative threads that interweave throughout the film. One 

comprises a string of interviews with young women auditioning for the role of a 

prostitute in an unnamed television drama. Another follows a pirate DVD seller 

named Xiao Wu as he peddles his wares to white-collar workers in various Beijing 

offices. The third thread dominates in terms of screen time and concerns an 

impoverished man from rural China named Wang Zhutian hawking his handwritten 

movie script around BeijingÕs film community. The original version of the film 

concludes with Wang Zhutian meeting a young Taiwanese director at the gates of the 

Beijing Film Studio and handing him his script. The young director is appalled to 

find it is a handwritten manuscript, and after making some gruff but reasonably 
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diplomatic criticisms that Wang rejects, the director states bluntly, ÒIÕll be honest 

with you Ð this script of yours just doesnÕt make the fucking grade.Ó He departs, 

leaving an embarrassed Wang fuming at the studio gates. The film then cuts to Xiao 

Wu in his small apartment, sorting through his stockpile of pirate DVDs before 

settling in front of his television to watch a martial arts feature. As the kung fu action 

begins Fuck Cinema fades into its end credits. In this version WuÕs documentary is a 

pointed commentary on the operations of the commercial film industry, 

characterised by the callous treatment of young hopefuls and the seemingly 

insurmountable barriers erected around the industryÕs privileged elite. We are led to 

identify with Wang Zhutian in particular, and encouraged to see WuÕs camera as 

embodying a sympathetic position apart from the operations of the commercial 

industry. 

WuÕs second, much longer version of Fuck Cinema features more 

troubling interactions between the documentarian and Wang Zhutian. Continuing on 

from where the first version concludes, the extended cut moves from the scene of 

Xiao Wu watching a martial arts feature to a conversation between Wang Zhutian 

and Wu Wenguang behind the camera. Wang pressures Wu to take him to meet the 

famous filmmaker Zhang Yuan Ð director of The Square and Crazy English Ð but Wu 

seems reluctant, and questions WangÕs desire for Òinstant success.Ó Finally Wang 

stops and says frankly, ÒMr Wu, you said you were only going around with me for 

fun, but while itÕs fun for you, itÕs suffering for me, you know?Ó A surprised Wu asks 

him why he feels this way. After a prolonged pause Wang replies quietly, ÒSuppose 

that you could earn 10,000 yuan by doing something that could also cost you your 

life. I mean it would be a huge risk, but you could get 10,000 yuan by doing it. If both 

of us were given that choice, I would take the risk. But you wouldnÕt. ThatÕs why.Ó 

Apparently taken aback by this neat encapsulation of the economic and social gulf 
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lying between them, Wu agrees to take the aspiring scriptwriter to meet Zhang Yuan. 

They find the famous director sprawled on a large bed before several video monitors, 

engaged in post-production work. Quizzically observing Wang Zhutian and Wu 

WenguangÕs camera in turn, Zhang Yuan asks the scriptwriter: 

ÒDoes this mean youÕre working as an actor for Wu Wenguang now? 

Is he making you run around all over town? DonÕt you feel heÕs 

manipulating you making you run around like this?Ó  

ÒI know it doesnÕt matter whose hands IÕm in now, IÕm still a puppet. 

I see things very clearly,Ó Wang replies sadly. 

Wang then explains the purpose of his visit and reads out the introductory notes to 

his script, replete with grand claims about the projectÕs artistic worth. Upon hearing 

these claims Zhang Yuan bursts out laughing. After an extended conversation in 

which Zhang alternates between offering sympathetic if slightly condescending 

comments and simply making fun of the hapless Wang, Zhang concludes their chat 

by urging the scriptwriter to pressure Wu Wenguang to arrange more meetings with 

industry professionals. ÒHe can get you in to see pretty much anyone, no problem,Ó 

Zhang states matter-of-factly, laying bare the contrivance of WuÕs distance from the 

commercial industry. 

Uncomfortable as this scene is to watch, it is nothing compared to the 

filmÕs denouement, which comes in the form of a shattering critique of the entire 

ethos of observational filmmaking. The critique is expressed in a twelve-minute 

scene comprising a single shot of Wang reading an essay to Wu Wenguang behind 

the camera. Entitled, ÒIn order that my script can be filmed, I am slicing off my flesh 

for otherÕs entertainment,Ó WangÕs essay outlines his sense of being exploited by Wu 

for Òthe entertainment of others,Ó while Wu seems happy to sit and watch WangÕs 

struggles without lending any assistance. The essay systematically lays bare the hubris 
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inherent in the belief that a documentarian can remain detached from what he or she 

films and have no impact on the lives of his or her subjects. It also shows up the 

intellectual arrogance of a filmmaker utilising the filmed behaviour of others to 

critique society, without ever reflecting on their own role in the power relations their 

films set out to illuminate. Like the original version of Fuck Cinema, the extended cut 

begins as an observational critique of the objectifying gaze of commercial cinema, 

but through the increasingly tense relationship between Wu and his principal subject 

the film slowly transforms into a rigorous auto-critique of WuÕs observational style 

and his implicit claim to represent a different type of filmmaking to the Beijing Film 

Studio. WangÕs essay implies that there is in fact a close link between official cinemaÕs 

tendency to treat struggling hopefuls as mere fodder for its commercial operations, 

and Wu WenguangÕs tendency to treat his rural on-screen subjects as mere symbols 

in his portraits of Chinese society. In short, the essay is a rather shattering 

deconstruction of the detached position of intellectual analysis evident in much New 

Documentary cinema, enunciated by one of the impoverished subjects so often 

observed in this work. It is precisely critiques such as this that have pushed many 

independents in the digital era to move away from the kind of observational 

approach favoured by the New Documentary Movement, towards a more 

interpersonal approach. Similar critiques also continue to inform the response to the 

work of a filmmaker such as Xu Tong. 

The Guangzhou-based filmmaker Zhou Hao depicted a more knotted 

relationship with his on-screen subjects in the 2008 documentary Using (Long ge), 

which traces the filmmakerÕs friendship with Long, a junkie eking out an existence 

through petty theft in Guangzhou. Their relationship is tense throughout, as Long 

repeatedly asks Zhou Hao for cash while consistently promising to quit his drug 

habit. The film traces their interactions over several years, raising the question of why 
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Zhou Hao repeatedly returns to such a dysfunctional friendship. No doubt he is 

partly motivated by compassion for Long and his girlfriend Jun, who appear 

incapable of taking control of their lives. The pair also go to considerable lengths to 

gain ZhouÕs sympathy. At one point for example the director finds Long coughing 

up blood after supposedly swallowing razor blades to scare the police into releasing 

him from detention. Yet it is also clear that Zhou Hao is aware he is being 

manipulated for money, as he constantly bickers with Long about his endless 

borrowing. During one argument, Zhou admits, ÒUltimately I do this out of interest 

in different people, in their varying lifestyles.Ó Just as Zhou is repeatedly drawn back 

into LongÕs orbit by his fascination with the junkieÕs world and his desire to render it 

on video, Long appears to enjoy the attention and validity the camera lends his 

otherwise rather squalid existence. Zhou accepts LongÕs manipulations Ð at least up 

to a point Ð partly because of his desire to put LongÕs story on screen. But it also 

seems likely that LongÕs emotive performance is only spurred on by the presence of 

ZhouÕs camera and the opportunity it presents to immortalise his activities. In 

addition, the filmmaker is a useful source of finance for his drug habit. As this web 

of emotional and chemical interdependence grows increasingly tangled, it becomes 

less and less clear who is ÒusingÓ whom.34 

After several years of intermittent contact, Zhou Hao loses touch with 

Long, but LongÕs girlfriend Jun eventually contacts the director and tells him that she 

too has been deserted. She also informs Zhou that Long made up the story of 

swallowing razor blades, coughing up fake blood in ZhouÕs presence in order to gain 

his sympathy. ÒYou never thought his acting was just a bit too good?Ó she asks 

pointedly. JunÕs comments retrospectively cast doubt on much that the camera has 
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shown us in the previous 90 minutes of the film Ð or perhaps as a jilted lover Jun is 

simply trying to discredit Long. After this we learn via intertitles that Long is later 

arrested in Yunnan Province and faces a possible death sentence for drug trafficking. 

In an audio recording of a conversation between Zhou Hao and Long in prison, we 

hear the director ask Long how he feels about the documentary being screened. ÒI 

donÕt mind,Ó Long replies. ÒWith me ending like this, youÕve been here all along. 

What can I say?Ó Using illustrates how an Òon-the-spotÓ aesthetic remains central to 

Chinese documentary making in the digital era, with the film bearing many of the 

markers generally associated with immersion in an uncontrolled environment, 

including shaky camera work, off-centre framing, and apparently spontaneous 

physical and verbal interactions with ZhouÕs on-screen subjects. But Using also 

evidences a more critical and interrogative attitude towards the ÒtruthsÓ that an 

indexical video image might reveal than what was evident in much New 

Documentary work of the 1990s. The directorÕs increasingly equivocal relationship 

with his main subject recorded in the filmÕs images provokes a stream of reflective 

questions for the viewer. Is Long exploiting Zhou HaoÕs sympathies for money? Is 

Zhou deliberately feeding LongÕs addiction for the purposes of his film? Is anything 

Long says or does true, or is he simply acting for his own benefit and/or the benefit 

of the film? These questions imply that the surface appearances recorded in the video 

image are only one layer of a much more complex multi-layered reality. Which is not 

to say documentary is simply fiction. LongÕs arrest and death sentence illustrate that 

real world events recorded by the camera can never simply be reduced purely to the 

status of signifiers in a discourse divorced from the social world we inhabit. The 

events on screen in fact have very real consequences for the people involved, which 

is why their depiction always involves a question of ethics. There are never easy 

answers to the ethical questions posed by documentary making, however, because 
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the visible and audible words and actions of subjects recorded by the camera are 

always informed by a labyrinthine web of conflicting agendas, motivations and 

relationships which lie beneath the surface appearances recorded by the lens. 

Meaning is always open to negotiation, interpretation and manipulation both by 

those in front of and behind the camera. Zhou HaoÕs reflective interrogation of the 

documentary form in Using illustrates one of the differences between independent 

work in the digital era and the less reflective observational works of the 1990s, as 

well as state-sanctioned documentaries that generally take their Òtruth value,Ó shaped 

by the imperatives of the CCP, for granted. 

While films such as Fuck Cinema and Using explore questions of 

exploitation and power that are relevant to documentary making the world over, 

other films have attempted to relate a reflective attitude towards the ethics of 

documentary making to ChinaÕs specific societal context. Floating (Piao, 2005) by 

former U-th•que member Huang Weikai is one example. HuangÕs film revolves 

around the directorÕs interactions with a musician from rural Henan named Yang 

Jiwei, scratching out a living busking with his guitar in a pedestrian underpass in the 

southern city of Guangzhou. At one level the film is a portrait of youths living on the 

margins of ChinaÕs economic boom, tantalised by the promise of life outside their 

rural villages yet lacking the skills necessary for gainful employment in an urban 

environment. Their marginal status and lack of access to urban residence permits 

renders them susceptible to constant harassment from security guards and police. 

