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Abstract 
 

 

 

 

 

This thesis examines the development of social-issue independent documentary 

films produced in China between 2004 and 2010. The analysis draws upon ethnographic 

research conducted in different Chinese cities during independent documentary film 

festivals and film workshops, through personal communication and interviews, and on 

material collected in libraries, bookstores, and, especially, online. I argue that 

documentary-making contributes to the creation of public spheres in which networks of 

production, distribution and consumption are integrated, and where different social and 

technological actors interact towards a common end. 

 

Independent documentary films in China are shot mainly by non-professionals. They 

generally depict normal people’s everyday lives, but with special attention to the 

‘others’, that is, those who can be described as the ‘weaker’ or ‘disadvantaged’ social 

groups (ruoshi qunti) suffering more from the consequences rather than the benefits of 

China’s rapid industrialization and urbanization. In the last few years, independent 

documentaries in China began dealing with challenging topics such as governance in 

rural communities, the economic and social impacts of reform, and ‘social scandals’ 

detailing the underbelly of Chinese officialdom. This is all part and parcel of a more 

general growing sense of civil rights awareness and activity in many quarters. The 

social world of the documentaries is therefore an opportunity to examine, warts and all, 

a microcosm of ‘civil society’.  

 

The themes the documentaries explore are generally ignored or marginalized in the 

official media in present-day China. Or, at the very least, the filmmakers are able to take 

greater risks and have a stronger vested interest in the content of the documentary. This 

is also not to suggest that the party-state and the network of the documentary-making 

process are always in a state of opposition. On the contrary, different institutions and 

departments within the state apparatus may even promote the production and 

distribution of community-based documentaries.  
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These films thus reflect and capture the rapid social, political and cultural changes 

happening in China right now. They represent in themselves a record of a society 

undergoing unprecedented change, and this record provides fascinating insights into the 

emerging plurality of voices within society. Yet, further to that, through the creation of 

socially active networks, people of different backgrounds are linked physically and 

digitally in hubs of socially engaged discussion and civil participation. These 

documentaries can be viewed as the products of a greater social space that could be 

known as emergent ‘public spheres’, albeit with distinctly Chinese characteristics.  

 

The theoretical framework is primarily based on specific conceptualizations of actor-

networks, alternative media and social change. I consider documentary films not only as 

a grassroots visual representations of contemporary Chinese society, but as a vibrant 

alternative media capable of ‘social impact’, that is, creating networks of actors united 

towards a common purpose. These documentary projects play a vital role in 

empowering ‘citizens’ and effecting social change. The varied processes that constitute 

the social world of the documentary project unite filmmakers, the party-state 

(‘officialdom’), the ‘mainstream’ media, the film audience, and activist networks. 

Hence this research goes far beyond a purely textual analysis of the content, and instead 

seeks to explore how through the processes of production, distribution and consumption 

such documentary film projects can shed insights into how Chinese civil society might 

develop.  

 

This dissertation also highlights the significance of the notion of the citizen (gongmin) 

in contemporary China. Through documentary shooting, distribution and consumption, 

Chinese citizens implicitly claim their right to access information freely, demand 

transparency and accountability from the authorities, and create spaces of social 

discussion and action. Citizens, when they become mobilized for some social issue, 

invariably recognize their rights to participate in their own government. Many 

communities across China have realised that documentary-making is a tool they can use 

to defend their rights and effect change in this age of the ‘digital revolution’.  

 

In examining the social world of independent documentary production, this thesis sheds 

light on the emergence of grassroots networks seeking empowerment and social change. 

My findings will be useful to researchers investigating contemporary China, but also in 

particular for those researching grassroots-made media and independent documentary 
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cinema worldwide. Since Chinese documentaries are part of a growing body of global 

documentary films produced under the banners of social activism and empowerment, 

the dissertation also performs a comparative duty by highlighting an important field of 

inquiry that has been relatively overlooked. 
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  Throughout this thesis, I use the Hanyu Pinyin system of Romanization of 

Mandarin Chinese words, names and phrases. I italicize all Chinese and non-English 

terms. I have done all the translations from Chinese into English, unless otherwise 

stated. Below I provide a glossary for the Chinese terms and acronyms used in this 

thesis.  

  

 

Chinese Terms 
 

必须到场 bixu daochang 
不相信 bu xiangxin  
村之声 cun zhi sheng 
打擦边球 da cabianqiu 
打工青年艺术团 dagong qingnian yishutuan 
打工之家 dagong zhi jia  
单位 danwei 
导演交流 daoyan jiaoliu  
电驴 Dianlü  
地下第二层 dixia dier ceng 
豆瓣 Douban  
豆腐渣工程 doufu zha gongcheng  
独立记录片 duli jilupian  
反对现象真实 fandui xianxiang zhenshi 
非商业发行 feishangye faxing 
尴尬 gan’ga 
哥们儿 gemenr 
公共领域 gonggong lingyu 
公共知识分子 gonggong zhishifenzi  
公共指向 gonggong zhixiang 
公民 gongmin 
公民调查 gongmin diaocha 
公民权利 gongmin quanli  
公民影像 gongmin yingxiang 
关系 guanxi 
观众 guanzhong 
故事片 gushipian  
好公民 hao gongmin 
黑暗方面 heian fangmian 



 xii 

和谐社会 hexie shehui  
讲老百姓的故事 jiang laobaixing de gushi  
交流周 jiaoliu zhou 
教育宣传 jiaoyu xuanchuan 
记录片 jilupian  
记录片与社会现实圆桌会 jilupian yu shehui xianshi yuanzhuohui 
纪实频道 Jishi pindao  
纪实主义 jishizhuyi 
老百姓 laobaixing 
老板 laoban 
零八宪章 lingba xianzhang 
栗先挺电影基金会 Li Xianting dianying jijinhui 
流动人口 liudong renkou 
麻烦 mafan  
盲童教育 mangtong  jiaoyu  
民间的记忆 minjian de jiyi 
民间影像 minjian yingxiang 
南方周末 Nanfang zhoumo 
南巡 nanxun 
农民工 nongmingong  
平民 pingmin 
平民化 pingminhua 
普通人 putongren 
青年报 Qingnian bao 
圈子 quanzi 
人民 renmin 
撒谎的 sa huang de  
上访人 shang fang ren 
商务印书馆 Shangwu yinshu guan 
少数民族 shaoshu minzu 
社区单元 shequ danyuan 
涉嫌颠覆国家政权 shexian dianfu guojia zhengquan 
市场化 shichanghua 
天津影迷幼儿园 Tianjin yingmi youeryuan 
特权 tequan 
土豆 Tudou 
现象工作室 Xianxiang gongzuo shi  
小组 xiaozu  
信访 xinfang 
新工人节 xin gongren jie 
新记录片运动 xin jilupian yundong 
5·12学生档案 5.12 xuesheng dang’an 
影像展 yingxiang zhan 
舆论导线  yulun daoxian 
政治表态的地步 zhengzhi biaotai de dibu 
这是有勇气的电影节吗 zhe shi you yongqi de dianyingjie ma 
知情权 zhi qing quan 
专题片 zhuanti pian 
自己走路 ziji zoulu 
走婚 zouhun 



 xiii 

101电影工作室 101 dianying gongzuoshi 
2008 年中国雪灾 2008 nian Zhongguo xuezai 
 

 

Acronyms 
 

ANT Actor-Network Theory  

CBV Community-based Video  

CCP Chinese Communist Party 

CCTV Chinese Central Television 

DV Digital Video 

HD High Definition 

LGBT  Lesbian/Gay/Bisexual/Transgender 

NGO   Non Governmental Organization 

NPO Not-for-Profit Organization 

PV Participatory Video 

SARFT State Administration of Radio, Film, and Television 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 xiv 

 

 

 

 

  



 1 

Chapter 1:     Introduction: Independent Documentary Film 

and Social Change in Contemporary China 
 

 

 

 

 

1.1 Aims and background of the research  

 
 Every year in China hundreds of independent documentaries (duli jilupian)1 are 

produced outside the national television system, shot mainly by non-professionals 

without direct commercial purpose. These documentaries are mostly unknown to the 

general public, as they are neither aired on television nor widely distributed. They 

generally depict normal people’s everyday lives, with special attention to the ‘others’, 

that is, those who can be described as the ‘weaker’ or ‘disadvantaged’ social groups 

(ruoshi qunti) suffering more from the consequences rather than the benefits of China’s 

rapid industrialization and urbanization. Foreign film critics, scholars and journalists 

have saluted independent documentary-making as a fresh, grassroots medium in a state-

controlled media system. In the last few years, some independent documentaries in 

China began dealing with challenging topics, such as governance in rural communities, 

the economic and social impacts of reform, and ‘social scandals’ detailing the 

underbelly of Chinese officialdom. This is all part and parcel of a more general growing 

sense of civil rights awareness and activity in many quarters. In doing so, Chinese 

documentary shares similarities with a growing body of worldwide documentary films 

produced under the banners of social activism and empowerment.  

 

This dissertation explores and analyses the phenomenon of independent social 

documentary-making in China, taking into consideration video projects produced 

between 2004 and 2010. The research presented here aims, through the lens of media 

studies, to provide an up-to-date picture of the role independent video documentary is 

                                                
1 In this thesis I employ the terms ‘documentary film’ and ‘documentary filmmakers’, even if it could be 
argued that ‘video’ and ‘video makers’ would be more suitable, since digital cameras are used and there is 
no film involved. However, ‘film’ and ‘video’ are often interchangeable words in the worldwide 
independent documentary community. Moreover, I am choosing to adhere to the literal translations of the 
Chinese jilupian (‘documentary film’) and jilupianren (‘documentary maker’), which do not make any 
distinction between documentary film or video.  
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playing in the changing reality of China, where a new public sphere and citizens’ 

empowerment are emerging features.  

 

Independent documentaries have been analyzed as film texts and as products of 

unofficial and individual culture, but rarely are they taken into consideration as a social 

phenomenon in their own right. Conversely, documentary-making is not only 

innovative for its content—a point amply investigated in film studies literature—but 

also for establishing new ways of production and interaction with society as a social 

network of its own. In this sense, independent documentary-making does not only 

represent a visual archive of contemporary China, but a truly new practice which brings 

together people of different socio-economic backgrounds, promotes discussion and 

mutual understanding, and becomes a tool for social change and development.  

 

Research into independent documentaries in China is a timely and useful project for two 

major reasons. The first reason is ascribable to studies of independent video practices 

and grassroots media. This digital documentary wave needs to be examined in the 

context of a worldwide resurgence of the documentary genre and its use for social 

purposes. Without denying the political and social peculiarity of the Chinese situation, it 

is nevertheless important to consider Chinese independent media on a transnational 

basis, as some recent approaches strongly advocate.2 Independent documentaries are 

being produced and consumed in different parts of the globe thanks to the proliferation 

of digital technology. It has certainly given ‘power to the people’ and momentum to the 

emergence of public spheres of discussion and democratized media production. Digital 

technology has supported the social engagement of filmmakers with organizations and 

communities in the defence of civil rights in many countries. For example, new ways of 

using video as a social tool—which involve segments of the population previously 

excluded from media-making—include social and environmental activism and 

community-based participatory video practice. The study of these video practices in 

China can only add more understanding, both locally and on a global scale, to how such 

grassroots media work. It is especially important because video content is produced, 

distributed and consumed in a country that is politically, culturally and economically 

different from those in other socio-political contexts where the research has tended to 

focus up until this point.  

 
                                                
2 See for example Zhang Yingjin (2010b). 
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The second reason that validates such research concerns how independent documentary 

films can be seen as part of the broader Chinese new grassroots media, such as blogging, 

citizens’ journalism and so forth. However, references to the social potential of self-

made video documentary are still scarce and fragmented due to the lack of relevant data 

and the recentness of such productions. New media in China may very well be 

developing into the public spheres that Habermas says is essential to any democracy.3 

Political systems, whether democratic or authoritarian, contain a significant degree of 

fragmentation and agency slack (Mertha 2008, p. 5). The fissures which emerge are 

therefore open spaces for citizens and civil society, reinforcing the existence of a critical 

mass and the opening up of public spheres and spaces of action.  

 

Independent documentaries therefore need to be investigated as grassroots activities 

shaping conditions which may be influential, in the long run, to a more open society. In 

particular, I see documentary-making under the form of a network where different 

social actors participate, establishing connections with one another. In the course of this 

dissertation I will focus on such actors and how their reciprocal relationships are 

creating public spaces of discussion and action. 

 

 

1.2 Thesis Chapter breakdown 
 

 In the present research I first discuss the theoretical framework (Chapter Two) 

and then give an historical perspective (Chapter Three) on independent documentary in 

China before presenting my own data from Chapters Four to Seven. 

 

Chapter Two presents some reflections on documentary cinema and  the development of 

public spheres. I think documentary films need to be investigated from a media and 

social studies point of view which goes beyond textual analysis to include the 

production and consumption phases. The Habermasian public sphere is a core concept 

in democratic society and exists as a third element between market and state, which is 

able to exercise influence on political decisions. The public sphere is a concept whose 

applicability in the Chinese context has been debated for a long time, both within and 

outside China. Rather than engage with detailed theoretical debates here, I propose 

                                                
3 See Chapter Two for a more in depth analysis of the term ‘public sphere’. 
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instead to look at documentary-making as creating spaces which may evolve into public 

spheres and support civil society.  