However, the emotional core of Floating does not revolve around these social issues, 

but rather the filmmakerÕs friendship with Yang Jiwei. The director traces this 

friendship through an unusual reverse chronology structure that gradually moves 

back through the six months preceding the opening scene. By constructing his story 

around his friendship with the young musician, Huang Weikai is able to illustrate the 
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ways in which YangÕs socio-economic circumstances impact on his life without 

simply reducing Yang to the status of a symbol or stereotypical passive victim. His 

film also implies that a relationship forged through documentary making entails 

responsibilities to the on-screen subject. This point becomes clear when the action 

returns to the ÒpresentÓ of February 2003 at the end of the film. Yang has been 

picked up by police for failing to produce a residence permit. Simply recording this 

fact would have been enough to make a straightforward analytical point about the 

treatment of internal migrants in Chinese cities. However, Huang actively tries to 

influence the fate of his subject, with jerky images marking out the filmmakerÕs run 

through the streets of Guangzhou alongside YangÕs girlfriend, as they try to locate 

the musician and pass him funds to pay off the police before he is forcibly 

repatriated back to his village. The filmmaker eventually catches up with Yang as he 

is being driven in a police bus to Guangzhou Railway Station. Chasing the bus in a 

taxi, Huang finally gets out and jogs through heavy traffic to reach the police vehicle 

and pass some bank notes through the window. As the bus pulls away, Huang urges 

Yang to bail himself out once he arrives in his hometown. The entire sequence 

comprises extremely shaky camera work as Huang races to reach Yang before his 

expulsion from Guangzhou, the filmmakerÕs desire to rescue his friend clearly 

outweighing any concern with documentary art or filmic clarity. 

Floating is a good example of the way an interpersonal approach has been 

employed by recent digital documentarians to constitute a closer, more equal 

relationship between filmmaker and subject while also evoking wider social issues. 

The main body of the film captures the various ways in which figures like Yang 

attempt to pursue their dreams and resist the social and economic restrictions 

imposed on them by the authorities and the particular features of ChinaÕs class 

system. The very form of the final sequence expresses the fear and exasperation 
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created by a system that allows police to interfere so directly in internal migrantÕs 

lives and relationships. An intertitle at the filmÕs conclusion notes that another 

internal migrant, Sun Zhigang, was famously beaten to death while in detention in 

Guangzhou for not producing a residence permit the same month Huang shot the 

final sequence of Floating. This places YangÕs individual travails in a larger context 

and indicates what was potentially at stake in HuangÕs efforts to free his friend. 

HuangÕs attempts to forestall YangÕs repatriation also presages the more activist 

filmmaking strategies that have since been taken up by filmmakers such as Ai 

Xiaoming, who works with her on-screen subjects to try and alter the situations we 

see depicted. Yang is not simply constructed as a symbol via which the filmmaker 

makes analytical points about Chinese society, but a human subject and friend to 

whom the filmmaker owes a responsibility when wider social forces negatively 

impact on his life. 

Zhao Liang has taken this interpersonal approach to documentary one 

step further by representing ethically problematic choices he is forced to make in 

constructing a close relationship with persecuted on-screen subjects. Zhao began 

developing his ethically reflective style in his first completed documentary Paper 

Airplane in 2001. He continued to develop this approach in the much more socially 

and politically confronting Petition, completed in 2009 after more than a decade of 

work. While touching upon similar social issues to Floating, Petition represents the 

filmmakerÕs relationship with some of his on-screen subjects as being far more 

problematic. Specifically, Zhao shows how ChinaÕs authoritarian environment can 

shape unpalatable ethical choices for an independent documentarian attempting to 

interact with and represent highly persecuted individuals. The result is one of the 

most emotionally affecting and politically damning documentaries produced in 

ChinaÕs independent filmmaking world, and one of the most explicit filmic 
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challenges to the party-stateÕs hegemonic cultural strategies. The following sections 

will analyse ZhaoÕs ethically reflective style in more detail, starting with a discussion 

of ZhaoÕs debut Paper Airplane. 

Complicity and Reflexivity: Paper Airplane 

At the time of its completion in 2001 Zhao LiangÕs Paper Airplane represented an 

important innovation in ChinaÕs independent documentary culture. In contrast to the 

detached observational style still prominent in the late 1990s, ZhaoÕs film documents 

the filmmakerÕs close friendship and interactions with a group of Beijing heroin 

addicts on the fringes of the capitalÕs nascent rock music scene, probing his 

complicity in their self-destructive drug habit. The filmÕs involved, reflective style is 

apparent right from the opening scene. After a pan across a typical modern Beijing 

residential area comprising countless rows of mammoth apartment towers, a subtitle 

sets the date and introduces the first character: ÒJanuary 1998, Wang Yinong.Ó The 

image shows Wang cleaning a needle by spraying water through it in a dirty, cramped 

living space, as a young woman chats on the phone. A leather-jacketed youth named 

Zhang Wei arrives, introduced by a subtitle. He eyes the camera as he enters, asking 

sardonically of the unseen director, ÒYou making a movie or something?,Ó provoking 

laughter from the woman. The group discuss how much heroin Zhang has 

purchased, until Wang asks, ÒWhen are you going to kick?Ó ÒIn a couple of days,Ó 

Zhang replies. Looking over to the camera, the young woman comments, ÒThatÕs 

what they all say Ð in a couple of days.Ó In the next shot Wang holds a needle up to 

Zhao LiangÕs lens and states emphatically to camera, ÒThis is my last hit,Ó before he 

injects the heroin into his arm. Just three days later, according to a subtitle, Wang 

starts shooting up again accompanied by another young man, named Fang Lei. These 

first few minutes of the film immediately establish Zhao Liang as an imbedded, if not 
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quite fully participatory, presence in his subjectÕs lives. The comments to camera and 

wry commentary on their own actions offered by the on-screen subjects indicate 

ZhaoÕs close relationship with them and their active participation in ZhaoÕs 

filmmaking. 

After a series of arrests which we learn about via intertitles, Wang 

Yinong and various other characters fade from the film, and Zhao focuses on Fang 

Lei and his efforts to break his addiction. Fang sells pirated cassettes of Western pop 

music to make a living, and as he sorts through his stock at one point, he chats to 

Zhao about the dynamics of addiction. ÒBy the time you realise this shitÕs no good, 

itÕs already too late,Ó he explains. ÒBecause at that point you donÕt need anything 

else.Ó As Fang speaks, Zhao pans to glimpse an older man sitting in an adjoining 

room. There is then a cut to this man, later revealed to be FangÕs father, speaking 

thoughtfully to the camera: 

Our country needs to see this. There are a lot of young people out 

there just like himÉ Too many people floating around just waiting 

for jobs, an awful lot of them under 30É Society is leaving these kids 

behind. Nobody gives them a chance. 

This monologue from Fang LeiÕs father is the first contact we see between the 

filmmaker and one of the addictsÕ parents. Later scenes show evidence of a close 

relationship between Zhao and FangÕs father and mother, complicating ZhaoÕs 

involvement in FangÕs addiction. In one scene, for example, we see Fang Lei and 

several friends smoking heroin in the apartment of a young woman named Liang 

Yang. Fang gets up and says, ÒI have to call home. IÕll say IÕm over at Zhao LiangÕs 

place.Ó Off-camera we hear him call his mother and say he is watching a video at 

ZhaoÕs home. Fang then calls out, ÒThey say thanks Zhao Liang,Ó and we hear the 

director laughing nervously from behind the camera. After hanging up Fang returns 
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to the group and comments, ÒThey were totally happy about it. They said they felt 

safer just knowing I was at your place.Ó Clearly the director has built up a high degree 

of trust with both the addicts and some of their parents by this point Ð FangÕs 

mother later refers to Zhao as Òa cousinÓ Ð yet the scene implies that the filmmaker 

allows that trust to be exploited by Fang to cover his drug taking activities. 

Eventually Fang Lei is able to break his reliance on heroin and Zhao is 

part of efforts to try and persuade the young woman Liang Yang to do the same, 

although it is unclear whether the filmmakerÕs presence is a help or a hindrance. 

During a heated discussion between Liang and her mother, Fang Lei discreetly leaves 

the room and motions to Zhao to do the same. But Zhao remains to capture LiangÕs 

mother imploring her daughter to give up her drug use. The sequence ends with an 

intertitle stating: ÒThe stalemate continued all day. We were worried Liang Yang 

might attempt suicide again [Liang had earlier taken an overdose of sleeping pills], so 

we gave her 300 yuan and left the decision up to her. She could use it to buy 

methadone, or to buy heroin.Ó The use of the inclusive personal pronoun ÒweÓ in 

the intertitles further indicates that Zhao has by this point become an active player in 

the drama of these youthsÕ lives. Musing on these scenes years later, Zhao Liang 

commented: 

In Paper Airplane I was too involved. I needed to work together with 

them to solve some problems and overcome difficulties. The 

relationship was like between brothers. Although you live with them 

you shouldnÕt forget that you are the one shooting.35 

Later in the same interview Zhao evoked the difficult choices that a documentary 

director confronts: 
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While you are shooting a lot of complicated situations will develop. 

For example, if someone is being chased do you really want to keep 

shooting or do you really want to help them? Actually the line 

between these two is blurry. You can offer genuine help, but you 

always need to bear in mind you are there to record.36 

ZhaoÕs comments hint at the difficult line he traverses in Paper Airplane between 

caring involvement and a certain passive complicity in the addictsÕ self-destructive 

behaviour.  

This wavering stance comes to a head in the filmÕs final scene. After 

Fang LeiÕs protracted attempts to persuade Liang Yang to give up her addiction, 

intertitles detail the fate of the filmÕs characters. Fang Lei stayed clean, Liang Yang 

Òcontinued her search for meaning in life,Ó and Zhang Wei was arrested and 

sentenced to three years in a re-education camp, a facility in which prisoners are 

supposedly reformed through a combination of forced labour and political 

indoctrination. A final intertitle reveals that Zhao Liang unexpectedly heard from 

Wang Yinong Ð the young man we see taking his Òlast hitÓ in the filmÕs opening 

minutes Ð in September 2000. ÒYears of abuse and an overdose had left him 

hospitalised. He had massive kidney failure,Ó the intertitle reveals. The film then cuts 

to a wasted, bed-ridden figure in a hospital, vomiting into a plastic bag. Afterwards 

Wang Yinong lies back and chats to Zhao Liang behind the camera. 