 

I believe that looking at documentary-making as a social network is fundamental to 

understanding the possible impact in terms of public spheres. Such a network is outlined 

below in Figure One: 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 1: The Chinese Independent Documentary Network 
 

The documentary network includes many different actors indicated in the boxes (social, 

technological, institutional and individual) in relation or dependence with each other. It 

is through the existence of such a network that not only are documentary films 

produced, circulated and consumed, but also where alliances between actors are formed, 

spaces of action are negotiated, opinions are shaped, and social issues discussed. I will 

discuss the implications and nature of such relationships—as indicated in the lines that 

link the boxes—in the course of this thesis. 

 

This network system is inspired by Bruno Latour (1988) and Michel Callon’s (1986) 

Actor-Network Theory (ANT). ANT is made up of a series of heterogeneous ties (or 

actors) both human and technological, the relationships between which are at the base 

of technological and scientific advancements. In the same way, I contend that the 

Chinese documentary network describes a fruitful exchange between citizen, 

institutions market, digital technology, and so forth, which might contribute to the 

public sphere. 

1

Market 

2

Party-state 

Filmmakers 

Mainstream media Social Activists 

DV technology Public 
intellectuals 

Film funding 
organizations and 

institutions 

Documentary 
Audience 
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Independent video documentaries are able to produce such an impact if we consider 

them not simply as ‘underground’ productions, but, instead, as ‘alternative media’. 

Alternative media is linked to citizen participation, and produces different kinds of 

impacts and interactions in society. Bailey, Cammaers and Carpentier (2008) use the 

metaphor of the ‘rhizome’ to further describe such interactions. Derived by Deleuze and 

Guattari’s philosophical concept, the rhizome is deployed to suggest the versatility and 

the many different characteristics alternative media possess. The vegetable rhizome is a 

continuously growing an underground stem that puts out lateral shoots and roots; it is 

able to expand in every direction, loosely attached to the stem. Similarly, alternative 

media can flourish and grow in any part of the society, and even if stopped, they can 

rely on a quick regrowth in another point. Moreover, in this rhizomatic expansion in 

space, alternative media (and therefore documentary-making) are able to build relations 

with different parts of society, such as civil society, state, and market, without any 

oppositional or clear-cut definition, but instead engaging in dialogue and even taking 

advantage of situations as they arise. The different actors alternative media engages 

with, such as the state, the mainstream media, and the market, can also be seen under 

the light of hegemonic powers which actively shape the conditions for these ‘spaces’ 

opened by independent filmmaking culture. An important consequence of the emerging 

of public spheres of alternative media is the impact on the participants’ identity. We can 

view them as citizens (re)claiming the right to speak, discuss and intervene directly in 

these public spaces, and in so doing, reshaping their role as active citizens.  

 

The impact of alternative media on society is fundamental if we want to link 

documentary film to social change and the public sphere, but in which way can we 

retrace this impact? A sole focus on individual citizens within the dominant public 

discourse might not be the answer. For this reason, I deploy David Whiteman’s 

‘coalition model’ for the study of independent documentaries, which incorporates the 

entire filmmaking process, including both production and distribution, and not simply a 

focus on the final finished product. This view on documentary films represents the 

growth of public spheres during every phase of the production process, not only the 

moment when the audience finally consumes the film and discusses the context and 

related social issues. The development, production, and distribution of a film create 

extensive opportunities for interaction and impact on producers, participants, activists, 

decision-makers, and citizens. I take into account different aspects of this ‘social 
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impact’ on filmmakers, audience, intellectuals, civil society activists, the state, and mass 

media, all of which will be extensively explored in Chapters Five to Seven.  

A detailed overall survey of independent video production in China, however, goes 

beyond the scope of this research. Not all of independent production has a social 

significance. Many films nowadays portray filmmakers’ idiosyncratic views or venture 

into more experimental styles. Moreover, documentary film production is often 

fragmented, far from being the planned and linear process of social change that most 

alternative media seems to be (see Rodríguez 2001). For this reason, I will adopt a ‘case 

study’ method (Erin Research 2005) of evaluating the individual outcome of a film. In 

particular, I will look at how some films are able to raise social awareness among 

particular segments of the population, to mobilize a social group, to spread information 

in non-governmental activities, to open a debate in the academic world, and to initiate a 

dialogue with the authorities. 

 

Before presenting my own data, I dedicate Chapter Three to an overview of independent 

documentary cinema and grassroots communication in China. Here I focus my attention 

on two aspects of documentary films: firstly, the different ways film is used for social 

purposes in different socio-political contexts, with an emphasis on cases similar to 

China; and secondly, some reflections on video documentaries as part of new citizens’ 

media in China. Here I argue that the rise of independent filmmaking practice is closely 

related to the contingency of the post-1989 political and cultural environment. 

Independent documentarians, both professional and amateur, show a strong interest in 

representing the ‘weaker’ social groups (ruoshi qunti), filming everyday life of rural 

residents, rural migrants to urban areas, laid-off factory workers, vagabonds and so forth. 

In doing so, documentarians reveal a collective concern for a society undergoing 

dramatic changes, showing modes of dissent against the hegemonic discourse through 

their films (Voci 2004). In the 1990s, technological advancement and shifts in media 

policies gave way to the success of TV documentary programs. Later in the 2000s, the 

multiplying of self-made digital works decreed the popularization of documentary 

making. Only a few scholars, such as Chris Berry and Lisa Rofel (Berry, Lü & Rofel 

2010) and Seio Nakajima (2006, 2008, 2010), talked about documentary cinema’s 

social implications in terms of public spaces/public sphere or of audience impact. In 

China, research on the social value of documentary cinema is almost nonexistent, with 

the sole exception of Han Hong’s (2007a, 2007b, 2008) work on grassroots video media 
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and the interaction of participatory and activist video projects with civil society. I argue 

that independent video practices are in a transition period, since they evolved from a 

professional practice of self-expression against a collectivized society to a socially 

concerned and responsible quasi video activism in the last decade, especially after 2004.  

Chapters Four, Five, Six and Seven all serve as a form of hypertext to Chapter Two, in 

so far as they each circle back into each other and amplify different levels of the 

concept of alternative media and public sphere applied to Chinese documentary cinema.  

 

In Chapter Four I present the content of the most significant social-issue documentaries 

of the past few years. They will serve as case studies for the following chapters.4 Some 

documentaries investigate social scandals and happenings not elsewhere covered by the 

mainstream media; for example, a documentary on the scandal surrounding the building 

collapses during the Sichuan earthquake questions the official response to disastrous 

events and collective accidents. Other documentaries deal with past history, such as oral 

stories of Maoist China, or accounts of happenings not included in the official 

historiography. Other documentaries explore rural issues—showing grassroots 

demonstrations and protests—or investigate cultural identity, or deal with cultural and 

social issues and economic development. These films all display elements of counter-

discourse to the mainstream in different ways—a ‘counter-propaganda’ style, content, 

use of subjectivity, and so forth—and they can be regarded per se as an intervention in 

the public sphere. In particular, I will identify the use of interviews and first person 

recollection as a fundamental feature of citizens’ empowerment and self-reflectivity. 

The interview gives the subject the freedom to express their opinions and beliefs, and is 

the fundamental tool to delve into past events.  

 

Chapter Five looks at filmmakers as the fundamental actors in the network I described 

earlier. Filmmakers’ identities and backgrounds can be extremely varied, especially in 

terms of rural/urban backgrounds, as much as their degree of involvement in 

participating in the filmmaking networks. Among them, independent artists see 

filmmaking as a tool of information-spreading (that is, information not readily available 

elsewhere). Activist documentaries, by contrast, strictly represent contemporary 

events—often human and civil rights violations of groups and individuals—with the 

aim of spreading information to provoke civic action. Activists are often also ‘public 

                                                
4 More details on each film can be found in the Appendix. 
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intellectuals’, so video represents a unique tool for them to be engaged directly in civic 

actions and contribute to current intellectual and social debates. Finally, participatory 

community-based video documentary discloses a lesser-known aspect of contemporary 

independent films: video projects shot by rural and migrant communities themselves 

telling stories about their own lives. In grassroots community projects, the local 

filmmaker leads individual and collective change in terms of self-perception and 

engagement with the community through the means of video. The different 

documentary styles reflect the different interpretations of what citizenship and social 

involvement mean among these various groups of documentary filmmakers. However, 

filmmakers’ attitudes all indicate a concept of the Chinese citizen (gongmin, literally 

translated as ‘public people’) applied to filmmaking. Filmmakers, with differences 

between rural and urban filmmakers, value their role as citizens by being bearers of a 

right and duty to participate and interact with civil society. 

 

In Chapter Six I look at the impact of documentary-making in terms of engagement in a 

dialogue with other actors of the network, namely the party-state and the market, with 

the mainstream media and civil society, such as NGOs and NPOs (not-for-profit 

organizations). Independent film projects rely on overseas institutions like the Ford 

Foundation, which is a global player whose aims are educational and social. Non-profit 

institutions and organizations, such as the Li Xianting Film Fund, are emerging as key 

domestic self-sufficient players due to the accumulation of capital and support from the 

market. As we shall see later, this relation with authority is also fundamental for two 

film festival organizations, ChinaDoc and Yunfest, which adopt different strategies to 

exhibit social issues documentary films to their audiences. Moreover, documentary 

films are also often vehicles of information and exchange with mainstream journalists 

and civil society activists and grassroots communities.  

 

Finally, Chapter Seven is dedicated to the documentary audience. ‘Active audiences’ is 

a concept that I consider closely linked to citizenship and civic engagement. It is 

through the medium of film that people gather and engage in discussions, creating 

public spaces. In Chapter Seven I show that the audience purposely view films in order 

to know more, therefore considering these films to be a medium for information. The 

audiences of these independent films share common social concerns reflected in 

collective discussions and action. I also take into consideration an examination of online 

and offline discussions of audience members, social engagement borne from a 
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documentary viewing, and community screenings as a catalyst for discussion about 

community problems. From this brief overview, we can see how each phase of 

documentary production and consumption relations are established, discussions on 

societal issues are performed. I will therefore investigate whether in these situations 

public spheres are constructed. 

 

 

1.3 Researching independent documentary-making in China 
 

 My initial interest in documentary cinema started from professional experience 

as a production assistant for a TV documentary film in China in 2005. However, it was 

not until my first fieldwork period that my research took the direction of social 

implications of documentary-making. My frequent interaction with filmmakers and 

journalists, especially the long hours spent in conversation with a cup of tea, had a 

dramatic impact on my research questions. The experiences encouraged me to stray 

from my familiarity with film text analysis and instead in the direction of more of a 

social outlook where the whole filmmaking process is equally as important, if not more, 

as the finished product and its social effects. 

 

My data collection took place in three different periods of time spent in China between 

2009 and 2010: May–July 2009, November–December 2009 and May 2010. On these 

occasions, I visited the cities of Beijing, Shanghai, Hangzhou, Nanjing and Kunming 

where I conducted research. My data relies on qualitative and anecdotal assessment: 

case studies, in-depth interviews, participant observation, and informal conversation. I 

attended the 2009 and 2010 China Documentary Film Festival screenings in 

Songzhuang, Beijing. I also participated in numerous screening events in film clubs and 

in other small-scale events, including informal screenings at private residences. In 

December 2010 I visited the archives of the Yunnan Multicultural Film Festival in 

Kunming and I carried out observational research during a community-based video 

training for rural villagers and Gansu-based Tibetan monks sponsored by the Ford 

Foundation. In May 2010 I participated in lectures and debates at the presentation of the 

Village Project’s latest productions at Caochangdi Workstation in Beijing organized by 

veteran filmmaker Wu Wenguang. I conducted a total of forty-one non-structured 

interviews with independent filmmakers, activists, documentary film professionals 

working at CCTV (China Central Television) and other regional TV station workers, 
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scholars, producers, and distributors. Among my interviewees, sixteen were actively 

involved in shooting independent documentaries. I assisted at over thirty ‘question and 

answer’ sessions between the public and the filmmakers. I had informal conversations 

with another twelve filmmakers and eighteen audience members. In addition to that, I 

have been engaged in dozens of informal conversations with film aficionados, Chinese 

intellectuals, film scholars and film students over the course of my research.  

 

I believe that the value of the present research lies in the broad range of data collected in 

diverse locations, but also in the number and variety of documentary projects I explore 

that have never been taken into account by previous research, such as social 

activist/guerrilla style documentary, or university documentary projects shot by rural 

villagers and migrant workers. I did not only watch all the films I mention in this 

research, but I also discussed them with their makers, film festival organizers and 

audience, and social science scholars. Moreover, countless filmmakers, audience 

members, and scholars offered me not only hours of their time, but shared confidence, 

points of view on my research, and also countless DVDs of the most obscure 

independent documentary works I have been given. This research grew because of their 

input and suggestions.  

 

In addition to the above, I spent a longer time with some filmmakers than just an 

interview session. I stayed at their houses, watched films with them, ate with their 

families, friends and fellow filmmakers. Being invited into their private sphere opened 

my eyes to the existence of the documentary film network I mentioned earlier, which 

would have been impossible to describe if I would have relied only on formal 

interviews. In particular, I was lucky enough to spend some time with rural and migrant 

filmmakers involved in participatory and educational projects, whose voices and works 

are rarely ever heard in research so far.  

 

In researching independent documentary production, and due to the nature of the 

research, I purposely did not pursue any official channels. Fieldwork was mainly based 

on improvisation, such as casual meetings and the incessant work of relationship-

building, or what Chinese refer to as guanxi. One reason for such a work method is 

undoubtedly the relatively small size of the community of independent video 

practitioners and producers, and their relative accessibility and approachability. This 

was not always an easy process: as an Italian-borne and Australian-based researcher in 
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China, many obstacles arose, the most evident being my status as an outsider, a non-

Chinese. Another problem was finding the right balance between distance and 

involvement with some subjects and the dramatic realities depicted in the videos. Elin 

Sœther (2006) captures this condition as a researcher of critical journalism in China, a 

similar field of research. Language proficiency helped me overcome some of these 

problems, and often helped me raise my status to an ‘almost insider’. 