ÒSo, do you have a name for your film yet?Ó he asks weakly. 

ÒYeah, but no one likes it,Ó replies the director. 

ÒI thought of a good name for you. Paper Airplane [Zhi feiji].Ó 

ÒPaper Airplane? Why that name?Ó 

!  
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ÒA paper airplane is nothing but a piece of folded paper. Sometimes 

it flies pretty high. But it never flies for long. It always ends up 

crashing to the ground right back where it started. It only flies once, 

but what a price it pays for that one small chance to fly.Ó 

With that Wang turns from the camera and the frame fades to black. These 

disquieting last moments bring together a number of important aspects of Zhao 

LiangÕs style. Firstly, they close the circle of the filmÕs complex structure, which is 

linear in terms of narrative, with intertitles throughout marking the passing months 

and years, but circular in terms of thematics, returning to the grim fate of the first 

character we meet in order to mark the endpoint of the cycle of addiction we have 

seen play out over the previous seventy-five minutes. Secondly, the film ends on an 

interpersonal and reflexive note that sees one of the characters retrospectively 

naming the work and philosophically reflecting on the story it conveys. The scene 

reaffirms ZhaoÕs intentional relationship with his subjects and posits them, to a 

degree, as co-creators of his work. 

The intentional relationship Zhao establishes is somewhat clouded from 

an ethical perspective, however, by his involvement in the tragically self-destructive 

behaviour that leads Wang Yinong to this point. The scene that most obviously 

evokes complicity is the aforementioned one in which Fang Lei uses his relationship 

with Zhao as a cover for a night of heroin use, but passive complicity is implied 

much earlier when Zhao videos Wang YinongÕs declarations to camera that he will 

quit heroin, followed by scenes of his relapsing just a few days later. One of these 

shots shows Wang and Fang Lei shooting up to the strains of Iggy PopÕs ÒLust for 

LifeÓ blaring out of WangÕs stereo, a wry reference to Trainspotting (Danny Boyle, 

1996), the famous British feature about heroin addicts popular in the late 1990s that 

featured ÒLust for LifeÓ over the opening credits. After he shoots up in this scene, 
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we see Fang Lei playing up to ZhaoÕs camera, staring down the barrel of the lens 

with diluted pupils until he keels over in a stupefied state. These scenes create the 

impression that ZhaoÕs camera is not exactly a neutral presence, and possibly 

encourages the youthsÕ drug use by lending a degree of cinematic validity to their 

destructive lifestyle. 

While it would be an exaggeration to call Paper Airplane a reflexive work, 

ZhaoÕs inclusion of scenes and conversations that imply a close, somewhat 

problematic involvement in the lives and activities of his on-screen subjects signals a 

reflective stance that places his film at odds with contemporaneous Chinese 

documentaries such as Crazy English and Jianghu: Life on the Road. In these more 

observational works the filmmaker is constructed as a largely invisible recorder of 

events in front of the lens. ZhaoÕs film marked an important development not so 

much for what it showed, since many other Chinese documentaries of the 1990s 

focus on marginalised subcultures, but for its probing of the filmmakerÕs complicity 

with his subjectsÕ actions and his responsibility towards those he films. Zhao was to 

further develop this reflective approach in the much more complex and politically 

loaded Petition, filmed throughout the period he was making Paper Airplane but not 

completed until eight years later. 

The Ethics of Portraying the Powerless: Petition 

As in Paper Airplane, Zhao Liang adopts a position of close involvement with his 

subjects in Petition, but his relationships here are crucially affected by the brutal 

intrusion of coercive state power into the spaces his subjects are forced to occupy Ð

 petitioning offices and slums on the outskirts of Beijing. Secretly shot scenes 

throughout the film of petitioners being harassed, arrested and beaten by police and 

security personnel make clear the level of coercion and violent repression directed at 
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these subjects by the state, and the powerlessness of the filmmaker to intervene in 

this situation. The question of how to ethically engage with subjects trapped in a 

situation of seemingly unending injustice hangs like a spectre over the film, and 

directly impacts on ZhaoÕs relationship with his main subjects. These fraught 

relationships in turn feed into the filmÕs indictment of ChinaÕs authoritarian political 

culture and compromised legal system. 

Petition was shot over the course of twelve years spent interacting with a 

community living in BeijingÕs south comprising citizens from all over China who had 

journeyed to the capital seeking redress for alleged miscarriages of justice in their 

hometowns. Petitioning is a phenomenon dating back to dynastic times in China, 

when any subject theoretically had the right to petition the emperor if he or she felt 

an injustice had been perpetrated by officials in their local area. As discussed in 

chapter four, there has been a significant effort since the turn of this century to 

pressure the Chinese party-state to develop an independent judiciary that would in 

theory eliminate, or at least limit, the need for a petitioning system. The great 

numbers of aggrieved citizens who still journey to Beijing from all over China to be 

received in petitionersÕ offices reflect the dysfunctional nature of a courts system that 

unfortunately remains beholden to the ruling party.37 Once in Beijing, aggrieved 

citizens invariably find the petitioning system is characterised by the same problems 

as the judiciary. As Jie Li notes, the petitioning bureaucracy Òis less functional than 

Kafkaesque Ð people come to the petition office with cases that their local courts 

turned down, only to have the petition officers tell them to take the cases back to the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
37. A lack of official published statistics makes it difficult to accurately assess exactly how many 
petitioners there are in Beijing, but in 2010 The Economist claimed that the annual National PeopleÕs 
Congress in the capital, which is frequently a target for petitioners, received Ò227,000 petitions by 
aggrieved citizens in 2006, up from 100,000 in 2004.Ó See The Economist, ÒDemocracy in Action; 
ChinaÕs National PeopleÕs Congress,Ó The Economist 394: 8671 (27 February 2010), 55. In 2009 The 
Financial Times quoted Chinese government figures that put the total number of petitions lodged 
nationally in 2005 at 12.7 million. See Jamil Anderlini, ÒPunished Supplicants,Ó Financial Times, 5 
March 2009. 
http://ww w.ft.com/cms/s/0/7d13197e-09bc-11de-add8-0000779fd2ac.html#axzz1gNxsxX9T 
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local courts.Ó38 The petitionersÕ bind is compounded by their near invisibility as they 

are forced to live in slums without residence permits, isolated from BeijingÕs 

permanent residents. Their plight receives little to no publicity in ChinaÕs official 

public sphere. 

Zhao Liang, tipped off by a journalist friend in autumn 1996 about the 

existence of a petitionersÕ village beside the dilapidated Beijing South Railway Station, 

was taken aback by his first sight of the appalling living conditions in the area. ÒI 

really felt like IÕd gone back in time,Ó he recalls. ÒI couldnÕt believe in the 1990s such 

a place existed.Ó39 Some of the filmÕs early scenes reflect this sense of horror and 

fascination as Zhao confronts the petitionersÕ situation for the first time. At one 

point he troops around the surrounds of Beijing South Railway Station at night, 

lifting sheets of cardboard to reveal bleary-eyed petitioners sleeping beneath. We see 

a woman howling uncontrollably in the stationÕs forecourt, but her identity or the 

specifics of her situation are never revealed. These cold, rather invasive scenes are 

shot in the observational mode typical of independent documentaries of the 1990s. 

These observational scenes early in Petition play out alongside sequences 

shot in a more activist mode, as petitioners recount a litany of complaints to the 

camera, particularly in an extended sequence that opens the film. Complaints include 

accusations of compulsory grain requisitions not paid for by the state, lay-offs from 

state enterprises without notice or redundancy payments, forced home demolitions 

carried out without compensation, and severe physical abuse in the armed forces. 

Following this string of individual grievances, Zhao frames several large groups of 

petitioners protesting directly to the camera, yelling phrases such as ÒDarkness in 

China,Ó ÒCorruption in ChinaÓ and ÒGive me back my human rights.Ó These scenes 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
38. Jie Li, ÒFilming Power and the Powerless: Zhao LiangÕs Crime and Punishment (2007) and Petition 
(2009),Ó China Perspectives 1 (2010): 41. 
39. Edwards, ÒEvery Official Knows.Ó 
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immediately establish a sense of the petitioners existing in an environment where 

those subject to abuse are offered no effective legal protection or recourse to address 

their complaints and are instead subjected to further harassment and violence by 

agents of the state. 

Later Zhao contrasts official Chinese media coverage of various events 

in Beijing with the petitionersÕ perspective. For example, we see glowing CCTV news 

coverage of the annual National PeopleÕs Congress in Beijing featuring a reporter 

happily proclaiming the peoplesÕ trust in the congress delegates. This is set against 

concurrent protests filmed by Zhao on Tiananmen Square and elsewhere around the 

capital staged by petitioners desperate for delegates to recognise their situation. The 

protesters are met with a heavy police presence that prevents them getting anywhere 

near the congress. These sequences construct an unproblematic identification 

between the filmmaker and petitioners not unlike that constructed by Ai Xiaoming in 

her activist documentaries, establishing a subjectivity that is defined in opposition to 

the authorities and their agents of hegemonic and coercive power such as CCTV and 

the police. 

Most of Petition, however, employs a third mode that problematises 

ZhaoÕs interpersonal relationships with some of the petitioners in a manner that 

distinguishes the film from straightforward activist works such as Ai XiaomingÕs 

Taishi Village. This mode is primarily evident in the directorÕs relationship with a 

teenage girl named Juan and her middle-aged mother Qi. We first glimpse this pair 

cooking over an open fire in an alleyway, shortly after the litany of grievances that 

opens the film. An intertitle explains that QiÕs husband died during a routine medical 

check-up at work and officials quickly cremated his body. Since then, Qi has been 

petitioning in Beijing with her twelve year-old daughter, demanding an explanation 

for her husbandÕs death. The next shot shows the mother and daughter eating in the 
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open air, squatting on sacks. From behind the camera Zhao Liang asks Qi where she 

got the food. ÒItÕs theirs,Ó she replies, indicating other petitioners sitting nearby. 

ÒThey picked it up off the ground.Ó This is the first time we see Zhao interacting 

directly with petitioners. Although the film features a large array of characters, and 

details many incidents that do not directly involve Qi and Juan, ZhaoÕs relationship 

with the pair forms the filmÕs emotional nexus and provides a temporal gauge against 

which the larger story of the petitionersÕ village plays out over a decade. 

As the film progresses, JuanÕs shifting attitude to her motherÕs quest for 

justice also forms a counterpoint to the obsessiveness of the adult petitioners. While 

Qi remains utterly fixated on her husbandÕs death and the authoritiesÕ alleged cover-

up of its true cause, Juan grows from an obedient young girl following in her 

motherÕs wake to a young woman increasingly disillusioned with what she knows is a 

hopeless quest. At one point, for example, Zhao finds Juan peeling beans in the open 

air near the railway station, and asks if there is any news regarding their case. 

ÒThereÕs a lot of news,Ó she replies, avoiding the cameraÕs gaze. When the filmmaker 

asks if she can elaborate the girl replies sadly, ÒItÕs useless to speak of it. I donÕt want 

to remember those things.Ó In contrast Qi stridently restates the details of her 

husbandÕs case and then determinedly departs for the petitionersÕ reception office. 

Juan, now alone, explains to Zhao Liang her desire to keep her mother company 

during her search for justice. An unidentified old woman sitting beside her scoffs and 

says Juan is stupid. ÒYouÕre right,Ó Juan agrees lamely. While QiÕs desire for justice is 

entirely understandable, she seems completely blind to the detrimental impact of her 

struggle on her young daughter, who is deprived of a decent diet, an education, and 

even a home. As the years wear on the degradations they are forced to endure 

inevitably drive a wedge between the pair. 

!  
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The manner in which Zhao portrays QiÕs unenviable position of having 

to choose between a pursuit of justice and her daughterÕs future forces viewers to 

consider a series of ethically reflective questions that are lent an extra charge by the 

many scenes of physical and mental abuse we see inflicted on all the petitioners Zhao 

comes to know. Faced with the death of her husband and the authoritiesÕ denial of 

any responsibility, the audience is forced to ponder what QiÕs best course of action 

is. Should she forsake her husbandÕs memory for her daughterÕs sake? And what role 

should Juan Ð a mere child at the beginning of the film Ð play in her motherÕs search 

for a just resolution? As QiÕs explanations to Zhao make clear, placating local 

officials and gaining entry into her village school would require Juan to denounce her 

motherÕs quest for justice and bury the memory of her father. Enrolling in a Beijing 

school is impossible since Qi and Juan lack Beijing residency permits and under 

ChinaÕs hukou household registration system citizens are generally only able to access 

schools in their place of birth. While spectators view the film from a secure position 

and can ponder these questions retrospectively, Zhao Liang is confronted by them 

more directly as he gets to know the pair while filming. It is hardly his place to 

dissuade Qi from her pursuit of an investigation into her husbandÕs death, yet the 

state-controlled nature of ChinaÕs justice and petitioning systems means he is also 

powerless to assist in obtaining a just resolution to her grievances. As Juan grows 

into a young woman in the course of the film, ZhaoÕs sympathy for her increasingly 

critical view of her mother greatly complicates his relationship with Qi. This conflict 

comes to a head when Juan enlists the filmmakerÕs assistance in fleeing Beijing, in a 

scene that represents the filmÕs narrative and ethical crossroads. 

Just before reaching this point, as if to bring home the intensity of the 

state-sponsored violence the petitioners live with, Zhao accompanies a group along 

railway tracks as they collect the remains of two elderly petitioners torn apart by a 
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passing train. The group claims the elderly pair were chased onto the tracks by 

Òretrievers,Ó thugs hired by local governments to travel to Beijing and forcibly bring 

back residents who have gone to the capital seeking redress. As Zhao moves along 

the track we see bloodstains, bone fragments and finally Ð here the camera pauses as 

if hesitant to reveal what weÕre about to see Ð a still intact severed hand. By this stage 

the scale of the horror Zhao records in Petition has begun to take on an 

overwhelmingly nightmarish quality. The impression of the party-stateÕs active 

involvement in massive abuses of power is only reinforced when a funeral wake for 

the dead petitioners is broken up by police and several of the wake organisers are 

arrested. The petitioners themselves articulate a very clear awareness of the party-

stateÕs moral bankruptcy, penning a group letter in the wake of the elderly pairÕs 

death that details abuses stretching back to the Maoist era and calling for the 

abolition of one-party dictatorship as the only solution to the petitionersÕ plight. 

After this extremely disturbing sequence, we see Juan sitting beside a 

canal, chatting to Zhao behind the camera. She outlines a plan to leave Beijing the 

following week with a young man for an undisclosed destination. She will, she 

explains, leave her mother a letter. In the following shot we see her at the station, 

talking to Zhao beside the train. ÒEven now I donÕt want to leave,Ó she says sadly. 

But in the end she climbs aboard and disappears as Zhao waves goodbye. ÒComfort 

my mum for me,Ó she says to the filmmaker from the train window. ÒHelp her 

understand.Ó The next scene sees the director carrying out JuanÕs request in the hovel 

her mother is living in. Zhao hands Qi her daughterÕs letter and hesitantly explains 

that Juan has left Beijing. Qi, visibly upset at the news, refuses to read the note, and 

instead grabs her bag and stalks out onto the street. Zhao follows as he attempts to 

explain JuanÕs motivations, saying imploringly, ÒShe would like you to see things 

from her perspective.Ó ÒWe are here to petition and she is my whole life,Ó Qi retorts. 
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ÒYou all make me suffer.Ó She rather ironically threatens to call the police before 

finally breaking into a run alongside a railway line to flee ZhaoÕs lens, as train horns 

sound in an ominous echo of the earlier scene framing the remains of the deceased 

petitioners. Once again a petitioner is fleeing along the tracks, but this time it is from 

the filmmaker rather than agents of the state. Qi only briefly reappears towards the 

end of the film, when Juan returns to Beijing to try and locate her mother. Qi shows 

no interest in renewing her participation in ZhaoÕs work and, at first, violently resists 

seeing her daughter. 

Discussing this sequence of events several years after the filmÕs 

completion, Zhao remained quite sensitive to the ethical concerns posed by his 

relationship with Qi and Juan, and especially the dynamics of the scene in which Qi 

flees his camera. Recalling the shooting of this incident, he commented: 

When I edited the film I saw that because I was so focused on talking 

to the mother her head was cut off in the picture, including later 

when she ran off and I was chasing her. All the footage is of the 

ground or my feet. So I didnÕt use all the footage. But I really regret 

that now. The footage of me chasing her is so cruel for the audience 

to watch, but if I could have included [more of] the scenes of me 

speaking to her it would have helped the audience understand better 

and I would have been less criticised.40 

It is not clear precisely what criticism Zhao was referring to when he made the above 

statement, but several reviews of Petition outside China expressed discomfort at the 

scenes revolving around ZhaoÕs interactions with Qi. VarietyÕs Justin Chang wrote, 

Òthe film contains at least two scenes that feel unnecessarily exploitative in their 

attempts to crank up the drama,Ó while Slant MagazineÕs Bill Weber felt Òthe 
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filmmakers [sic] teeter on the brink of exploitation when Qi lashes out at them after 

JuanÕs departure.Ó41 

Rather than simply being exploitative, ZhaoÕs use of the word ÒcruelÓ 

[canren] to describe his own footage gives some clue as to his intentions, and 

interestingly echoes Yiman WangÕs terminology in an article in which she analyses 

the representational strategies of digital documentaries in China. Wang also writes of 

a Òdocumentary of cruelty,Ó but this is not cruelty in the sense of filmmakers 

deliberately inflicting pain or suffering on others.42 Wang argues that Chinese 

documentariansÕ investment in the ÒimmediateÓ and ÒindexicalÓ nature of the DV 

image Ð the basis of the xianchang aesthetic Ð and their desire to unflinchingly train 

their lenses on unplanned, intense, interpersonal relationships, often involves an 

element of unintended cruelty because it by necessity violates Òthe codes of 

decorumÉ that help maintain the subjectsÕ dignity.Ó43 To elucidate her claim, Wang 

cites two examples: Yang LinaÕs The Old Men, in which the director interacts with and 

films a group of elderly retirees from her local neighbourhood over two years, and 

Zhu ChuanmingÕs Extras, about unemployed bit-players living around the state-

owned Beijing Film Studio. While Wang discusses the ÒcrueltyÓ of these two films in 

similar terms, I would argue that these titles are differentiated in their approach by 

the same factors that set Zhao LiangÕs Petition apart from the work of ZhaoÕs 

contemporary Xu Tong. As noted earlier, in Extras Zhu Chuanming blankly observes 

the cutthroat dynamics between a group of unemployed actors and their merciless 

sexual harassment of a female member of their circle. By filming in a voyeuristic 

manner Zhu renders his on-screen subjectÕs cruelty to the woman as pure spectacle, 
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43. Ibid., 20. 
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which is what led to the denunciation of the filmÕs Òfascist violenceÓ in Hong 

Kong.44 Xu Tong similarly records the cruelty of his subjects to one another in a 

blank, detached manner. His 2011 film Shattered (Lao Tang tou), for example, sees him 

follow the life of former brothel owner Tang Caifeng. Xu records Tang proudly 

recounting to camera how she had a man beaten until he was permanently disabled 

after he informed the police about an illegal coal mine she had invested in. XuÕs 

apparent silence over this event and other aspects of TangÕs behaviour arguably 

render him complicit in her acts of violence. In contrast to these recordings of 

brutality inflicted by on-screen subjects, the cruelty Yiman Wang detects in Yang 

LinaÕs The Old Men lacks a gratuitous or intentional aspect, and instead arises from a 

certain pathos generated by videoÕs indexical link to the moments recorded by the 

camera Ð moments that are always receding into the past even as they are filmed. 

Wang writes: 

To follow for two years an elderly group that is keenly aware of its 

approaching death means to chronicle disappearance in a kind of 

countdown processÉ The act of witnessing the impending 

disappearance and demise produces an uncanny sense of cruelty 

[original emphasis].45 

Put another way, video and filmic images reveal the physical impact of passing time 

like no other medium, indiscriminately recording the inscription of time upon the 

human face and a personÕs countenance. Particularly when the subjects involved are 

elderly, images taken over a prolonged period canÕt help but evoke a poignant sense 

!  
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of movement towards death and decay, which Wang reads as a kind of unintentional, 

yet nonetheless real, cruelty. 