 

I strongly believe that this fieldwork enriched not only my data collection, but also 

myself as an individual. The humanity in some stories portrayed in the films made 

lasting impressions on me. I was often struck by filmmakers’ enthusiasm to share their 

experiences, and their strong belief in the Chinese population as the motor of future 

social changes of the country. It is thanks to such a thriving fieldwork environment that 

I became passionate about my subject and my initial interest grew into the present 

dissertation.  

 

In what follows, I will show how documentary-making in China can be regarded as a 

social and technological network where public spheres are represented, and how 

filmmaking can therefore be linked to citizens’ empowerment and social change. With 

this in mind, in the next chapter I offer a closer insight into the theoretical background 

that supports my hypothesis.  
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Chapter 2:      The Documentary-Making Network: Public 

Spheres and Social Change 
  

  

 

 

 

Introduction 
  

 Worldwide independent documentary cinema produced under the banners of 

social activism and empowerment provide people with a tool to produce media and 

intervene in public discourse. In this chapter I will focus on the concept of documentary 

social impact as the result of the creation of dynamic social networks. In the course of 

this dissertation I will therefore investigate whether these spaces opened by network 

interactions can be regarded as public spheres of discussions.  

  

I will first present the notion of the public sphere and the validity of such a concept in 

China, especially regarding grassroots forms of communications such as documentary 

films. Secondly, I will suggest that such citizens’ ‘public’ can be seen as the result of 

networks where actors intertwine relationships for a common goal, as in the Actor-

Network Theory (ANT). From this description, documentary-making emerges as 

alternative media which can be described as a ‘rhizome’. This approach will shed light 

on how, on one side, alternative media affects the producers and audience in their 

identity as citizens, while on the other they interact with civil society, state and the 

market and mainstream media. Finally, in order to pursue a study on the ‘social impact’ 

of independent documentaries, I take into consideration David Whiteman’s ‘coalition 

approach’ to the whole production process of documentary films.  

  

Through this theoretical framework, I will look deeper into the possible interaction of 

documentary cinema with contemporary Chinese society and the emergence of 

grassroots citizens’ empowerment.  
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2.1  The concept of public sphere in China  

 

 If we want to investigate how independent documentaries are used in China for 

social purposes, we need to delve into Chinese citizens’ increased social awareness and 

participation in public debate and civic engagement. One of the purposes of this 

research is to investigate whether these interactions contribute to a Chinese ‘public 

sphere’. In this section, I will firstly introduce the concept of the ‘public sphere’, 

together with some reflections on the possibility of a public sphere in China. Finally, I 

will apply the concept of the public sphere to an analysis of documentary cinema in 

contemporary China. 

 

 

2.1.1 Public sphere: a definition 

 

 The concept of the public sphere is associated with the German sociologist 

Jürgen Habermas. In his classic study The Structural Transformation of the Public 

Sphere (1989) Habermas theorizes the public sphere as an area in social life where 

people can meet and freely identify and discuss societal issues. The public sphere is a 

virtual space that mediates between society and state, in which the public organizes 

itself as the bearer of public opinion (Habermas 2009). The area of the public sphere is 

conceptually distinct from the state: it is a site for the production and circulation of 

discourses that can in principle either be critical or supportive of the state. The public 

sphere is also distinct from the official economy. It is not an arena of market relations, 

but rather one of discursive relations, a theatre for debating and deliberating rather than 

for buying and selling. Economy and bureaucracy, with their respective steering 

mechanisms of money and power, is what Habermas indicates as ‘the system’ 

(Habermas cited in McGuigan, 2004). These distinctions between state apparatuses, 

economic markets, and democratic associations are essential to democratic theory 

(Fraser 1990) and to the significance of the ‘public sphere’.  

 

The public sphere model, as first theorized in the 1960s by Habermas, was wedded to 

the notion of face-to-face interaction. Building on Habermas’ work, a growing body of 

literature has argued that the principal way that mass media can contribute to 

democratic processes is by helping to cultivate social spaces for ongoing public 

dialogue. Indeed, while Habermas (1989) bemoans the decline of the public sphere, 
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other commentators (Giddens 1990; Thompson 1995) have argued that modern societies 

have witnessed the enlargement of the public sphere by the media as they bring greater 

visibility to public discourses and action (Barker 1999, p. 154). Indeed Habermas 

himself never intended that bourgeois society be the only model, but instead for 

possibilities of multiple, competing and sometimes overlapping public spheres in the 

arena of communication (Tai 2006). These sectorial public spheres work in parallel and 

with more or less opening and interaction with one another (Chanan 2003).5   

 

 

2.1.2 The Chinese public sphere debate 

  

            The research on public spheres in China is not novel in itself. The phrase ‘public 

sphere’ became a popular way of describing intellectual developments in mainland 

China during the 1980s, and, as a Western concept, has been the object of interpretation 

together with other key words of this period, such as ‘civil society’ and, later, 

‘globalization’.  

 

The initial interest in the Chinese public sphere culminated in an influential symposium 

on civil society and the public sphere published in 1993 in Modern China. Sinologists 

from the United States seem to all agreed in acknowledging that the public sphere 

existed in pre-communist China, especially during the Republican period.6 Subsequent 

to that, the phrase “public sphere” became a popular way of describing intellectual 

developments in mainland China during the 1980’s, and, as a Western concept, has been 

the object of interpretation together with other key words of this period, such as “civil 

society” and later on “globalization”. Since the late 1990s, terms imported from 

Habermas’ writings have become trademarks for a Sinophone mode of discourse that 

affirms inclusiveness and equality of participation in social communication (Davies 

2007, p. 63) 

 

                                                
5 Chanan (2003), for example, mentions the public spheres opened up by the circulation of independent 
documentary film in Latin America, which grew parallel to the mainstream media public sphere. 
6 See Wakeman (1993). Mary Rankin (1993) stressed the importance of the gentry’s class in pre-
communist China, making comparisons with transitional political systems from Communism, like in 
Eastern Europe, while William T. Rowe took as an example the Hankou system as an earlier public 
sphere model (1993).  
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The late 1980’s and early 1990’s witnessed the first wave of studies on Habermas in 

China. Habermas was regarded as a representative of Western Marxism by most of the 

researchers but there was no comprehensive understanding and grasp of his thoughts, as 

argued by Cao Weidong (2006, p. 42), the most important translator and commentator 

of Habermas in China. In the 1990’s, however, there has been a decline in Habermas 

study in the Chinese context and no progress was made in research. Since the late 1990s, 

terms imported from Habermas’ writings have become trademarks for a sinophone 

mode of discourse that affirms inclusiveness and equality of participation in social 

communication (Davies 2007, p. 63).   

 

In 2001 Habermas was invited to visit China and he gave speeches in Beijing and 

Shanghai. His presence contributed to give more depth and breadth about the public 

sphere debate: his works were directly translated from the German originals and 

moreover a new focus has been reached regarding history studies and media research. In 

particular Zhan Jiang (cited in Cao 2006, p. 47) found that it was the function of 

communication medium  that  weakened  the  structural  change  of  the  modern  

capitalist  public  sphere. Observing the current media in China, Zhan Jiang pointed out 

that mass communication media, especially the news  media,  were  used  to  being  led  

rather  than  spearheading supervision and criticism. This, together with the ongoing 

marketization of mass media created power unbalance which eventually led mass media 

to lead public opinion instead of creating it.  

 

The public sphere has been regarded by Habermas as a landmark of the democratic 

process and the emergence of bourgeois society in Western countries. The study of the 

public sphere as defined by Habermas refers to a precise historical and geographical 

context—that is, post-industrial revolution Europe. Moreover, the notion of the public 

sphere centres on the activity of citizens. It is through a process of discussion and 

exchange that citizens come to hold opinions on public matters. The public sphere is 

thus associated with theories of participatory democracy (Sparks 2005, p. 35). Therefore, 

at first glance, it appears that this concept does not fit the Chinese context very well. 

Whilst Habermas’ theorization has been the indispensable point of departure to discuss 

media and democracy, China, however, is still a state ruled by one party and the 

Chinese media are subject both to the dictates of the state and harsh market competition. 

 



 17 

This notwithstanding, the metaphor of the public sphere is important for China, 

especially in this epoch of great social and economic changes. The public sphere insists 

that democratic thinking can be defined by features beyond those that formally enabled 

political participation. (Shudson 1992, cited in McKee 2005, p. 10). Moreover, the use 

of the public sphere concept enables us to think about the role that ordinary people 

might play in the creation of public culture and public policy (Shudson 1992, cited in 

McKee 2005, p. 10), even if they do not directly affect the running of the state. Most 

public spheres in fact do not have decision-making powers (Dahlgren 2006, p. 274). 

Following Fraser’s (1990) critique of his scheme, Habermas developed an important 

elaboration (Habermas & Rehg 1996). On the one hand, he argued, there are ‘strong’ 

public spheres that are linked to formal decision-making, such as legislative and judicial 

assemblies. On the other, there are myriad ‘weak’ informal settings which allow not 

only the circulation of ideas and the development of political will and public opinion, 

but also the important development and emergence of collective identities. These ‘weak 

public spheres’ are more consonant to the Chinese case, especially for the potential 

consequences of the formation of civic awareness and citizens’ social consciousness. 

 

We therefore need to look at other kind of media if we want to achieve what Habermas 

defined which is ‘between’ or ‘out of’ market economy and sovereign state (Habermas 

cited in Cao 2006, p. 44). Despite the elusive abstractness of independence in the highly 

bureaucratized Chinese intellectual context, the nonofficial nature of the minjian 

knowledge (lett. “popular”), represented by cultural products such as books, journals, 

films and so forth, did clear a space for the development of an independent public 

sphere.7 (Davies 2007, p. 20).  

 

The recent debates about these independent public spheres and ‘popular’ media in 

China can be summarised into three main positions (Berry 2009c). First, some 

journalists and commentators believe that China is moving towards the model of a 

public sphere, and this is evident in the investigative journalism and documentary 

programs launched since the mid-1990s. A second group believe that nothing has really 

changed in the last few years, and that ideological control is still tight, seeing, for 

example, documentary programs merely as a safety valve (Alex Chan 2002). The third 

                                                
7 The term ‘independent’, ‘unofficial’ and ‘alternative’ public sphere is seen by some scholar as 
redundant because the public sphere is from its own definition independent from State discourse and 
market forces. These terms are often utilized in reference to the Chinese situation, and for this I refer the 
reader to Section Three. 
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group argue that Chinese society is too different for these foreign ideas to be applied, 

refusing to apply a Western standard that is assumed to be ideal. Chinese society, 

Michael Keane and others argue, with its mixture of commercialization and ideological 

control, is very unique, and for this reason terms like ‘public sphere’, ‘civil society’ and 

‘freedom of expression’ seem inadequate.  

 

All the ‘public sphere’ positions briefly outlined here have strong points in their favour. 

The non-official nature of minjian knowledge (lit. ‘popular’) represented by cultural 

products such as books, journals, films and so forth, together with an increased presence 

of watchdog journalism and TV programs giving voice to the public, did clear a space 

for the development of an independent public sphere (Davies 2007, p. 20).8 The recent 

proliferation in China of new channels of communications (including the Internet and 

foreign media), along with the class differentiation of society (that is, greater social 

stratification) means that people choose their sources of information and recognize 

different modes of address or different ‘public  spheres’ (Keane 2001a, p. 6). However, 

Habermas criticized corporatized and state-controlled media because they have 

produced a ‘staged public opinion’ (Habermas 1989, cited in Hill & Sen 2005). Instead 

of helping the creation of public spheres, the media are often highly commercialized 

and/or designed to control sociability.9 

  

Keane (2001a) is critical of the notion of a ‘space’ or ‘sphere’ of resistance between 

official culture imposed by authority and unofficial culture that is organized from the 

experiences of the population, because the latter is too easily taken for granted. The 

‘unofficial culture’ is traditionally viewed as anti-hegemonic, but in China this is not 

possible because even new forms of unofficial cultures are still subject to administration 

by government authorities (Keane 2001a). Moreover, in contrast to other countries 

where the discourse on the public sphere is developed, China’s mass media are still 

mainly state-owned and bear the responsibility of shaping public opinion. The 

Communist Party’s control over media has been constructed, to borrow Jakubowicz’s 

concept (1991), as an ‘official public sphere’ dominating the political discourse. 

 

 
                                                
8 The terms ‘independent’, ‘unofficial’ and ‘alternative’ public sphere are seen by some scholars as 
redundant because the public sphere is from its own definition independent from state discourse and 
market forces. These terms are often utilized in reference to the Chinese situation. 
9 In China, for example, television is used as a public space for consumers’ matters and social issues 
without endangering the viewers politically (see Janice Hua Xu 2009) 
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2.1.3 Independent documentary films and the public realm in China 

 

            Keane’s argument on the problem of defining an ‘unofficial culture’ as outlined 

in the previous section does not take into account the emergence of new, popular or 

grassroots media that, however small and irrelevant they might seem at the present 

moment in terms of social impact, nonetheless represent quite a new phenomenon of 

building of public discussion: blogging, citizen journalism, short mobile phone text 

messages, and so on. I argue that we need to shift our attention to other kinds of media, 

such as independent and alternative media, if we want to consider public spheres that 

Habermas (1999, cited in Cao 2006) defined as ‘between’ or ‘outside of’ the market 

economy and sovereign state. The introduction of new technologies has transformed the 

Chinese public sphere in ways that make a more and reasonable debate more likely. 