While the cruel aspect of Zhao LiangÕs approach in Petition cannot be 

equated with the voyeurism of Zhu Chuanming and Xu Tong, it is also more tangled 

than Yang LinaÕs in The Old Men, and involves both an action-based and temporal 

dimension. The action-based dimension arises from ZhaoÕs depiction of JuanÕs 

intolerable situation and the ethical bind in which this places the filmmaker. As Juan 

grows up, her needs inexorably come into conflict with those of her mother, and 

ZhaoÕs involvement means that he feels obliged to exercise a moral judgement and 

choose sides by aiding JuanÕs escape, thereby cruelly depriving Qi of her daughterÕs 

presence. The broader social context of an authoritarian state and compromised 

justice system places Zhao, Qi and Juan in positions from which it is very difficult to 

mark out a clear ethical course of action. Zhao is powerless to help resolve QiÕs 

complaints against an utterly intransigent authority and thus help improve JuanÕs 

situation in a way that might preserve her relationship with her mother. Qi faces the 

choice of pursuing her quest to have her husbandÕs employers admit how her 

husband really died and take some responsibility, or forsaking her quest for justice in 

order to provide a future for her daughter. Juan faces an equally unpalatable choice 

between assisting in what she knows is an ethically defendable but practically 

hopeless quest for justice and abandoning her mother in order to establish a future 

for herself. This complex knot of ugly choices throws into relief the environment 

that ChinaÕs dysfunctional legal system has created Ð an environment in which 

individuals such as Qi, Juan and Zhao Liang are obliged to either simply accept 

incidents of gross injustice, or else endure intense, long-term persecution of 

complainants and all those close to them. 
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The second cruel aspect of Petition arises from a temporal dimension 

reminiscent of Yang LinaÕs prolonged gaze at her elderly subjects in The Old Men. The 

true scale of the injustice inflicted on the petitioners is only apparent with the passing 

of years and years with no change in their situation, and the piling up of new abuses 

and indignities. Over the course of ZhaoÕs filming Qi is repeatedly detained 

arbitrarily, several times with her daughter. At one point she is placed in a psychiatric 

ward by the authorities, where she is allegedly forcibly administered unidentified 

drugs. Her father passes away while she is in the ward, and by the time she is released 

to attend his funeral his body has already begun to decompose. If Qi looks 

prematurely aged when we meet her in 1996, the hardships and harassment she 

experiences in the following years make her look like an old woman by the end of 

the film. The sheer duration of the suffering petitioners endure is shockingly brought 

home when Juan eventually returns to Beijing to try and find her mother. The 

twelve-year-old we meet at the beginning of the film is now nursing a young baby. 

Juan has grown from a girl to a young woman and parent, while her own mother is 

still locked in the same hopeless situation she was in at the beginning of the film. 

Meanwhile all trace of the petitioners is erased from the area around Beijing South 

Railway Station, as the site is razed shortly before the 2008 Beijing Olympics to make 

way for a massive bullet train terminus linking the capital to the nearby city of 

Tianjin, where some of the Olympic soccer matches are to be held. As Jie Li notes, 

Zhao LiangÕs film teaches us to Òsee the petitioners who used to live in the nooks and 

crannies of this place and who were made to disappear from view to fulfil the stateÕs 

image of itself as a modern and harmonious nation [original emphasis].Ó46 To defy 

the stateÕs representations in this manner and make these people and their plight 

visible in the public sphere of independent documentary is to record suffering on an 
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immense scale over a prolonged period Ð which itself becomes a kind of cruelty that 

violates the on-screen subjectsÕ dignity in the manner Yiman Wang describes.47 

So while Petition is at one level a searing indictment of ChinaÕs legal 

system and the political culture to which it is so closely tied, it is also a work that 

highlights the ethical dilemmas faced by a documentary filmmaker delving into the 

situations created under this culture. In this sense, Zhao does not position himself as 

aloof from the cruelties of the system his film so damningly reveals. Indeed, the 

tragedy of Petition is the way in which ZhaoÕs on-screen subjects and the filmmaker 

himself become horribly imbricated in the awful situations this system generates. 

From the earliest days of independent documentary production in China, filmmakers 

have sought to place on screen that which the Chinese state tries to hide, but in 

Petition Zhao Liang goes one step further by considering how the abusive and 

authoritarian environment created by the Chinese state impacts on and shapes the act 

of filmmaking even in works made outside official state-sanctioned production 

channels. Zhao becomes enmeshed in the horrors the petitioners endure under the 

configurations of power enforced by the Chinese party-state not because he 

implicitly condones or deliberately contributes to the cruelties we see enacted, but 

because in filming their situation Zhao is rendered as powerless as the petitioners 

themselves in the face of systematic state brutality. The fact that Zhao shapes his 

film so as to reveal the ethically problematic position this places him in, while still 

managing to convey a profound humanitarian concern for the petitionersÕ plight, is a 

testament to his great skill as a documentary filmmaker, and PetitionÕs complexity as a 

site of emotionally charged ethical reflection within ChinaÕs politically authoritarian 

environment. In these ways, Petition brings together the widespread debate about the 

moral and ethical crisis many feel is playing out in todayÕs China, and independent 
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documentaryÕs critique of ChinaÕs authoritarian politics and compromised legal 

system. ZhaoÕs film makes connections that official representations cannot, between 

the grand structures of power that dominate Chinese society, and the everyday 

experiences of Chinese citizens and their relations with each other under the 

conditions these structures create. 

Ethical Questions as Political Threat in ChinaÕs Alternative Public Spheres 

As earlier chapters of this thesis have detailed, the socially engaged strain of 

independent documentaries produced in China during the digital era has produced 

many works that indict the Chinese party-state in abuses of power, from the violence 

of the Cultural Revolution, to home demolitions carried out without proper 

compensation, to medical institutions contributing to the spread of HIV in the 

course of their profiteering. Even within this broad body of work, the abuses 

recorded by Zhao Liang in Petition are particularly confronting and brutal. In 

addition, few documentaries have featured ordinary Chinese citizens so explicitly and 

articulately calling for an end to Communist Party rule. When Petition was first 

screened in 2009 it marked a new highpoint in the politicisation of the alternative 

public sphere of independent documentary. Unfortunately, in the years since the 

Chinese authorities have greatly intensified their efforts to limit the dissemination of 

such films within China Ð and the views, ideas and experiences they publicise. Petition 

itself reportedly prompted enquiries from state security about Zhao LiangÕs 

whereabouts after the film debuted at the Cannes Film Festival in May 2009, 

prompting Zhao to leave Beijing for some time and lie low in Tibet.48 Censors 

attempted to delete any reference to the film online and screenings within China had 

to take place with a minimum of publicity lest they provoked intervention. Zhao 
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expressed his frustration about the resulting limited dissemination of the film to a 

Hong Kong audience in 2011, adding, ÒI want Chinese to see the film and have a 

better understanding of the environment in which they live.Ó49 Several retrospectives 

of ZhaoÕs work at unofficial screening venues in the years since have not included 

Petition in the program.50 

Targeted measures against particular films have been expanded to 

independent film festivals across China in recent years as these events have begun to 

attract larger audiences. The Beijing Independent Film Festival in Songzhuang on the 

outskirts of the capital was closed down in 2012 when authorities cut the venueÕs 

electricity supply during the opening film. It seems likely that the large audience of 

500 viewers Ð reportedly double the highest turnout for a single screening at previous 

festivals Ð played a part in the authoritiesÕ decision to close the event.51 The festival 

was also forcibly cancelled in 2013.52 A small independent film training school run by 

organisers of the festival was disbanded in 2013 after police declared it illegal.53 The 

China Independent Film Festival in Nanjing was similarly closed in 2012.54 Yunfest 

in Kunming met a similar fate in April 2013.55 Previous chapters have outlined the 

restrictions that have been placed on individual filmmakers such as Hu Jie, Ai 

Xiaoming and Ai Weiwei in recent years, which have included travel bans, intrusive 

surveillance and in Ai WeiweiÕs case a protracted secret detention. 
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advertised a season of all ZhaoÕs features in early 2014, with the exception of Petition. 
51. Kevin B. Lee, ÒBeijing Indie Film Festival Goes Dark After Record Turnout, Heads 
Underground,Ó Indiewire, 20 August 2012. http://www.indiewire.com/article/beijing-indie-film-
festival-goes-dark-after-record-turnout-heads-underground 
52. Louise Watt, ÒChina Acts to Chill Interest in Independent Films,Ó The Big Story, 30 August 2013. 
http://bigstory.ap.org/article/china-acts-chill-interest-independent-films 
53. Ibid. 
54. John Berra, Ò9th China Independent Film Festival,Ó Electric Sheep, 29 December 2012. 
http://www.electricsheepmagazine.co.uk/news/2012/12/29/9th-china-independent-film-festival/ 
55. David Bandurksi, ÒAuthorities Cancel Indie Film Fest,Ó China Media Project, 9 April 2013. 
http://cmp.hku.hk/2013/04/09/32527/ 
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The lack of transparency in ChinaÕs governmental institutions makes it 

impossible to know the precise motivations for these actions, but it seems likely that 

the repression aimed at the alternative public sphere of independent film Ð and 

documentary in particular Ð has been partly spurred by the increasingly politicised 

and critical tone of these films in the digital era, a trend epitomised by a film such as 

Petition. Alongside this politicisation has been the steady growth in the public nature 

of documentary culture, with events such as the Beijing Independent Film Festival 

attracting widespread publicity and sizable crowds in recent years. Concurrent with 

this growth in the public culture around independent documentary, groups such as 

the New CitizensÕ Movement described in chapter four have attracted an increasingly 

broad and diverse public. These social movements and independent film overlap not 

only in terms of concerns and personnel, but also in their interest in establishing new 

ethical standards for personal interactions between citizens as a way of undermining 

the cultural and political hegemony of the authoritarian party-state. Xu ZhiyongÕs 

essay that spurred the creation of the New CitizensÕ Movement identified Ònew 

forms of behaviourÓ as central to the movementÕs aims and modus operandi, 

reflected in Òlawful defence of citizenÕs rights, citizenÕs non-violent non-cooperation, 

and peaceful democracy movements, all under a new system of ideas and 

discourse.Ó56 Independent documentary, with its representations of contemporary 

Chinese reality drawn from the realm of minjian, and in some works a reflective 

attitude to the act of representation itself, has been a crucial part of this Ònew system 

of ideas and discourse,Ó forging a new kind of public bound by the circulation of 

documentary texts within an unofficial screening culture. A film such as Petition not 

only depicts ordinary Chinese citizens organising themselves in spontaneous acts of 

resistance to the state in defence of their rights, but also explores the complex 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
56. Xu, ÒChina Needs a New.Ó 
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relationship between the grand authoritarian power relations that structure life in the 

PeopleÕs Republic and their impact on interpersonal relations at a grassroots level. In 

reflectively exploring the impact of political authoritarianism in this manner, 

documentaries such as Petition powerfully evoke the need for a different, more ethical 

social and political environment in which ethical interpersonal relationships are 

supported by a rule of law and restraints on the arbitrary exercise of power. It is here 

that these films intersect philosophically with unofficial associations such as the New 

CitizenÕs Movement, and it helps explain why the party-stateÕs efforts to contain 

films such as Petition and prevent them reaching a large audience in China has gone 

hand-in-hand with stepped-up repression against unsanctioned social movements. 

Although a steady stream of independent documentaries have continued 

to be produced in recent years, the intensified repression since the turn of this 

decade does appear to have had something of a dampening effect, with output 

seeming to have slowed since the late 2000s. Unofficial screening events continue, 

but in the wake of the crackdown on festivals they remain small in scale and low-key. 