Studies about grassroots media, non-mass media and alternative media such as 

microblogging, blogging and citizen journalism are all strongly grounded on the World 

Wide Web platform.10 The Internet is the new field of study of a public sphere in 

China.11  

 

I argue we should include documentary films as an example of grassroots media capable 

to facilitate public spaces of discussion. Rather than relying on debates over how to 

define the ‘public sphere’ in China, Chris Berry pays more attention to public spaces 

produced by power relationships. 12  Instead of arguing about the possibility or 

impossibility of a Habermasian public sphere, Berry (2009c) suggests investigating 

instead the nature of the space created.13 Similarly following this, in the present research 

I will not obsequiously refer to the Habermasian public sphere theory to look for an 

equivalent in the Chinese case. Rather, I am more interested to investigate and describe 

                                                
10 See, for instance, Yang Guobin (2003) for more about the role of the Internet among Chinese 
communities outside China. 
11 The Internet satisfies the standards for a public sphere in so far as it is a mediated space, often formed 
through discussion. It gives voice to members of the public who had previously been excluded from 
issues of governance. All the discussions are evaluated based on their merits, not on the social standing of 
the speaker (Poor 2005, cited in Wang 2009). 
12 ‘Public space’ often appears as interchangeable with the ‘public sphere’ concept in literature, but it 
refers more precisely to the setting where communications take place on matters that concern all members 
of a community. A public space is defined by its being freely and fearlessly accessible to everyone, and it 
eventually will be the setting of specific discussion, and therefore, of a public sphere.  
13 In this regard, Foucault has been cited recently in studies regarding TV documentary in China in order 
to rethink the concept of power, both in the forms of state authority and market forces, as productive as 
well as repressive (Berry 2009c; Nakajima 2009). In particular, Foucault distinguishes between external 
forms of productive power, or disciplines, and the internalization of productive power in such forms as 
identity and subjectivity (Berry 2009c). This idea of productiveness does not necessarily mean that power 
is good, but that it is active and shapes activities and conditions. 
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the ‘public’ of the public spaces/spheres among citizens who creates, uses or in some 

way enter in contact with a part of independent documentary cinema. 

 

Documentary films, with their distance from both state and market, also have a unique 

role in the grassroots media panorama. Independent documentary films are generally 

free from commercial profits and not constrained by governmental directives. In so 

being, they are more likely to build new spaces of open discussion that can be critical of 

the official ideology presented by the state media. These symbolic and physical spaces 

of discussion and interaction are often the result of documentary films used by emerging 

grassroots and popular organizations, as well as a community of intellectuals and 

activists, often as support of a social campaign on the Internet.14 In order to have an 

overview of the development of public spaces of discussion borne within ‘unofficial 

cultures’, we cannot dismiss this as simply the issue of a dominant state discourse 

versus an ‘alternative’ popular discourse. Instead, we need to consider the state 

authority and the extreme marketization of film culture as part of the active ingredients 

which promotes the emergence of a certain kind of filmmaking. 

 

Moreover, I do not agree with the dichotomy drawn between a state-controlled ‘official 

public sphere’ (Jakubowicz 1991) juxtaposed to ‘counter’ or ‘alternative’ grassroots 

public spheres, as many scholars indicate. Instead I argue for a view that examines the 

opening of ‘public spaces’ of negotiation between market and state. In this regard, Berry 

makes a valuable contribution in trying to avoid conceptualization of terms and instead 

attempts to propose a picture of what is really happening now in Chinese media. 

However, I go further and argue that independent documentary films can in some ways 

go beyond creating public spaces, and instead have the preconditions to build public 

spheres of discussions.15   

  

The production process is fundamental to understanding how documentary films can 

create public spheres. Ben Xu (1997) notes that in film criticism, especially in the 

Chinese context, we can use the term ‘public’ in a rather broad sense, close to a kind of 

                                                
14 As we shall see in Chapters Four, Five and Six, documentary films are often associated with NGO 
activities, such as the empowerment of weak social groups and the building of social capacity, therefore 
incorporating different parts of society into a public sphere of discussion. 
15 I suspect the reason behind this is, on the one hand, their close connections to Chinese reality, 
(‘documenting reality’ is a catch word used by many Chinese commentators in reference to this kind of 
filmmaking), but also, on the other, the fact that these films are part of a grassroots process in which 
citizens are actively involved. 
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‘social experience’.16 He is interested in the renewed conceptualization of the public 

sphere as not necessarily institutionalized and not restricted to critical and national 

debate, but instead as a ‘general social horizon of experience’ and ‘context of living’ 

(cited in Berry 2004). This is particularly true in reference to independent media such as 

documentary films, which represent a new space of ‘collective experience’ detached 

from the institutionalized media. In fact Xu states that the ‘new public spheres of 

productions’ in China, as compared with the ‘classic’ concept of public sphere, have a 

variety of contexts. These include spaces of commerce and consumption, artists and 

producers groups, and of course, independently financed filmmaking publication and 

mass communication, which in the late 1990s represented a small and precarious public 

space with hardly any institutional support to expand (Xu 1997, p. 162).  

  

These ‘spaces of production’, can be seen as a network where different actors are in 

correlation. I therefore suggest to retrace the public sphere, and therefore legitimize 

documentary-making as media-producing public spheres, in the whole documentary 

process (from production to reception) through the concept of the Actor-Network 

Theory (ANT). In the next section I will discuss the Actor-Network Theory applied to 

independent documentary cinema in China.  

 

 

2.2 The Actor-Network of Chinese independent documentary-

making 

 

 ANT emerged primarily with the work of Bruno Latour (1988, 2005) and 

Michel Callon (1986). Its origins are in studies of the networks of interdependent social 

practices in work of science technology. Taking seriously the agency of nonhumans, the 

ANT network is conceived as a heterogeneous amalgamation of textual, conceptual, 

social, and technical actors (Ritzer 2005, p. 1), including individuals and collective 

entities. Networks are processual, built activities, performed by those actors which are 

better defined as actants, that is, volitive actors or agencies. Not all actors are the same, 

as they might have different degrees of power on the network. However, each actor is a 

not a passive item, but an important node to the overall network. 
                                                
16 Despite its original conceptual root in the Habermasian ‘public sphere’, Xu (1997, p. 161), along with 
Hansen (1991), thinks that this concept of the public involves the two major modificants proposed by 
Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge which can be applied to the Chinese situation.  
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ANT has been debated, criticized and applied to modern day society and technological 

advancement. More importantly, ANT provides a way of imagining documentary pre-

production, production, post-production, distribution and exhibition practices as an 

integrated network for circulating knowledge (Gershon & Malitsky 2010). ANT also 

offers an approach to focus on the heterogeneous Chinese independent documentary 

network of interactions of human and non-human actors, such as digital technology, 

cameras, filmmakers, activists, intellectuals, NGOs, the party state, market, and 

mainstream media (See Figure One, p. 4).  The idea of such a network—both social and 

technological—describes the world of independent documentary making as a set of 

processes, relations, and negotiations among different actors which contribute to the 

existence of the network. For this reason, I prefer to look at documentary as a social-

technical network of individuals, technologies, institutions, instead of considering 

independent documentary in conflict with the authority and the marketization of society. 

In turn, the description of this network will reveal that each individual actor is 

indispensable for the existence of documentary-making. Moreover, I am inclined to 

consider such networks as creating public spheres, where the role of Chinese citizens, as 

filmmakers, producers, audience members, intellectuals and so forth, emerge as that of 

fundamental actants, because citizens produce, distribute, consume and comment on 

documentary films, interacting with all of the other actors in the network.  

 

I suggest that the spaces occupied by these documentary networks can be regarded as 

public spheres when 

• the participants (or actors) take part in the network as a matter of their own 

choice, and become aware of their role as citizens in the society; 

• when documentary-making and documentary consumption become part of a 

network where actors exchange opinions, express critical views on public 

matters and the government (power); 

• the documentary network is involved in discussions as above which will evolve 

into civil actions and direct social change. 

 

As pointed out earlier, documentary films as ANT produce knowledge. In China, 

independent documentary films are the result of citizens’ need to share information 

outside the given framework of mainstream media. In doing so, we can say that the 

documentary-making produces alternative media. In the next section, I will look at why 
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we should consider documentary-making as an alternative media and how it is building 

networks capable of having an impact on society.   

  

 

2.2.1 Documentary films network and alternative media. 

 

 The study of alternative media is a relatively new field of inquiry. James Curran 

and Nick Couldry stress the importance of studying alternative media by stating that: 

  
If media power itself is an increasingly significant theme of social conflict, then media 
studies should adjust its focus to include not only mainstream productions (major 
television and radio channels, film majors, the main Web portals and so on) but also the 
wider terrain of media production, some of which seeks, explicitly or implicitly, to 
challenge central concentrations of media resources (2003, p. 7). 

 

James Hamilton argues that in order to distinguish alternative media from the mass 

media, the former must be deprofessionalized, decapitalized and deinstitutionalized. In 

short, they must be available to ordinary people without the need for professional 

training, without excessive capital outlay, and must take place in settings other than 

media institutions or similar systems (cited in Atton  2002, p. 25). 

  

In China, Internet bulletin boards and other interactive online communities may create a 

new sphere for public meeting and discussions, a potential for reunifying people and 

renewing and revitalizing ‘citizen-based’ democracy  and opening political discussions 

to ordinary Chinese (Rheingold, cited in Wu 2007, p. 210). There are as well other 

interesting forms of alternative media. If we look at the recent production of 

independent documentaries, we could frame independent films as alternative media as 

well, based on the similarities that documentary cinema share with alternative media 

(see Bailey, Cammaers and Carpentier 2008). I believe that much of which I describe 

here can be thus categorised as alternative media.  

 

For instance, documentary films are independent of state and market, since they are not 

made to be commercialized, but voluntarily realized by citizens. They are small-scale 

and oriented towards specific groups or serving a community. They are also carriers of 

non-dominant (possibly counter-hegemonic) discourse. In this sense they represent an 

alternative to the mainstream. Moreover, as Nick Couldry points out, alternative media 

offer opportunities for ‘ordinary’ people to become media producers (cited in Atton 
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2008, p. 215), which is particularly true, as we shall see, for the community and 

participatory projects realized in China. 

  

How do alternative media interact with society? Bailey, Cammaers and Carpentier 

(2008) propose to use Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophical concept of rhizomatic 

thinking as elaborated in A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1987), 

arguing that it can help to understand the activity of alternative media as an interaction 

with state, market and civil society. The application of this concept to alternative media, 

I argue, is able also to describe the dynamics between independent documentaries and 

society. It is therefore important to briefly outline the significance of the concept of the 

rhizome here for this dissertation.  

 

Following Deleuze and Guattari’s theorization, arbolic thinking, which is the 

philosophy of the state, has a linear structure, and is hierarchic and sedentary. 

Rhizomatic thinking, by contrast, is non-linear, anarchic and nomadic: ‘Unlike trees or 

their roots, the rhizome connects any point to any other point’ (Deleuze & Guattari 1987, 

p. 19). Deleuze and Guattari assign to the rhizome various qualities.17 Among these, the 

rhizome concept implies that any point of the network can be connected to any other 

point, despite the different characteristics of the components. Moreover, the rhizome is 

an entity whose rules are constantly in motion because new elements are continually 

included. The rhizome can be broken, but it will start up again on its old lines or on new 

lines. The rhizome is susceptible to constant modification, reworked by an individual, a 

group or social formation (Bailey, Cammaers & Carpentier 2008, p. 27). The rhizome 

‘can be […] conceived as work of art, constructed as a political action […] Perhaps one 

of the most important characteristic of the rhizome is that it always has multiple entries’ 

(Deleuze & Guattari 1987, p. 12).  

 

In this regard, the rhizome description is somewhat close to the concept of the Actor-

Network. The Actor-Network is not static, but it provokes and influence change, ‘like 

Deleuze and Guattari’s term rhizome [the Actor-Network] a series of transformations 

which could not be captured by any of the traditional terms of social theory.’ (Latour 

1999, p. 15). Bruno Latour himself declared that: 

                                                
17 That is, the principle of connection and heterogeneity, multiplicity, asignifying rupture, cartography 
and decalcomania (Bailey, Cammaers & Carpentier 2007, p. 27). 
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‘Rhizome’ is the perfect word for network. Actor-Network theory should be called 
actant/rhizome ontology, […] because it is an ontology, it is about actants, and it is 
about rhizomes. (cited in Latour 1993, p. 250) 

 

The rhizome approach to alternative media thus focuses on three aspects: the role at the 

crossroads of civil society, the elusiveness, and the interconnections and linkages with 

market and state (Bailey, Cammaers & Carpentier 2008, p. 27).  

 

I see these qualities as being very much close to independent documentaries in China. 

Bailey, Cammaers and Carpentier stress how alternative media is a catalyst for people 

from different types of movements and struggles to meet and collaborate. In the same 

way, documentary films are able to connect social movements and organizations. Films 

are not only giving voice to a group of people or on a specific issue, they also become a 

medium among people and groups already active in different types of social and 

political struggle or dealing with different issues. Secondly, alternative media interact 

with state and market, and this, for reasons that I will provide later, is applicable to the 

Chinese documentary case as well. Thirdly, the elusive identity of alternative media 

makes them hard to define. Independent documentary films lack any organization, a 

clear supporting structure and institution, and their distribution and consumption is 

difficult to control by authority regulations and censorship. This ‘elusiveness’ grants 

independent documentary cinema survival and ideological independence.  

 

Through the rhizome description of alternative media we can now grasp the real 

potentialities of the notion of Actor-Network applied to documentary films in China. 

Documentary-making, as a rhizomatic, expanding Actor-Network, is able to produce 

transformation, not simply to connect and deliver content. In this sense, in the course of 

this dissertation I will demonstrate  that the real impact of such networks has to be seen 

in its capacity to create public spheres that cut across and even beyond state, market and 

civil society. In the next two sections I will offer some reflections on the actors involved 

in such networks of documentary-making as alternative media. In particular, I will 

discuss the implications of documentary-making for citizens as social actors, and how 

these networks are reshaping the concept of Chinese citizenship.  
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2.3    The significance of Chinese Citizens in the documentary network 
 

 

2.3.1 Documentary films and the party-state: the ‘hidden transcript’  

 

 Alternative media, at least implicitly, challenge power, especially media power.  

Alternative media such as the Internet or independent video documentary can be 

interpreted as what James C. Scott (1990, p. 27) calls ‘hidden transcripts’, which 

represent a discourse—gesture, speech, practices—that are ordinarily excluded from the 

public transcript of subordinates by the exercise of power. I argue that alternative media 

in China produces a ‘hidden transcript’ which is, however, not openly oppositional in 

their own intent. Alternative media are instead continually pressing against the limit of 

what is permitted, much as a body of water might press against a dam (Scott 1990, p. 

196), or playing what in Chinese is called ‘edge ball’ (ca bian qiu).18 

  

The hidden transcript is, in other words, an expression of ‘unofficial culture’ borne 

within—but not necessary against—official or ‘mainstream’ culture. Scott’s famous 

analysis of the hidden transcript in different manifestations, places and persons involved 

gives us a deeper understanding of alternative media in China. Many scholars have 

already applied Scott’s description of the ‘hidden transcript’ to the Chinese cultural and 

political situation.19   

 

Far from being openly oppositional to State discourse in a militant mode, documentary 

films in China reveal themselves in creating ‘weak’ public spheres. The choices of 

filmed subject, the way it is treated and the public screenings all reclaim the validity of 

a different ‘transcript’ of contemporary history from the one offered by the State 

‘transcript’. It helps to go beyond the dichotomy of ‘mainstream’ and ‘underground’ 

and so open a complex web of relationships and reciprocal influence.20 

                                                
18 Another interesting example which fits perfectly Scott’s description of ‘hidden transcript’ is the Caoni 
ma-related lexicon (lit: ‘grass mud horse’). ‘Grass mud horse’ in Chinese is homophone of an insult 
(‘Screw your mother’). The expression became famous thanks to a song and a video uploaded on the 
Internet by netizens. A growing lexicon using words with double or new meaning is used by Chinese 
netizens. The double meaning is a form of ironic ‘transcript’ against Internet censorship.  
19 Elizabeth Perry (Perry & Goldman 2007) and Cai Yongshun (2008) are among the most recent. On the 
study of documentary cinema, Markus Nornes’ book (2003) about the development of Japanese 
documentary films also cites Scott’s theory to explain in more depth the complexity of relations between 
the ‘mainstream’ discourse of the dominant and the alternative spaces of discussion of the dominated. 
20 Scott’s idea of hegemony takes its steps from Michel Foucault’s work on hegemony and relation to 
power. Whereas Scott is more interested on the personal and direct subordination, like slavery for 
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2.3.2 Citizens filmmakers: using alternative media as an empowerment tool 

 

 The possibility of creating a ‘hidden transcript’ seems to me also the quality of a 

more complex identity of documentary producers and consumers. In other words, 

documentary-making can be seen as tool of soft ‘resistance’ to state discourse in the 

hands of citizens willing to inform and mobilize other citizens. Cut off from the mass 

media for many reasons (such as sensitive issues surrounding gender, sexuality, race, 

disability, religious belief, poverty and so on), alternative media generally offer 

audiences the unheard and unseen, a way to communicate with each other, to provide 

information and support where it is needed, and to get involved in creating media that 

serves their own needs. When these projects take on an activist nature they can bring the 

views of marginalized groups to the wider public, creating media products that are 

advocates of and actors for change (Waltz 2005, p. 33). Waltz also notes that socially 

marginalized or dissenting groups, subcultures, ethnic minorities, and others who 

inhabit liminal spaces in mainstream cultures, may be most likely to seek out alternative 

media, and to create their own if it does not exist (2005, p. 18). This is also true for 

independent documentaries in China, often shot by ethnic minorities, migrant workers, 

social activists, and independent artists, as I will show in Chapter Five.  

  

For this reason, we need to pay attention to the producers, distributors and consumers of 

such films. Through documentary shooting, Chinese citizens claim their right to access 

of information, and ask for more transparency and accountability from authority. They 

even go beyond that: documentary films bypass mainstream media and the authority 

and engage directly with other citizens and civil society. Making documentary is a 

claim of right to information, and also demonstrates how producing media is also a duty 

of other citizens. The social and political significance of these acts should not be 

underestimated.  

  

The concept of cultivating the ‘good citizen’ (hao gongmin) as proposed by the Chinese 

government has more to do with the building of a ‘harmonious society’ (hexie shehui). 

Harmonious society is a large-scale political campaign from the party which is focused 

on alleviating the social tensions and imbalances that have been building up in society 

over the last decade. In terms of citizenship it is an institutionalized and supervised 
                                                                                                                                          
example, Foucault’s analysis is more relevant to forms of impersonal domination like bureaucratic rules, 
or by market forces (Scott 1990, p. 21n3). 
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concept with a normative agenda to shape conduct. In contrast to the state-sponsored 

form of citizenship, ‘cultural citizenship’ is concerned more with both having access to 

certain rights and the opportunity to have your voice heard in the knowledge that you 

will have the ear of the community (Stevenson 2007, p. 255). The amount of 

information available and new channels where citizens are able to find them (in 

reference to this research, through film, Internet, and through participatory video 

facilitators) empower people to participate in a media public sphere, showing what Yu 

Haiqing (2006, p. 308) calls an ‘informal, un-institutionalized, less supervised and more 

fluid form of citizenship’. Citizenship, like the concept of the public sphere, needs to be 

conceived of as being mobile and flexible in its spatial arrangement through new media 

(Yu 2006). 

  

Chinese citizens are thus now actively engaged in monitoring and diffusing information, 

which is a new trait facilitated by the new technologies. The Chinese term for ‘citizen’ 

is ‘public people’ (lit. of gongmin, ‘citizen’) and implicitly focuses attention to the right 

to actively access public information. This right to participate in public life is apparently 

a term which could be considered equal to ‘citizenship’ (see Merle Goldman and 

Elizabeth J. Perry 2002). This also implies that people are not passive information 

receivers, but are active ‘citizens’ involved in a self-generated, bottom-up process of 

information-finding and dissemination. This bottom-up process inverts the traditional 

top-down and controlled mass media flow of information, in integrated networks where 

citizens interact and form public spheres. 

 

 

2.3.3   Chinese citizens: filmmakers to active audiences 

  

 Horizontal communication between filmmakers and audience is fundamental in 

furthering the primary aim of social change where the people involved can be at the 

same time producers, distributers and consumers. Audiences might in turn be able to 

develop communication related to the message received or actions consequent of the 

received message. More importantly, active audiences are also one step away from 

being media creators themselves (Downing 1990, p. 241). Yu Haiqing (2006) regards 

the ‘audience’ or ‘active audience’ as a social and political construct. As a social and 

political category, audiences can be reconstructed as an integral part of media 
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citizenship through their media practices. I recognize independent documentary 

audiences as part of this social and political construct as a form of media citizenship. 

  

The term ‘active audience’ evokes a consistent body of media studies on audience and 

audience response to media. In Ien Ang’s words, 

  

Media audiences are not ‘masses’—anonymous and passive aggregates of people 
without identity. Nor are they merely ‘markets’—the target group of the media 
industries. Media audiences are active in the ways in which they use, interpret and take 
pleasure in media products. (1991, p. 165) 

  

Ang not only suggests how audiences can be ‘active’, but she also remembers that they 

are not an indistinguishable and passive mass. The activity that audience performs is 

mainly seen as an’idiosyncratic and subversive reading of media texts’, a concept which 

can also be applied to China and its mass media users (Ma 2000).21 

  

Popular programs in China see the audience not as merely spectators but also playing 

the role of ‘stars’ (Rumbaum, cited in Yu 2006, p. 306). This concept is also present in 

Chu Yingchi’s reasoning on the ‘polyphony’ of documentaries and the new kind of 

interaction between production and TV spectators.22 The concept of ‘active audience’, 

however, is always put in a Western context of media far from the Chinese situation of 

control on media that the State still exercises on one side, and the extreme 

commercialization of media on the other.23  

 

Nonetheless, looking more specifically at active audiences of alternative media in China, 

we can find some common ground on a theoretical level. The majority of worldwide 

audience studies are related to mainstream media consumption such as television. 

However, alternative media is able to mobilize the audience as a real or potential 

political force for change in society. This differentiates active audiences from the 

                                                
21 The concept of ‘subversive reading’ is present in Fiske (1991). 
22 In Chapter Three I will reflect upon audience involvement in the new programs that emerged in the 
1990s that called for a direct involvement of their spectators. Given the decline or disappearing of 
programs such as Focus (Jiaodian Fangtan) or Tell It Like It Is (Shihua shishuo), currently we need to 
look at more entertainment programs, such as Supergirls (Chaoji nüsheng), to identify this audience 
involvement. 
23 Stories narrated in the Chinese mainstream media are still mediated, selected, constructed and scripted 
by media authorities. In those stories, the Party’s voice is still much stronger than the people’s voice (Yu 
2006; Chan 2002, p. 46). Active audiences, as intended in this sense, are more likely to be found in media 
storytellers as citizens’ journalism and online publications.   
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audiences in mainstream media, whose ‘activity’ is in how the different ways of 

interpreting media text creates oppositional readings of mainstream media product.24 

  

The centrality of the producer/consumer as a Chinese citizen also brings me to another 

point, that is, on the very use of ‘alternative media’. Alternative media rests on the 

assumption that these media are ‘alternative’ to something, that is, the so-called 

mainstream media. Instead of being restricted in this binary thinking of alternative 

versus mainstream, I will rather focus on how alternative media is produced and what 

effects this process, and the networks entailed, has on citizens. Clemencia Rodríguez 

adopts the term ‘citizens’ media’ to help explain this phenomenon. ‘Citizens’ media’ 

helps to put the stress not only on the medium, but also on the actors and the 

consequences for them. It means that a collectivity is enacting its citizenship by actively 

intervening and transforming the established mediascape (Rodríguez 2001, p. 104). In 

the Chinese case I would add that enacting this citizenship by producing and consuming 

this kind of media enables different people to intervene not only in the mediascape, but 

also in the public discourse and forming of public spheres of discussion. 

  

Despite the above, the study of alternative media is dominated by an approach that 

focuses on their political value, and in particular, on the capacity of alternative media to 

empower citizens. This approach tends to celebrate alternative media and its 

achievements while paying little attention to how alternative media are produced. It 

lacks substantial examination of what we could call industrial practice (Atton 2008, p. 

213). Moreover, study in alternative media are generally looking at the achievements, 

rather than paying attention to how alternative media are produced (Atton 2008). 

Participation of the media seems the only goal of media practices, as participation is 

good in itself, with no regard to audience or possible impact, especially in terms of 

public sphere and social change.25 Moreover, the public sphere does not begin and end 

when media content reaches an audience, as this is but one step in larger communication 

                                                
24 I was myself present to a ‘collective’ oppositional reading of mainstream media which can also be seen 
as a voluntarily ‘hidden transcript’ in the screening of Wang Wo’s ‘Tossing and Turning’ (Zheteng, 2009), 
a two-hour ‘documentary’ made up of footage taken from news and other CCTV programs throughout 
2008, edited in a way to provoke hilarity or to ridicule the state propaganda. I see this as an interesting 
way for the ‘active audience’ to propose an ‘iconoclast’ reading of mainstream media.   
25 Unlike Rodríguez, Atton (2008) warns not to fall into the celebratory approach to alternative media, 
like those which claim that organization, practices, self-management and participation are enough to 
demonstrate the political value of alternative media. 
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and cultural chains that include how the media output is received, made sense of, and 

utilized by citizens (Dahlgren 2006, p. 274). 

 

I see this as crucial for the Chinese case as well. If we celebrate documentary cinema as 

alternative media in a state-controlled media panorama without regard for impact and 

use by citizens, it would narrow the scope of such research. We need to look at a multi-

layered concept of impact on filmmakers, producers, activists, and communities 

involved in filmmaking, not only celebrating the fact that a new alternative medium is 

active on the scene. For this reason, looking at documentary-making as a network will 

be determinant in serious analysis, in order to be able to understand whether it can 

develop into a public sphere. We therefore need to approach the whole network of 

production, distribution and consumption in order to put the process of filmmaking, and 

not only the film, at the centre of the creation of public spheres and social change.  

 

  

2.4 The ‘coalition model’ approach to researching Chinese   

documentary  impact on society 
 

 The investigation of documentary networks as forming public spheres needs to 

take into account the different scholarly approaches to the study of documentary cinema. 