Above all, the authorities seem to fear the formation of a large, well-connected 

public around these films with their own sizable, well-publicised events and 

independent organisational bodies. Films probing the ethical bankruptcy of ChinaÕs 

political and legal systems continue to be made and circulated, such as Du BinÕs 

Above the GhostsÕ Heads, but as noted in chapter four reprisals against filmmakers 

producing such politicised works are now swift. Five years after its completion, Zhao 

LiangÕs Petition remains a landmark in terms of Chinese socially engaged independent 

documentary, both for its stark exposure of state brutality and its reflective treatment 

of documentary ethics within an authoritarian political environment. It remains to be 

seen whether ChinaÕs independent documentary culture can produce further works 

of this complexity and impact under the currently prevailing repressive conditions. 
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_______________________ 

This chapter has examined some of the ways ChinaÕs independent documentary 

culture has contributed to the unofficial public discourse around ethics and morality 

in the contemporary era. This discussion has centred on Zhao Liang, who has 

employed the interpersonal approach common in documentaries of the digital era to 

probe ethical questions of complicity and responsibility in relation to his on-screen 

subjects. ZhaoÕs work reflects an increased general concern with questions of ethics 

in Chinese documentary culture over the past ten to fifteen years. In his landmark 

film Petition, Zhao deployed his ethically reflective style to interrogate his own 

unwitting enmeshment in the environment forged under an authoritarian political 

system in which all avenues of legal recourse for aggrieved citizens are blocked. In 

doing so, Zhao illustrates some of the ways in which this authoritarian environment 

impacts upon interpersonal relations between ordinary citizens, including those 

between a sympathetic documentarian and his or her on-screen subjects. 

Zhao has developed his ethically reflective style in the context of a 

widespread perception of moral and ethical crisis in Chinese society that has been 

expressed through extensive commentary both in the official and unofficial public 

spheres. The key difference between these official and unofficial discourses has been 

the willingness of unofficial commentators Ð from anonymous microbloggers to 

animators such as Pi San to documentary makers such as Zhao Liang Ð to make a 

connection between the authoritarian nature of the Chinese party-state and a 

compromised legal system, and what many see as the ethically compromised nature 

of interpersonal social relations in China today. It seems likely that the increasing 

number of voices willing to articulate this connection in unofficial channels has 

contributed to a recent crackdown on all alternative forms of public discourse in  
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China, from online commentary to the alternative public sphere of independent 

documentary.



 

 

Conclusion 

This thesis has conceptualised the public sphere as a realm of discursive contestation 

via which certain viewpoints and forms of experience are publicised to the widest 

possible audience. In China, the official public sphere of commercialised film and 

television sanctioned by the state has been central to the maintenance of the Chinese 

Communist PartyÕs cultural hegemony in the modern era, as the party has utilised this 

realm to propagate certain ideas, views and historical narratives to the widest possible 

audience, while ensuring other ideas, views and stories are not represented. This 

thesis has argued that within this environment, Chinese independent documentary 

culture in the digital era constitutes an alternative public sphere Ð a discursive realm 

where views, ideas and stories excluded from the official public sphere can be 

represented and circulated, and official representations criticised and critiqued. This 

argument has significant implications for how we understand the political role 

independent documentaries play within contemporary ChinaÕs distinctive social, 

economic and political context. In presenting alternative narratives and points-of-

view, independent Chinese documentaries are not just challenging state-sanctioned 

representations Ð they are challenging one of the foundations upon which the 

Chinese Communist PartyÕs contemporary mode of rule is based, namely the 

maintenance of the partyÕs cultural hegemony over Chinese society. 

As has been detailed over the previous five chapters, independent 

documentary culture represents an alternative public sphere within the PeopleÕs 

Republic for two primary reasons. Firstly, the culture comprises distribution 

networks and public screening arenas operating outside the reach of institutions that 

oversee and regulate the official public sphere on behalf of the party-state, such as 

the CCPÕs Propaganda Department and the State Administration of Press, 
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Publication, Radio, Film and Television. Unofficial screening groups utilise 

unsanctioned screening venues such as cafes, bars and galleries to bring together a 

viewing public to watch independent films and international productions that have 

not passed through the party-stateÕs censorship mechanisms. Independent films are 

also generally made using digital technologies that are relatively cheap and require 

minimal technical expertise, facilitating the participation of citizens from a broad 

range of backgrounds in independent film production, including artists, journalists, 

academics, creative professionals and even farmers. Crucially in terms of the 

formation of an alternative public sphere, digital technologies allow for fast and easy 

reproduction and distribution of films via cheap, portable means such as VCDs, 

DVDs and electronic files. The culture of independent documentary is very much 

structured around these alternative means of production, distribution and circulation, 

making for a public culture operating outside the institutions that control and 

regulate public life in the present-day PeopleÕs Republic. The second key factor that 

marks independent documentary as an alternative public sphere is the nature of the 

discourse that circulates through the aforementioned unsanctioned channels. This 

discourse comprises views, ideas and representations of experiences that are 

systematically excluded from the official public sphere, or else are only represented in 

a very particular manner. In addition to the films themselves, the discourse of the 

alternative public sphere of independent documentary is also contained in the written 

and verbal exchanges that play out around these films in post-screening discussions, 

online forums and unofficial journals. Especially in the socially engaged 

documentaries discussed in this thesis, the discourse of this alternative public sphere 

makes linkages between various forms of experience that the institutions of the 

party-state actively repress in the official public sphere. Broadly speaking, the most 

important overarching linkage is the relationship between the authoritarian nature of 
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the party-state and the many chronic social problems plaguing Chinse society in the 

modern era. 

Having conceptualised ChinaÕs independent documentary sector as an 

alternative public sphere, this thesis has shown how this conceptualisation enhances 

understandings of the present-day PeopleÕs Republic in several respects. The analysis 

of the party-stateÕs ongoing control and guidance of the official public sphere in the 

introduction to this thesis has helped clarify how power operates in todayÕs China, as 

the CCP has loosened its direct management of peopleÕs daily lives while retaining its 

exclusive grip on power. This analysis has also helped elucidate how hegemony 

works in ChinaÕs authoritarian environment, and the manner in which the CCP has 

set about forging and maintaining political and cultural hegemony since the early 

1990s within an ever more commercial and marketised economy. Most importantly 

in terms of this thesis, conceptualising ChinaÕs independent documentary sector as an 

alternative public sphere illuminates the political nature of socially engaged 

documentary practices within ChinaÕs distinctive milieu, and the role these films are 

playing in attempting to influence public attitudes and affect incremental social 

change. Reading independent filmmaking as a form of discursive contestation of the 

CCPÕs cultural hegemony has allowed this analysis to step outside debates about 

whether these are ÒdissidentÓ or ÒoppositionalÓ works, and instead begin to read 

these films as products of, and responses to, the very particular circumstances that 

have developed in China over the past twenty-five years. In short, these films aim to 

publicise a fundamentally different perspective on Chinese life to that offered in 

officially sanctioned representations. They emphasise the importance and legitimacy 

of heterogeneous views and experience originating amongst the grassroots sections 

of Chinese society Ð the realm of minjian Ð in contrast to the top-down commercial  

!  
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and political imperatives that shape representations in the official public sphere of 

film and television. 

Analysing Chinese independent documentaries as constituent texts of an 

alternative public sphere also helps us understand how these films intersect with 

other forms of public discourse playing out through unofficial channels and the more 

liberal sections of ChinaÕs official media. Ou NingÕs Meishi Street, for example, centres 

around a discursive battle between city authorities and a Beijing resident on the 

streets of the capital, a drama typical of the way small-scale, grassroots protests and 

acts of resistance to top-down decision making have played out in China over recent 

decades. Hu JieÕs historical documentaries are part of a larger body of oral histories 

on film and in print that foreground individualised, subjective historical experiences 

over and above the grand collective narratives emphasised by the party-state. Ai 

XiaomingÕs activist films draw on the discourse of the Rights Defence Movement 

and its contesting of official claims that China is a country ruled by law. Zhao LiangÕs 

ethically reflective approach, especially in this film Petition, can be read as an 

engagement with debates regarding the ethics of documentary making, as well as 

broader discussions about the perceived ethical crisis in Chinese society that has 

developed under ChinaÕs authoritarian political system. All of these documentaries 

engage with and respond to broader streams of alternative public discourse playing 

out in China that probe, question and contest the foundations of the prevailing state-

corporate hegemony. The positioning of independent documentary as an alternative 

public sphere that overlaps with various other alternative public spheres places these 

films within the wider context of an ongoing struggle to broaden the terms of public 

discourse that has been playing out in China since at least the late 1990s. 

The public impact of the specific documentaries discussed in this thesis 

has been assessed in each chapter, but given the broad political hopes underpinning 
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these socially engaged films for a fairer, more equitable China in which the public 

expression of views is legally protected, it is worth considering the general future 

prospects for the alternative public sphere of independent documentary. Any 

forecasts need to be made with caution Ð the explosive growth in independent 

production since the late 1990s is just one illustration of the oft-repeated truism that 

China is transforming at an incredibly fast rate, and predicting future developments 

in such a situation rarely turns out to be a fruitful, or accurate, exercise. The digital 

documentaries discussed here have all been produced within a very short space of 

time, and independent Chinese film production generally has only been taking place 

for around twenty-five years. Wu Wenguang and other early independents could not 

have foreseen how digital technologies would transform independent film 

production at the turn of this century, and the future no doubt holds equally 

transformative developments. One disturbing trend that has undeniably become 

evident in the time it has taken to write this thesis, however, is that the space for 

alternative forms of public discourse in China appears to have been shrinking at an 

alarming rate over the past few years. As outlined in previous chapters, sizable 

unofficial public screenings have long attracted the attention of the authorities, but 

since 2012 virtually all independent film festivals in China have been forcibly 

cancelled. Other independent cultural events such as the Get It Louder Festival and 

Harvestival have also been closed. Non-governmental organisations in the 

documentary realm such as IFChina Original Studio, as well as NGOs operating in 

other areas such as environmental protection, have been shut down or face severe 

difficulties operating. Rights defence lawyers have been harshly persecuted and many 

law firms working on cases related to social justice have had their licences revoked. 

Harassment of independent filmmakers has intensified and the number of films 

being produced somewhat reduced, although the nature of the independent field 
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makes it difficult to ascertain anything like precise production numbers. The harshest 

punitive measures directed at an independent documentarian have been against the 

Tibetan director Dhondup Wangchen, who has been imprisoned since 2009 on 

charges of subversion arising from his documentary Leaving Fear Behind (2008).1 This 

film comprises a series of interviews with ordinary Tibetans expressing their views on 

topics such as the Beijing Olympics, the Dalai Lama and the human rights situation 

in their homeland. For making and disseminating this film, Dhondup Wangchen was 

sentenced to six years in jail. This thesis has not delved into the subject of 

filmmaking amongst ChinaÕs ethnic minorities because it encompasses a whole range 

of issues and tensions that lie outside the ambit of this study. It is significant, 

however, that the most extreme persecution of an independent filmmaker has been 

directed at a Tibetan who produced a film questioning some of the most sensitive 

and contentious hegemonic claims of the party-state regarding the place of ethnic 

minorities within the Chinese nation. 