There are two main research directions regarding documentary cinema (Aufderheide 

2007). The first concerns historical narrative, that is, the history of documentary films, 

which belongs to film studies. This approach is indisputably centred on the final product, 

and leaves no space to the relation of documentary and the reality it represents, 

describing it as piece of art. The second, which I am interested in, can be called an 

‘analytical analysis’, that is, the study of how a film movement develops and how films 

are received and used, together with the academic field of cultural studies. Audience 

study is much more pertinent to a study of the impact of documentary films on society, 

and of course the major beneficiaries are the spectators. The public sphere, therefore, is 

analysed mainly at the level of audience reception. The spectators are moved to a 

participatory critical analysis about the documentary content (text), but also about issues 

concerning filmmaking itself (ethics of representation, relation with the filmed subject, 

issues of objectivity and subjectivity and so forth).  
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As a cultural product which claims, if not to represent the reality, at least to give the 

filmmaker’s own perception of it, documentary films are tightly intertwined not only 

with the artist (the filmmaker who decides to film which specific reality and how it is to 

be edited, and, finally, with which message as the centre) but also with the political and 

social situation in which it is created. The spectator assists the displaying of a final 

product, the documentary film resulting after a long process, involving different 

participants and actors. Only by analysing the process per se we will be able to gain a 

real understanding of how documentary making is having an impact on society.  

  

Now that we identified the object of the study, that is, the documentary filming process, 

it is fundamental to understand how researching the industry of documentary film can 

explain the creation of the public sphere. In order to research this aspect, we need to 

shift the object of the study from the filmic text and audience to implement a social 

studies approach about the cultural industry itself. In order to do so, a fundamental 

framework study is offered by political scientist David Whiteman, who researches 

social and activist documentary in the United States. Out of the Theatres and Into the 

Streets is the title/slogan that Whiteman (2004) chooses to introduce the concept of 

‘coalition model’ for documentary making. He argues that investigations of the political 

impact of documentary film and video have typically been guided by an ‘individualistic 

model’, assessing the impact of a finished film on individual citizens and within the 

dominant public discourse. This approach provides us with only a very limited 

understanding of the complex and multifaceted ways in which film enters the political 

process. 

 

A coalition model incorporates the entire filmmaking process, including both 

production and distribution, not simply focusing on the final finished product. The 

procedural steps of development, production, and distribution of a film create extensive 

opportunities for interaction among and impact on producers, participants, activists, 

decision makers, and citizens. The individual citizen viewing the finished product in a 

movie theatre or on television represents only the final stage of a long 

process.  Secondly, this investigation model must consider the full range of potential 

impacts on producers, participants, activist organizations and decision-makers. Thirdly, 

a socially committed documentary’s impact is most likely to be on discourses outside 

the mainstream, since social movements often strive to create and sustain alternative 

spheres of public discourse. Many documentaries may never achieve widespread 
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distribution and might not enter mainstream public discourse, but will still have an 

impact in certain subcultures, educating and mobilizing activists working to create 

social change (Whiteman 2009). Hirsch and Nisbet (2007), among others, use this 

model to investigate documentary films produced by non-profit organizations. In 

particular, they state that each film’s influence should be examined within its particular 

political context. A film can also be studied for how community forums and other 

public screenings help create a space for alternative interpretations about an issue not 

available within mainstream discourse or news coverage. 

  

Whiteman’s model does not only offer a new way to approach documentary films, but 

also gives new potentialities to independent documentaries in China and validation of 

the use of the Actor-Network Theory. It is through the analysis of the network, and the 

relationship between the actors, that we can retrace spaces where public spheres can be 

formed.26  It is worthwhile using this model with regard to the situation in China 

because it is potentially able to shed light on actors’ relations in the network and their 

impact on the formation of the ‘public’, an area of study that would otherwise be unable 

to find an explanation in an audience-focused approach. 

 

In this sense, all the aforementioned aspects of Chinese documentary-making actively 

contribute in sustaining spaces of discussions and  interaction with power. Therefore, 

they deserve to be investigated as an inseparable part of the present research. 

  

  

Conclusion 
  

 In this chapter I focused my attention on the concept of ‘public sphere’ in the 

Chinese alternative media panorama as a consequence of the existence of an active 

Actor-Network.  The public sphere, independent from state and market, cannot be, I 

suspect, researched in Chinese mainstream media, given the tight state control and the 

marketization that prevails. Conversely, if we look at the alternative media—blogging, 

                                                
26 Nevertheless, I am aware that the socio-political American context in which Whiteman conducts his 
research is dramatically different, because the case studies taken into considerations so far (see Whiteman 
2004, 2009; Hirsch & Nisbet 2007) are mostly embedded within an activist movement or association, a 
feature of civil society still at the very early stages in China. However, this approach helped this research 
to reconsider the concept of social impact on one side, and adapt it to a broader range of Chinese 
documentary production on the other. 
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citizens’ journalism, independent videos, and so forth—we can find interesting clues to 

understand the raising of public spheres. I consider independent documentary cinema as 

part of these alternative media that act as a ‘hidden transcript’. 

  

In particular, if we seek to retrace a ‘social impact’ of documentary films in terms of 

creating public spheres, I argue that we should look at how spaces of interactions are 

opened because of documentary-making networks, whose actors include individuals, 

institutions and technologies.  In particular, Chinese citizens have a fundamental role in 

the creation of such spaces, bringing forward a more modern and responsible concept of 

Chinese citizenship. In the documentary-making network, as we shall see in the 

following chapters, people interact and meet, associations are created, public opinions 

shaped, and mass media are newly informed. This should be seen as a result of 

alternative (or citizens’) media on society. In order to form a foundation for researching 

these aspects, in this chapter I also argued that the whole production process of 

documentary films, as in the ‘coalition model’, is more likely to produce this impact, 

rather then being limited to a general audience. 

 

These theoretical considerations on Chinese independent documentary-making in China 

are far from being isolated, artistic movements; instead, independent documentary-

making is deeply rooted in contemporary Chinese society and occurring in a way that 

only the rhizome metaphor can describe: opening flows of communications and 

interacting with different actors, thus retaining its own independence. In the following 

chapters I seek to explain and enlarge the theoretical framework outlined here and to 

retrace and describe these public sphaces opened by independent documentary-making 

that may develop into public spheres. In order to clarify the role of recent documentary 

films in contemporary China, in the next chapter I will introduce an historical and 

critical overview on documentary cinema and media changes in China.  
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Chapter 3:      Independent Documentary Cinema: From  

Representation to Truth-Seeking  
 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 
 

        In the previous chapter I discussed the theoretical background in which I situated 

independent documentary cinema as alternative media under the forms of networks 

which create public spheres of discussions and civil actions. In order to provide 

supportive evidence for these claims, in this chapter I will present first an historical 

overview of independent documentary cinema, with a particular focus on China and the 

rise of independent productions.  

 

Worldwide independent documentary cinema has been used for different social 

purposes, such as advocacy, activism and community empowerment, among others. 

Meanwhile, in China, the documentary genre managed to find its way between authority 

control and increased media marketization. In this connection, I will present some 

recent findings in academic research on Chinese documentary films and society, and in 

particular on the formation of public spheres and democratization of access to media-

making. 

 

Throughout this chapter, documentary cinema in China will emerge not only as part of 

the worldwide use of video documentaries for social purposes, but also with peculiar 

historical and social characteristics which are more likely to foster new forms of social 

engagement and public discussions. 
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3.1 The development of independent documentary cinema  

                    

        When we talk about documentary film, we can say that it is a film telling a story 

about real life (in contrast to fictional film) with claims to truthfulness. How to do that 

honestly and in good faith is a continual discussion amongst scholars and filmmakers 

(Aufderheide 2007, p. 2). For the purpose of this thesis, it is worth remembering Bill 

Nichols in his fundamental book Representing Reality:  

 
The pleasure and the appeal of documentary film lie in its ability to make us see timely 
issues in need of attention, literally. We see views of the world, and what they put 
before us are social issues […] current problems and possible solutions, actual 
situations and specific ways of representing them […]. The status of documentary film 
as evidence from the world legitimates its usage as a source of knowledge. The visible 
evidence it provides underpins its value for social advocacy […] (1991, p. ix). 

 

Historically, the documentary tradition has been propelled by the desire for social 

progress.27 Documentary mobilizes the viewer as a social subject situated in history 

(Rabinowitz 1993, p. 129). The reason for doing so is that fiction addresses the viewer 

primarily as a private individual—it speaks to the interior life of feelings, sentiments, 

and secret desires—whereas documentary addresses the viewer primarily as a citizen, as 

a member of civil society, and as a putative participant in the public sphere (Chanan 

2007, p. 16). The identity of the film audience as citizens in active public spheres is 

particularly true for documentary cinema and especially for independent productions. I 

indicate, as independent documentaries, those films produced, distributed and exhibited 

outside the umbrella of the national media broadcast or film studios.28 The grassroots 

phenomenon of independent documentary cinema is partly attributed to the new 

technologies of digital video-making which made filming a documentary cheaper and 

easier. We should consider the ‘revolution’ in digital video as the major technological 

advancement in documentary cinema since the 1960s, in which the old, large and heavy 

35mm cameras, revolutionary for their time, have been replaced by the far lighter 16mm 

                                                
27 Because of its perceived special relationship to the ‘real’, documentary in its earliest form was placed 
alongside the discourses of science and the humanities as part of the shared project of the Enlightenment. 
Once John Grierson, the founder of the British documentary movement in the 1920s, had articulated his 
notion of ‘cinema as pulpit’, documentary film became a ‘call to action’ (cited in James 2007, p. 6). 
28 The reader should note that ‘independent’ is a general term whose significance may vary. As I will 
explain in more detail in the next section, the term ‘independent’ (duli) in China refers to work produced 
outside the state-owned national media (such as China Central Television and the state-owned film 
studios). 
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cameras, rendering documentary shooting less intrusive and extremely versatile and 

agile even in extreme situations.29  

  

When digital technology entered in the market in the 1990s, it multiplied exponentially 

the possibilities allowed by the 16mm camera forty years before. The recording on 

digital support instead of film made possible recording by small agile units with highly 

flexible functions, like compact cameras with competent sound. Additionally, they 

introduced new working practices and skill sets such as computer editing. The costs of 

production, therefore, had been reduced to suit almost all budgets. In addition to low 

costs, digital video also democratized access through the use of the Internet as a 

medium of publicity and distribution. Therefore, independent documentary cinema now 

represents an intervention in public debate because the new technologies are capable of 

escaping both ‘prescription and proscription’ (Chanan 2007, p. 16). This new 

emancipation from expensive equipment and high budgets has facilitated the increase in 

the number of people involved in filmmaking and the proximity to the subjects. In 

recent years, video cameras have cheapened further—now integrated into mobile 

phones—and editing software comes pre-packaged with many home computers 

(Gregory 2005, p. xii). Digital technology and cameras are fundamental actors in the 

Chinese documentary network as well (see Figure One, p. 4). Without them, we could 

not even think of such social phenomenon as independent documentary cinema in 

China. 

 

There is yet another fundamental element that contributed to the success of worldwide 

independent documentary production, that is, the failure of the classic television (TV) 

documentary and news format in satisfying audience interest. Even as the number of 

television hours devoted to non-fiction increased exponentially, the artistic quality in 

many cases decreased and the veracity was sometimes questionable (Ellis & MacLane 

2005, p. 294). Independent documentaries derive much of their value from their ability 

to ‘frame’ a social or political issue in ways that provide interpretations not prompted 

by traditional news coverage. In this sense, independent documentary films induce the 

                                                
29 With the small 16mm cameras, 1960s filmmakers worldwide seized the opportunity to adopt a fly-on-
the-wall style taking the camera everywhere and filming what they saw. This new style has been called 
cinéma vérité (to use a popular umbrella term), ‘direct’ or ‘real cinema’. This revolution in style began at 
a time of rising distrust among consumers of top-down media authority, perhaps seasoned by the public’s 
experience of World War II and Cold War propaganda and certainly by the rise of advertising as an 
international language of persuasion and power. (Aufderheide 2007, p. 45). Cinéma vérité especially that 
of Fred Wiseman, has been highly influential in the development of the new wave of independent 
documentary films in the 1990s. 
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interest for ‘reality’ that cannot be broadcasted on national TV for lack of a ‘TV 

formula’ style or because it lacks a ‘commercial value’, or worse, because it challenges 

established truths and therefore falls under the censors’ axe (Chanan 2007, p. 4). 

 

Independent documentary films also give new possibilities to marginal categories of 

people:  

 
The documentary is assumed to give a voice to the voiceless, that is, portray the 
political, social and economic realities of oppressed minorities and others previously 
denied access to the means of producing their own image. From this perspective, the 
documentary is not only an art form; it is a social service and a political act (Ruby 1992, 
p. 44). 

 

Chanan specifies the term ‘political’, which is particularly true for documentary cinema. 

He states that to be political is not always a question of advancing an ideological 

position, militating for a cause or campaigning for anything. It isn’t even necessary to 

mention politics, because what the documentary can do is to call public attention and 

concern to its subjects sometimes simply by bringing them to the light, without being 

wrapped in the narrative plots of fiction and drama, but converting stereotypes back into 

real people with their own names and in their own living environment. (Chanan 2007, p. 

1).30  

 

 

3.1.1 From representation to advocacy 

 

 Apart from the simple representation on screen, the stories portrayed can 

effectively hit the spectators adopting an audience-centred approach to content 

development, because filmmakers can take advantage of survey research, focus groups, 

and interviews with stakeholders to craft stories that make the subject of greater 

personal relevance to targeted audiences (Hirsch & Nisbet 2007, p. 1–2). In this sense, 

documentary production can enhance its social impact by working and collaborating 

with associations, non-profit foundations and NGOs interested in the spreading of 

‘alternative’ or ‘focused’ knowledge in relation to their specific agenda (Hirsch & 

Nisbet 2007, p. 1–2).  

 

                                                
30 This is especially true in China where open critical or political positions against the state media are 
very scarce. Documentary films in this sense are ‘political’ simply because they present realities without 
being constrained by ideological directives or filtered by censorship. 
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Documentary used for social activism has been investigated especially in the US and 

Europe. One fundamental reference is the work produced by the Centre for Social 

Media, School of Communication at the American University.31  There is, however, an 

increasing volume of lesser-known digital documentary production coming out of 

Eastern Europe, Africa and Latin America which assumes a new importance: it presents 

situations of extreme poverty, social injustices and turmoil in countries where there is 

often a presence of autocratic regimes, lack of independent media, and generally also a 

lack of democratic public spaces.32 Independent documentaries act as a tool of counter-

information, disseminating images that generally could not be broadcasted on national 

TV. Therefore, documentary became synonymous with powerful tools against 

mainstream media, uncovering hidden truths and dealing with hot political and social 

topics.33   

 

Video documentary has been used by pioneering organizations in the US and Latin 

America, for example, in social justice activism. Video has been used as a means to 

advocacy, to give evidence of a situation in many contexts, such as in human rights 

organizations, in legal contexts, and to put pressure on government and local 

authorities.34 As we shall see in Chapters Five to Seven, all of these different aspects of 

documentary films are also emerging in China in recent years. 

 

Participatory video (PV) documentary is another widespread documentary production 

for social change. In countries such as the US and Canada, PV has already been widely 

used as a tool for social advancement.35 Participatory video differs more from the 

classic documentary, because instead of being directed and developed by a filmmaker, 

                                                
31 Specific studies on social impact, engagement with charity associations, public reception, founding and 
so on, can be found in Hirsch and Nisbet (2007). See, for instance, an interesting and exhaustive study 
about Canadian documentaries (Erin Research 2005). 
32 In Europe, see for instance the Lozinsky’s School of Polish Contemporary Documentary depicting poor 
and disadvantaged people in Poland and Romania after the end of the Communist era. 
33 Accounts about independent documentaries in Latin America, Africa, Japan and China have been 
provided by Chanan (2003, 2007) and Aufderheide (1993).  
34  See, for example, independent producers and broadcasting groups such as Undercurrent (UK), 
Papertiger TV, Deepdish, Indymedia Video (US), Agora (Argentina) Act Video (Japan) and others (Han 
Hong 2008, p. 91). In Taiwan, see for example Peopo (People Post) at peopo.org, a citizens’ journalists 
platform where self-made videos are uploaded daily. 
35 The pioneering work in PV took place in 1967 in the small isolated fishing community of the Fogo 
Island, off the Canadian coast. By watching each other’s films, the different villagers on the island came 
to realize that they shared many of the same problems and that by working together they could solve 
some of them. The films were also shown to politicians who lived far away and were too busy to actually 
visit the island. As a result of this dialogue, government policies and actions were changed. These 
techniques became known as the Fogo process (Lunch 2006). To see how PV is used nowadays, see for 
example the UK-based organization Insight (insightshare.org).  
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members of a group or a community take charge of the project itself. They can shape 

issues according to their own sense of what is important, and they can also control how 

they will be represented. Video becomes a tool of mutual help between members of a 

group, or it can boosts activism when it is used to defend social rights or empowerment 

when it involves changing a situation or people’s perception through the video 

production itself. As Shirley White explains: 

 
[Video] becomes a vital force for change and transformation of individuals and 
communities. It has unlimited potential. […] Participatory video, as a process for 
individual, group and community development, can help people to see themselves in 
relation to the community and become conscientized about personal and community 
needs, together with bringing critical awareness (White 2003, p. 64). 

 

Participatory video is practiced in China as well, and is an aspect of Chinese 

independent video production not covered well by research so far, but certainly cannot 

be overlooked if we aim to uncover the interaction of film with social change.  Together 

with the other independent productions, it is the result of China’s opening up and 

linking to worldwide mainstream and independent media developments. In the next 

section I will therefore describe the peculiarity of independent documentary cinema in 

China and how it has interacted with Chinese public life.   

 

 

3.2     The documentary genre in China  
 

 The term ‘jilupian’ (documentary) has been used in China since the beginning of 

the 20th century to distinguish non-fictional film video works. However, most of the 

time, documentary films were indicated with different terms, based on content or 

style.36 Jilupian has always been conceived as a tool to educate people as citizens, and it 

was therefore embedded with a strong social value as a tool of social advancement for 

the population. 

 
Before becoming a monopolised propaganda tool after 1949, most documentaries in 

Republican China (1911–1948) were shot by private film companies situated in the 

larger metropolitan centres like Shanghai and Beijing. Among them, in relevant 

                                                
36 For more details on film genres and production in China, see the Encyclopedia of Chinese Cinema 
(1995). 
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literature, there is one that is considered the earliest example of a committed form of 

documentary film.  

 

The Commercial Press (Shangwu yinshu guan) was founded in 1897 in Shanghai and 

built its success on educational books. The Commercial Press was also one of the first 

professional and independent film enterprises in China. In a short period of only eight 

years from 1919 to 1926, it produced hundreds of titles. Among the various film 

productions, there were also documentary films intended to promote science, education, 

and to spread knowledge, using film as a tool for technical and social advancement 

(Fang 2003).37 This was of course dictated by the main business of the company, 

educational books, which documentary films accompanied as visual material for 

classroom teaching (Fang 2003, p. 24), but it also shows a genuine social and ethical 

commitment towards improving Chinese society, a very strong modernist theme now 

and into the present.38 The production of these films is important in so far as it 

represents an involvement with society which is not driven by a central authority, as 

well as being vital for the communication and exchange of technologies, styles and 

manpower from overseas. This situation would not be duplicated in China until the rise 

of independent productions in the 1990s.39  

 

In 1949 the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) established the People’s Republic of 

China, and for almost fifty years the production of documentary films became 

characterized by strict rules determined by the CCP in terms of film content, style and 

also of overall production and distribution (Chu 2007, p. 53).40 During times where in 

other countries filmmakers were experimenting with new styles and content, Chinese 

documentary filmmaking, in turn, remained for over fifty years confined to what Paola 

                                                
37 Unfortunately, none of the documentary films have survived. The Shanghai Press Film Department was 
destroyed during the 1932 Shanghai Incident, a short war between the armies of the Republic of China 
and Japan, before official hostilities of the Second Sino-Japanese War commenced.  
38 An example is Blind Children Education (Mang tong jiaoyu), which records daily life in a foreign 
institution for blind children in Shanghai. The film was intended to show the government the need for 
more institutions of this kind, reflecting the concern for disadvantaged groups, and meant to be a loud call 
to arms from film professionals towards the society (Fang 2003). 
39 Nevertheless, this balance between entertainment, profit making and social engagement was very 
delicate. Chu notes that the end of Commercial Press film production shows a conflict between the idea of 
commercial films, driven by Western imitations and by attempts at creating Chinese genres for the 
domestic market to compete with imported films, and on the other hand, the idea of the didactic function 
of films, driven by nationalism (Chu 2007, p. 44). 
40  The height of importance of documentary propaganda was in the period before, during, and 
immediately after World War II (Aufderheide 2007, p. 65) in the West, when film was the dominant 
audio-visual medium. The Nazi party in Germany and the Soviet government in Russia also saw 
documentary as a new and powerful tool of propaganda dissemination. 
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Voci describes as the highly politicized and harder version of John Grierson’s 

institutionalized ‘soft propaganda’ (2002, p. 196).41 Techniques did not make any 

progress; the film was a simple repetition of slogans supported by image chains with a 

constant colour red in the background and the authoritarian ‘voice-of-God’ was 

predominant together with a selection of extra-diegetic music (added in post-production) 

with political content carefully composed and selected. The glorification of Communist 

role models and the collective representation of the population has resulted in this 

period of documentary cinema being known as the ‘era of heroes’ (Fang 2003).  

 

During this period the ‘voice’ of the party-state ruled over the industry of cinema and 

used documentary films as an important public and popular channel to spread ideology 

and policies, industrial practice and political criticism. Public discourse was completely 

monopolized by the CCP and no alternative or individual perspectives were allowed. 

For this reason, Chu (2007) dubs this period as the ‘dogmatic era’ of documentary-

making. 

 

 

3.2.1 A transition period for Chinese media (1978–1992) 

 

 An inexorable change in the media panorama took place after the death of Mao 

Zedong in 1976 and the political rehabilitation of Deng Xiaoping who initiated in 1978 

the first phases of the transition of China from a socialist planned economy to a socialist 

market economy. The first important consequence of this new political scenario was 

that cinema and the newly borne television industry started relying on self-funding, 

reducing the reliance on government subsidies. In 1985, a government document 

declared cultural production the ‘third enterprise’ because the media sector needed to 

‘walk on its own’ (ziji zoulu) (Zhao, cited in Chu 2006, p. 88). Documentary cinema 

continued to serve the political ideology supporting the propaganda campaigns with a 

variable ‘dosage’ of information and doctrine. However, in time, the ideological 

pressure on the content became less evident. At the same time, documentary films had 

to face a new market economy and the recognition of commercial value, and therefore 

the influence of TV audience ratings became more noticeable. Documentaries were in 

                                                
41 John Grierson (1898–1972) is a filmmaker and critic considered to be the founder of British and 
Canadian documentary cinema. He was profoundly convinced of the social function of documentary 
cinema to build national morale and national consensus: the filmmaker must be firstly a patriot. He once 
said that ‘I look on cinema as a pulpit, and use it as a propagandist’ (Canadian Film Encyclopaedia). 
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need of new content and new styles that would be appealing to a public who were 

increasingly in possession of televisions in the home. 

 

In this regard, Chinese scholars tend to agree that the commencement of a new ‘era’ for 

documentary films was at the beginning of 1980s with end of the Maoist period and its 

highly politicized and ideologically-driven content. Conversely, others scholars like Lü 

Xinyu (2003a) sustain that the real change in documentary cinema history took place 

later, and that the 1980s were still dominated by a mono-logical mode in documentary 

production, exemplified by the zhuanti pian. The zhuanti pian, or ‘film on special 

topics’, were normally long documentary series aired on CCTV with a linking motif 

like the Yangzi River (Yangtze) or the Grand Canal. They received huge audience 

success. The content was normally politically driven, about national themes, national 

history, production efforts, and historical and natural sites. There was also an 

encouragement of feedback from the audience for the very first time in the history of 

television in China.  

 

River Elegy (Heshang) deserves a special mention for having become a national case of 

a dissenting documentary that played a formative role in public and intellectual debates 

in the late 1980s. River Elegy is a six-part television documentary (zhuanti pian) first 

aired in 1988, and revisited China’s history through the leitmotiv of the Yellow River 

(Huanghe). Contrary to its conventional image as the cradle of the Chinese civilization, 

the Yellow River is portrayed in the documentary as a source of poverty and disaster 

while providing a contrasting account of the West as representing energy, power, 

technology and modernity (Chen 1992, p. 693). The documentary became the centre of 

a vivid debate in the print and broadcast media and had great popular following. River 

Elegy is without doubt an expression of anti-official discourse prevalent in China at the 

end of the 1980s which culminated in the 1989 student movement (Chen 1992, p. 

704).42  

 

Notwithstanding its tremendous impact in both political and cultural terms, River Elegy 

cannot be considered the breaking point from tradition of Chinese documentary because 

it adheres to the lines of the tell-to-teach documentary (Voci 2002). The real change will 

occur when documentary undergoes radical changes in the making, in terms of medium 
                                                
42 The documentary can also be understood as being a visible result of the power struggle within the 
Communist Party in 1989, since the support of Zhao Ziyang, the then Communist Party General Secretary, 
had been fundamental in its production and broadcasting. 
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(type of equipment, post-production resources), production (capital, number of people 

involved), distribution (state TV, overseas market, or other ‘unofficial’ channels), and 

last but not least, in its intended goal (Voci 2004, p. 76), completely disjointed from any 

political and economic instance. This will happen when networks of filmmakers will 

begin emerging from the party-state system. 

 

 

3.2.2 ‘Telling common people’s stories’ : the new TV documentaries of the 1990s  

 

 River Elegy fuelled debate on China’s modernization and direction, which 

culminated in the Tiananmen crackdown of 1989. After the crackdown, a few 

subsequent years of relative political and economic stagnation followed until the launch 

of the ‘socialist market economy’ in 1992, when the country witnessed a great 

acceleration of the economic and social transformation that was first initiated in 1978.43 

The media slowly established itself as a self-sufficient enterprise able to compete with 

other Western media industries in the domestic market, especially after the joining of 

WTO in 2001, which signalled another tremendous acceleration of media 

commercialization. 