Whatever the future prospects for independent documentary making and 

documentary watching against this increasingly repressive backdrop, it seems likely 

that if the authorities continue to forestall efforts to expand the terms of public 

debate or resist gradualist political reform, the party-state will face an ever more 

difficult task in maintaining the efficacy of its hegemonic strategies. Chinese citizens 

do not need to watch independent documentaries to see rising socio-economic 

inequalities, massive environmental degradation or endemic corruption. The deep 

cracks arising from these and many other serious social fault lines are steadily 

undermining the legitimising discourse of the party-state. The alternative public 

sphere of documentary, along with other alternative public spheres of the digital era, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1. Amnesty International, ÒChina Must Release Tibetan Filmmaker,Ó Amnesty.org, posted 7 January 
2010. 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/news-and-updates/china-must-release-tibetan-filmmaker-20100107 
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provide forums where these fault lines can be openly discussed, creatively 

represented and grassroots responses formulated. It is hard to see how the repression 

of these alternative public spheres and non-governmental organisations of all kinds 

can have a positive impact on resolving these issues in the long term. It also remains 

to be seen if increased repression will have the CCPÕs desired effect of making 

independent filmmakers retreat from the highly politicised tone of recent 

documentaries such as Petition. 

From a purely academic perspective, much research remains to be 

conducted on the work that has already been produced within ChinaÕs independent 

documentary culture. This thesis has focused almost entirely on the significance and 

impact of these films and their screening culture within China itself. The question of 

what significance, if any, this culture has internationally is beyond the scope of this 

study, but some speculative comments may provide a basis for further research. As 

argued in the introduction, the work of Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge is useful in 

analysing the operations of the official Chinese public sphere of film and television in 

part because this realm now resembles in many respects the operations of mass 

media in Western societies. The party-state may play a dominant role in setting the 

terms of the discourse disseminated through the official Chinese public sphere, but 

the discursive parameters of public discourse in the West are also largely determined 

by a narrowing set of corporate players controlling vast media empires. Horizontal 

integration within these corporations informs the creation and dissemination of 

representations that often discourage serious reflection on social or political issues, 

while promoting rampant consumerism and a culture of distraction over other ideas 

and values. The grassroots, do-it-yourself ethos of documentary production and 

distribution in China provides a valuable example for Western media practitioners  
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looking to step outside and question the discursive parameters of an increasingly 

corporatised public sphere in Australia, Europe and the United States. 

This thesis has also focused on a specific kind of socially engaged 

documentary being made in contemporary China, but there are of course many other 

types of independent filmmaking taking place in China today, from formalist 

experiments to conventional dramas. There are also documentaries focusing on many 

areas which there has not been space to discuss in this study, from environmental 

concerns to ChinaÕs gay and lesbian community. The aforementioned work being 

done by non-Han filmmakers such as Dhondup Wangchen also extends and 

complicates the reading of independent Chinese film as an alternative public sphere. 

This non-Han work demands much greater attention than it has received so far in 

studies of Chinese film. Another potentially rich vein of broader enquiry relates to 

the links between Chinese independent practices and regional influences and 

networks. The Yamagata International Film Festival in Japan, started by the 

legendary Japanese activist documentarian Ogawa Shinsuke, has been profiling 

independent Chinese documentaries ever since Wu Wenguang screened Bumming in 

Beijing there in 1993. Wu has cited Ogawa as an important influence, and the 

relationship between OgawaÕs practices and Chinese documentary needs further 

investigation.2 More recently, organisations such as the Taiwan-based CNEX have 

played an important role in funding and distributing independent Chinese work both 

within and outside mainland China. The Jeonju International Film Festival in South 

Korea has also helped support independent filmmakers from across the Asia region 

through various training and funding initiatives, including directors from China. 

Further research into these regional links would assist in rounding out our 

understanding of ChinaÕs independent sector and the regional exchanges taking place 
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2. Wu, ÒDV: Individual Filmmaking,Ó 51. 
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across East Asia outside the transnational corporate channels that dominate 

commercial film and television. It is hoped that this thesis, alongside other academic 

work on Chinese independent film, might provide the basis for further research into 

these and other areas. 

In its focus on the way independent documentaries of the digital era 

contest the Chinese party-stateÕs cultural hegemony, this thesis has contributed to the 

small but steadily growing body of academic literature that enriches our 

understanding of ChinaÕs independent documentary culture. It has also provided 

clarification of the political role these films are playing in a societal context in which 

open political dissent or opposition is inadvisable. Most importantly, this thesis has 

shown how the act of creating public representations is itself a political act in ways 

that are not always obvious to outside observers. Independent documentary culture 

is one important part of a spectrum of cultural activities taking place in todayÕs 

China, through which Chinese citizens have been striving to publicly articulate and 

circulate individualised, grassroots views and experiences in the face of ruling party 

determined to retain its control over public speech. Much research into this young, 

complex field remains to be done, while the story of Chinese independent 

documentary itself is still very much being written.



 

 

 



 

 

Glossary of Chinese Terms 

Terms have been listed in alphabetical order according to the pinyin provided in the 

text. When commonly-used English equivalent terms or organisational names are 

available these have also been provided, along with simplified Chinese characters. 

101 Bangongshi (Office 101) 101 �Î �œ�Ô 

Ba rong, ba chi (Eight Honours, Eight Disgraces) �›9“�›6k  

Baihua yundong (Hundred Flowers Campaign) ,®8áF��Ø 

canren (cruel) !»�ý  

Cunmin yingxiang jihua (Villagers Documentary Project) �•"A�¡�ÿ AÑ�B 

danwei (work unit) 	…�}  

Dayuejin (Great Leap Forward) �WCóF� 

dazibao (big-character poster) �W�‡�Õ 

digou you (gutter oil) `"Ï"é  

Fan youpai yundong (Anti-Rightist Movement) 	ý
##nF� �Ø��
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gonggong lingyu (public sphere) �œ�¡ N¶��  

Guojia guangbo dianying dianshi zongju (State Administration of Radio, Film and 

Television, commonly abbreviated as SARFT����-�æ�¯�Ý +e�¡ +e?ö�k�p  

Guojia xinwen chuban guangbo dianying dianshi zongju (State Administration of Press, 

Publication, Radio, Film and Television, formed after SARFT merged with 

the General Administration of Press and Publication in 2013) 

-�æ�à L+�*(x�¯�Ý +e�¡ +e?ö�k�p ��

Hongweibing (Red Guards) 4Ò	›�¥  

hukou (residence registration) �g 
�  

hutong (alleyway Ð a term particularly used in Beijing) 7�
< ��

jilu daode (documentary morals or ethics) 4Ú�…Fƒ�ç 

lao baixing (ordinary people Ð literally Òthe old one-hundred surnamesÓ) 61,®��  

lunli (ethics or moral principles�����V*6 

minjian (the space of the people, non-governmental, unofficial) "AL$ 

 



Glossary / 275 
 

 
 

Qingyuan minjian jilu she (Green Field Unofficial Documentary Centre, the Chinese 

name of IFChina Original Studio) M‚	Ï"AL$4Ú�…/n 

Qingyuanse chuangxin shiyanshi (Green-coloured Field Innovation Lab, revised Chinese 

name of IFChina Original Studio) M‚	Ï8¢�K�à�ÎP¼�Ô  

Shi jian she (Practice Society) �Î D%/n 

sijiu (the four olds Ð old customs, culture, habits and ideas) ���  

suku (speaking bitterness) Aù9�  

Weibo (Chinese microblog) �Þ	Š  

weiquan (rights defence) 5$�s  

weiquan lŸshi (rights defence lawyer) 5$�s �» �8  

Weiquan yundong (Rights Defence Movement) 5$�sF� �Ø 

Wenhua Dageming (Cultural Revolution) �·	F�WM™
 

wenhua re (cultural fever) �·	F '�  

Wusi yundong (May Fourth Movement) �Ä�F� �Ø 
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xianchang (on-the-spot or on-the-scene) )àj  

Xin jilu yundong (New Documentary Movement) �à 4Ú�…F� �Ø 

Xuanchuan bu (Propaganda Department) �Ó�PG� 

Yuan ying hui (the Chinese name of U-th•que) 5H�¡�J  

zhuantipian (Special topic program, or television documentary series) �CNÈ(w 

zouzipai (capitalist roader) C Ct#n 



 

 

Filmography 

All films and television series are listed by English titles, while Chinese titles and 

directorsÕ names are provided in pinyin and simplified Chinese characters. All films 

and series are produced in the PeopleÕs Republic of China unless otherwise noted. 

50 Years of Democratic Reform of Tibet. Xizang minzhu gaige wushi nian ?¯;ÿ"A�k�iM™  

50�º . TV series. Three episodes. Directed by Li Xingyan �~�O@0. 2009. 

1911. Xinhai GemingEË�ÕM™
. Directed by Jackie Chan�@UÉand Zhang Li �PTþ. 

PeopleÕs Republic of China and Hong Kong: 2011. 

1966, My Time in the Red Guards. 1966, Wo de hongweibing shidai 1966, �A,´ 4Ò	›�¥ �&�� ��

Directed by Wu Wenguang
d�·�y . 1993. 

Above the GhostsÕ Heads: The Women of Masanjia Labour Camp. Xiao gui tou shang de nŸren 

�?QlN]�:,´�£�ê . Directed by Du Bin�Œ�¼. 2013. 

Ai Weiwei: Never Sorry. Directed by Alison Klayman. USA: 2012. 

Beijing Besieged by Waste. Laji weicheng ³n $ þ . Directed by Wang Jiuliang )»�u8Ÿ. 

2011. 

Artists of Yuanmingyuan. Yuanmingyuan de yishujiamen 6 �>�,´ 8ª�_ �æ�� . Directed by 

Hu Jie7��  . 1995. 
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Berlin: Symphony of a Great City. Directed by Walter Ruttmann. Germany: 1927. 

Blue Kite, The. Lan fengzheng ;Nþ 1•. Directed by Tian Zhuangzhuang +`���� . 1993. 

Bumming in Beijing: The Last Dreamers. Liulang Beijing: zuihou de mengxiangzhe 

#q#š	G�Ü: �0
>,´�Ö�#65 . Directed by Wu Wenguang 
d�·�y . 1990. 

Care and Love. GuanÕai zhi jia �£ (a �{�æ . Directed by Ai Xiaoming 8®�ƒ �> . 2007. 

Central Park. Directed by Frederick Wiseman. USA: 1989. 

Central Plains, The. Zhongyuan jishi�]	Ï 4Ú�» . Directed by Ai Xiaoming 

8®�ƒ �> . 2006. 

Chairman Mao Attends the Ninth Party Congress. Mao Zedong zhuxi chuxi Zhonggong jiu da 

"� #-�L �k�]�*�]�]�¡�•�W . Director not credited. 1969. 

Chinese People (a.k.a. The Chinese). Zhongguoren �]-�ê . TV series. Eight episodes. 

Various directors. 1988. 

Chung kuo, Cina. Directed by Michelangelo Antonioni. Italy: 1972. 

Crazy English. Fengkuang Yingyu +ß(ò9! B�. Directed by Zhang Yuan �P�s . 1999. 

Crime and Punishment. Zui yu fa 5š�>5Š. Directed by Zhao Liang C¥�Þ. 2007. 
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Devils on the Doorstep. Guizi lai leQl�€�•�¶ . Directed by Jiang Wen ���· . 2000. 

Ditch, The. Jiabiangou �i Eé"Ï . Directed by Wang Bing)»�¥ . 2010. 

Dwelling Narrowness. Woju =G�u . TV series. 35 episodes. Directed by Teng Huatao 

%�	~ #Ë. 2009. 

East Wind State Farm, The. Guoying dongfeng nongchang - :U�LNþ�Ìj . Directed by 

Hu Jie 7��  . 2009. 

Eighth Route Army. Balujun �›D� �Ë. TV series. 25 episodes. Directed by Song Yeming

�» �J �>  and Dong Yachun :“ �Ê�U. 2005. 

Extras. Qunzhong yanyuan 5Ô�G%D
ˆ . Directed by Zhu Chuanming �a �P�> . 2001. 

Farewell My Concubine. Bawang bie ji Mh)»�[�� . Directed by Chen Kaige Lx�� !| . 1993. 

Farewell, Yuanmingyuan. Gaobie Yuanmingyuan 
z �[ 6 �>� . Directed by Zhao Liang 

C¥�Þ. 2006. 

Female Matchmaker. Meipo �Â�v . Directed by Hu Jie7��  . 1996. 

Fengming: A Chinese Memoir. He Fengming 
¼��TS . Directed by Wang Bing )»�¥ . 2007. 

Floating, Piao O�. Directed by Huang Weikai Tô�O�� . 2005. 
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Flowers of War, The. Jinling shisan chai H�L¥	q�9H%. Directed by Zhang Yimou �P8ªB; . 

2011. 

Focus. Jiaodian fangtan 'V&éAïB8. TV current affairs program. Various directors. 

1994Ðpresent. 

Forefinger. Shizhi O��7 . Directed by Jiang Zhi :»�� . 1999. 

Founding of a Party, The. Jiandang weiye �*�Š �O�J . Directed by Huang Jianxin Tô�*�à ��

and Han Sanping N��9�£ . 2011. 

Founding of a Republic, The. Jianguo daye �*-�W �J . Directed by Huang Jianxin Tô�*�à ��

and Han Sanping. N��9�£ . 2009. 

Fuck Cinema. Cao ta ma de dianying �ý�� �¸ ,´ +e�¡ . Directed by Wu Wenguang 
d�·�y .

2005. 

Garden in Heaven. Tiantang huayuan �Y�28á� . Directed by Ai Xiaoming8®�ƒ �>  and 

Hu Jie7��  . 2005. 

Ghost Town. Fei cheng �Ï þ . Directed by Zhao Dayong C¥�W�÷. 2008. 

Great Land Reform, The. Weida de tudi gaige �O�W,´O`�iM™ . Directed by Jiang 

Yunchuan ���Á� . 1953. 
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Heart of the Dragon. TV series. 12 episodes. Various directors. UK and USA: 1983Ð84. 

Imbalance 257. Shitiao 257 �a B3������. Directed by Cao Fei �)�À . 1999. 

In Public. Gonggong changsuo �œ�¡ j �p . Directed by Jia ZhangkeCn O�� . 2001. 

Jianghu: Life on the Road. Jianghu "•$† . Directed by Wu Wenguang 
d�·�y . 1999. 

Leaving Fear Behind. Directed by Dhondup Wangchen. 2008. 

Let the Sun Shine on the Ground. Rang yangguang sadao dishang AÙLc�y#B�``�: . 

Directed by Ai Xiaoming 8®�ƒ �> . 2011. 

Liberated. Jiefang ah! @��n�z ! TV series. Number of episodes unknown. Directed by 

Duan Jinchuan !å KV� and Jiang Yue :» n . 2003. 

Little Rabbit, Be Good. Xiaotu guaiguai �?�„�†�† . Short animation. Directed by Pi San 

,Þ�9 . 2011. 

Little Soldier Zhang Ga. Xiaobing Zhang Ga �?�¥ �P�> . TV series. 20 episodes. Directed 

by Xu Geng �À6o. 2004. 

Looking for the Lost Veterans of 1979. Xunzhao 79 Yuezhan xiaoshi de laobing 

�+ �® ���� Cº�H#¸FM,´61�¥ �� Directed by Zhang Dali �P�W�Ë. 2008. 
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Lust, Caution. Se, jie 8¢�B. Directed by Ang Lee �~�¹ . USA, PeopleÕs Republic of 

China and Republic of China (Taiwan): 2007. 

Mama. �¸�¸ . Directed by Zhang Yuan �P�s . 1990 

Man with a Movie Camera. Directed by Dziga Vertov. USSR: 1929. 

Mao Zedong: A Charismatic Leader. Zoujin Mao Zedong C F�"� #-�L . Directed by Ai Xin 

8®EË. 2003. 

Meishi Street. Meishi Jie '”�2>‡ . Directed by Ou Ning !W�±. 2006. 

Morning Sun. Directed by Carma Hinton, Geremie BarmŽ and Richard Gordon. USA: 

2003. 

No. 16 Barkhor South Street. Bakuo nan jie 16 hao �›��	‡>‡ ���� 
' . Directed by Duan 

Jinchuan !å KV� . 1996. 

Old Men, The. Laotou 61�d . Directed by Yang Lina �˜ 9„�L . 1999. 

Once Upon the Yangtze River. Huashuo Changjiang BB$K "̄• . TV series. 25 episodes. 

Directed by Dai Weiyu �d 5$�· . 1983. 

Oriental Horizon. Dongfang shikong �L �é �&0ª. TV current affairs program. Various 

directors. 1993Ðpresent. 
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Our Children. Women de wawa �A�� ,´�3�3 . Directed by Ai Xiaoming 8®�ƒ �> . 2009. 

Oxhide. Niupi (‹,Þ . Directed by Liu Jiayin �H�m9e. 2005. 

Oxhide II. Niupi (‹,Þ�¼ . Directed by Liu Jiayin �H�m9e. 2009. 

Paper Airplane. Zhi feiji 4èO��j . Directed by Zhao Liang C¥�Þ. 2001. 

Petition. Shangfang �: Aï. Directed by Zhao Liang C¥�Þ. 2009. 

Red Detachment of Women, The. Hongse niangzijun 4Ò8¢�H�€ �Ë. Directed by Xie Jin 

BR�{ . 1961. 

Remote Mountain (a.k.a. Rural Mountain). Yuan shan F� �¡ . Directed by Hu Jie 7��  . 

1996. 

River Elegy. Heshang "ã!· . Six episodes. TV series. Directed by Xia Jun �? P¿. 1988. 

Salvador Allende. Directed by Patricio Guzm‡n. Chile. 2004. 

San Yuan Li �9�sGü. Directed by Ou Ning !W�± and Cao Fei �)�À . 2003. 

Searching for Lin ZhaoÕs Soul. Xun zhao Lin Zhao de ling hun �+ �®�Ç�],´&¥Qr . Directed 

by Hu Jie 7��  . 2004. 
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Senso Daughters. Directed by Noriko Sekiguchi. Australia and Japan: 1990. 

Shattered. Lao Tang tou 61�@�d . Directed by Xu Tong �À1� . 2011. 

Shoah. Directed by Claude Lanzmann. France: 1985. 

Spark. Xinghuo �O&›. Directed by Hu Jie 7��  . 2013. 

Sparkling Red Star. Shanshan de hongxing L�L� ,´ 4Ò�O. Directed by Li Jun �~�ú and 

Li Ang �~�2 . 1974. 

Square, The. Guangchang �¯ j . Directed by Duan Jinchuan!å KV�  and Zhang 

Yuan�P�s . 1994. 

Taishi Village. Taishi cun �Z.#�• . Directed by Ai Xiaoming 8®�ƒ �> . 2005. 

Though I Am Gone. Wo sui siqu �A<!«	ë . Directed by Hu Jie7��  . 2006. 

Thousand Miles of Coastline. Wanli haijiang �7Gü#§+¶. TV series. 20 episodes. Directed 

by Gao Feng Q�� . 1988. 

Three Brothers of the Frontline. Huoxian san xiongdi &›4ï �9�t�O . TV series. 40 episodes. 

Directed by Guan Hu 1Ñ<~. 2013. 
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Titicut Follies. Directed by Frederick Wiseman. USA: 1967. 

To Live is Better Than to Die (a.k.a. Better to Live On). Haosi buru lai huozhe 

�!«�=�² C†#k-p. Directed by Chen Weijun Lx�j�Ë . 2003. 

Together. Zai yiqi X�0C§. Directed by Zhao Liang C¥�Þ. 2010. 

Touch of Sin, A. Tian zhu ding �Y#��Ê . Directed by Jia Zhangke Cn O�� . 2013. 

Trainspotting. Directed by Danny Boyle. UK: 1996. 

Using. Long ge UÉ�� . Directed by Zhou Hao 
˜#™. 2008. 

West of the Tracks. Tiexi Qu Jñ?¯	j . Directed by Wang Bing)»�¥ . 2003. 

Wheat Harvest. Mai shou TÖ�f Directed by Xu Tong �À1� . 2008. 

When Night Falls. Wo hai you hua yao shuo �AF� �9 B?±B$. Directed by Ying Liang 

�Ä�Þ. 2012. 

White Haired Girl, The. Bai mao nŸ ,"��£ . Wang Bin )»%� and Shui Hua "d	~ . 1950. 

White Ribbon. Bai sidai , �M�V. Directed by Ai Xiaoming8®�ƒ �> . 2004. 
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Xiao Wu (a.k.a. The Pickpocket) �?!– . Directed by Jia Zhangke Cn O�� . 1997. 

Yellow River, The. Huanghe Tô"ã. TV series. 30 episodes. Directed by Tu Guobi 

�•-�ñ . 1987.
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