 

In 1993 an important media reform decreed the end of the Central News and 

Documentary Studio, and was then passed on to the newly borne Central Chinese 

Television (CCTV). CCTV transformed itself from a state-subsidized single-minded 

propagandistic operation into a multi-dimensional, profit making enterprise (Zhou 2000, 

p. 582). From the mid-1990s, CCTV became almost totally dependent on revenue from 

commercials (Li 2002, p. 18). CCTV adopted a producer responsibility system, 

permitting programme producers to recruit their own crew, outsource projects to 

freelance filmmakers, and manage their own budgets. This encouraged film 

professionals to achieve new set goals and standards. Moreover, it stimulated technical 

advances in filmmaking, the decentralization of the control on documentary films and of 

course, an orientation in profit-making and audience share through the medium of 

advertising (Chu 2007). Moreover, CCTV started being equipped with new technology, 

                                                
43 In 1992 Deng Xiaoping went on an official visit to the south of the country. The ‘southern journey’ 
(nanxun) stressed the importance of economic development, of openness to foreign investment and the 
elevated the models of the Special Economic Zones like Shenzhen. Party Secretary General Jiang Zemin 
responded by announcing at the 14th Party Congress that the goal was to henceforth build a ‘socialist 
market economy’. 
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such as the electronic news gathering camera invented in 1986 (Chu 2007, p. 90). As it 

did for Western cinéma vérité with live shooting, less rehearsal and no script, the new 

portable camera with location sound recording capability presented Chinese 

documentary makers with new possibilities. 

 

The increased market competition from provincial satellite channels carried by cable 

and the imperative of maintaining the leadership role of the state monopoly in the 

national TV market led CCTV to experiment with a change of direction in its 

programming regime. But what kind of programs could appeal to Chinese audiences in 

the early 1990s? Ordinary people not in positions of power (putongren) were the 

spectators able to decree the success or the failure of TV programs that were now filling 

the television screen that once was reserved mainly for the messages of the political 

leadership, or Communist heroic characters (Chu 2007, p. 185). Therefore, the key word 

for content became ‘ordinary’ (pingmin), that is, the life and problems of normal, 

‘ordinary’ people. In the early 1990s CCTV launched investigative journalism programs 

like Focus and later News Probe, both dealing with contemporary everyday dramatic 

accounts full of vox populi interviews. They all offered reports on fraudulent activities 

and generally about normal citizens facing everyday problems or seeking justice. These 

programs reflect CCTV’s political response to the party propaganda departments call 

for the media to engage actively with issues of public concern and provide an official 

frame on controversial topics (Zhou 2000, p. 582). 

  

Many scholars and journalists enthusiastically welcomed these changes as a form of 

public sphere that had opened inside the media and as the beginning of a new trend in 

CCTV programming. Li Xiaoping (2002, p. 18) states that not only is television part of 

the process of opening Chinese society to the market economy, but it also plays a 

significant role in accelerating the very process of developing pluralistic democracy in 

China. Even if we cannot dismiss the great development towards a more critical and 

open programming, we still cannot celebrate this as a public sphere of debate because 

there is still no trace of dissent: social stability is the primary concern on the media 

industry agenda, acting as a partner with the government (Li 2002, p. 29). Unlike the 

old style ‘educational propaganda’ (jiaoyu xuanchuan), which allows only the party’s 

voice, media now inaugurated the era of ‘agenda-setting’ (yulun daoxian), which 
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allowed more than one voice to be heard (Chan 2002, p. 48).44 Documentary was the 

most apt genre to fulfil the media industry’s agenda.  

 

Since the mid-1990s the new political agenda allowed the production of mildly critical 

in-depth documentaries on topics such as unemployment, poverty, inadequacy of 

education, and strained family relationships (Voci 2002), and those that provided mass-

oriented or ‘popularized’ (pingminhua) depictions of society (Johnson 2006, p. 57). As 

Lü also notes, the term jilupian (documentary film) assumed a clear significance only in 

this period as resistance to the concept of zhuanti pian (film on special topic) and its 

propagandistic and paternalistic tone. The difference with other kinds of investigative 

and news programs such as Focus or News Probe is that these investigative programs 

continuously ended up patronizing the subject’s point of view, while the documentaries 

gave space to filmmaker’s own personal research and audience’s interpretation of 

reality (Lü 2003a).  

 

Documentaries were incorporated into programs hosted in a television studio, often in 

the presence of an audience and filmmakers. Oriental Moments (Dongfang Shikong), a 

daily program of ten minutes, received a huge audience response, even surpassing the 

most popular television dramas. As one of them recalls, the young directors working for 

the program felt enthusiastic to go ‘hunting’ for new topics and new subjects for the 

daily program. The producer Cheng Meng suggested to his crew to treat film subjects as 

friends and loved ones and stay with them, get to know them. There was basically 

nothing they did not film during the ten years of the program, including footage on 

sensitive topics that have never been aired, such as same-sex relationships.  

 

In 1993, Shanghai Television contracted independent filmmakers for the first time, 

giving birth to the professional figure of the independent filmmaker. The result was 

Editorial Room for Documentary Film (Jilupian Bianjishi), where twenty film 

professionals were working on a 40-minute weekly program made of documentary 

footage filmed by the directors themselves.45 The program was broadcast from a studio, 

where the filmmaker is able to interact both with the host and the audience. Its huge 

success was owing to the originality in terms of content and style. The documentaries 

presented in Editorial Room were dramatic stories about migrant workers, housing 
                                                
44 See also Chapter Two on the public sphere debate in China. 
45 Editorial Room for Documentary Film won various prizes at domestic and foreign TV festivals and it is 
still currently broadcasted by Shanghai Documentary Channel (Jishi pindao). 
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problems, invalid and disabled people in Shanghai, and so forth, filmed with shaky 

cameras, close-ups and interviews, all new techniques that added a strong realistic value. 

The format of the program has been replicated by many other programs since then, and 

it inaugurated the trend of telling ordinary people’s own stories (jiang laobaixing de 

gushi).  

 

The 1990s have been without doubt the ‘golden age’ for documentary production, in 

terms of audience rate and time allocated on television. It opened up new possibilities in 

terms of subjects and styles, but also of new production systems. Dongfang Shikong 

was an independent production for which the producer raised all the funds, and the 

show was supported by the income from commercials (Dai 2003, p. 157). Documentary 

Studio started outsourcing documentary makers who provided their freelance 

contributions. Editorial Room is regarded as ‘China’s first documentary programme 

independently run by filmmakers themselves’ (He, cited in Chu 2007, p. 95). These 

programs all anticipated new possibilities of film produced independently outside the 

work units of the state-owned and state-controlled television system.  

 

 

3.3 The  rise of the ‘New Documentary Movement’ 
 

 Independent filmmaking—both full-length films and the documentary—are part 

of a wave of artistic practice on the margins of official channels, which flooded China 

around 1989. The name ‘New Documentary Movement’ (xin jilupian yundong, see 

Berry, Lü & Rofel 2010) describes a group of professional or semi-professional 

filmmakers who in the early 1990s started producing documentary films with private 

funds and were therefore not commissioned by China Central State Television or other 

television stations.46  

 

In the meantime, China’s social changes during the 1990s have taken a truly radical 

route. With rapid economic development and industrialization, the gap between rich and 

poor started widening. In a very short period of time, China became one of the most 

                                                
46 The origin of the phenomenon can be traced back to the cities of Beijing and Shanghai. Beijing was the 
gathering hub of numerous filmmakers who arrived here from around China for study, mainly at the 
Beijing Film Academy, or in search of work at the China Central Television. In Shanghai, the program 
Documentary Studio started to contract external professional filmmakers, and this may have led to new 
work possibilities for filmmakers. 
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polarized societies in the world. Inequality, manifesting itself in multiple dimensions—

regional, class, gender—and consequent social problems such as mass displacement, 

poverty, lack of education and poor living conditions caught the attention of 

photographers, filmmakers and artists who started producing their works documenting 

this changing society, often outside official institutions. The so-called ‘Sixth Generation’ 

of filmmakers also brought new and controversial topics to the fore, such as gay life, 

urban alienation, poverty, criminality, and so forth. The sympathetic representation of 

the weak and victimized endows this cinema with a deeply felt empathy, as well as an 

archival character and a critical consciousness (Zhang 2002). This ‘documentary 

impulse’ of the ‘Sixth Generation’ stems from the off-the-cuff location shooting of the 

films, the prevalent use of non-professional actors, and their shared concern with 

tracking the often violent social transformation happening today in China. It is not a 

case that these filmmakers often started their career shooting documentaries. Some of 

them keep shooting both feature and documentary films, like Jia Zhangke who is 

recognized as the ‘godfather’ of Chinese DV documentary. The theme of disadvantaged 

people is therefore present in Chinese films, visual arts and photography.47 The main 

feature of Chinese independent documentary is the attention to the ‘others’, who can be 

described as the ‘weaker’ or ‘disadvantaged’ social groups (ruoshi qunti) who are 

suffering more from the consequences rather than the benefits of rapid industrialization 

and urbanization. The work of Cui Zi’en, Duan Jinchuan, Du Haibin, Jiang Yue, Li 

Hong and Wu Wenguang, just to mention a few of the most famous filmmakers, have 

consistently turned to the not-so-glamorous, not-so-modernized, not-so-successful, not-

so-clean, not-so-straight, not-so-confident China as their main subject. (Voci 2004, p. 

9).48   

 

The first, notable difference of independent documentaries with respect to TV 

documentaries is the treatment of the subjects on screen. Independent documentaries 

refuse to be moralistic; the voice over (voice-of-God) of the documentary films aired on 

television, which explains the action and helps to build the viewer’s opinion, disappears, 
                                                
47 The ‘documentary impulse’ also contaminated other artistic forms like photography. See Smith (2002) 
and Wu and Yun (2007) for more on photography. 
48 Documentary makers explored the life of the rural population migrating to metropolitan areas to find 
more highly remunerated employment (liudong renkou or ‘floating population’), like the young maids 
moving to Beijing in the award-winning documentary Out of the Phoenix Bridge. They also explored the 
issues of minority nationalities (often residing in remote and poor regions of western China) like the 
Tibetan community portrayed in No. 16 Barkhor South Street, or teenagers trapped in the extremely 
competitive game of the university entrance examination system as in Senior Year, or elderly people 
coping with the rapid economic and social change as in Old Men. 
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leaving only the images to speak for themselves. Extra-diegetic music, intended to 

sentimentally involve the viewer, is substituted with silence and live recording. The 

films are composed by long shots, with hand-held cameras and a lot of close-ups on 

body and landscape features. These films are clearly the product of the exchange and 

interest of Chinese filmmakers with documentary films outside China, in terms of 

techniques and content.49 The fact that Chinese documentary cinema was no longer 

isolated and dominated by State discourse can be regarded as a cultural consequence of 

the new Open Door policy which promoted foreign trade and economic investment.50 

 

The emergence of independent documentaries in the 1990s was also facilitated by the 

system’s own regulation. The making of documentaries was actually less regulated than 

the making of fiction, because film and television have been two separate worlds, 

administered by separate offices and thus governed by very different regulations. 

Because of their centralized production, it was relatively simple to review a final cut 

before a TV commissioned documentary or an investigative program is broadcast or 

distributed.51 Even if a film produced by and for a TV network was rejected by 

censorship, it was simply not aired, and its maker usually incurred no further trouble 

(Reynaud 2003). Moreover, it was primarily due to a loophole in China’s legal system, 

making possible investment from overseas, editing overseas, sending films to film 

festivals prior to submitting them for approval for release, and so forth (Reynaud 2003). 

For these reasons, independently produced documentary films were mostly screened in 

small film clubs or universities, or through the small distribution of pirate DVD markets. 

Confronted with such limitations it has to be acknowledged that international exhibition 

has been essential to the development of independent documentary cinema. It gave 

visibility and access to audience unattainable by official means, and also critical 

recognition that helped in many cases the way back to China. This was a destiny shared 

by contemporary ‘independent’ video director Jia Zhangke, precursor of a slow process 

of previously ‘banned’ status to a mild acceptance.  

                                                
49 Wu Wengguang, recognized as the founder of independent filmmaking in China, together with many 
other Chinese documentarians, have pointed to Wiseman’s and Ogawa Shinsuke’s work as major sources 
of inspiration. Wu himself had the chance to work for Wiseman in the editing of one of his documentaries, 
Belfast, Maine, and his stay at Wiseman’s own residence deeply affected his approach to filmmaking (Wu 
2006). 
50 By way of example, works of worldwide acclaimed authors of cinéma vérité could be then screened 
also in China.  
51 Kraus uses the term ‘editors-cum-censors’ to describe the figures involved in censorship (2004, pp. 
110–14). Far from being a specialized bureaucracy, in broadcasting and films there are a small number of 
full-time professional censors. 
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The ‘on the spot realism’ (jishizhuyi) style is heavily influenced by cinéma vérité, 

composed of long shots, no voice over, and minimal editing. For Chris Berry the appeal 

of cinema vérité is due to the ability to reclaim the authority of realism (2003, p. 56). 

Paola Voci (2002, pp. 207–8) states that a new way of claiming the truth can also be 

seen as a product of cultural translation. Paradoxically, it was the almost absolute 

dominance of social realism in Chinese documentary filmmaking that pushed these 

pioneers of non-fictional exhibitionism to make a fresh start from a truly global and 

cross-genre perspective developing in an even stronger global dimension. The style of 

these earlier independent filmmakers has been also described as ‘anti-realism’ (fandui 

xianxiang zhenshi) (Wang 2009, p. 37), where realism indicates the predominant 

propagandistic/pedagogical style of state production. However, showing ‘real images’ 

shot live (hence the term ‘on the spot realism’) does not automatically show dissent or a 

negative edge, but it translates on the screen as stories which are simply partially 

uncovered rather than fully narrated; people are ‘shown’ rather than ‘explained’ (Voci 

2004, p. 8). Even in television documentaries, people’s stories are always explained, 

each conflict has a positive ending or a moralistic memento, and it cannot completely 

hide its soft-propagandistic tone (Voci 2002). Independent filmmakers expose 

contradictions without commenting, therefore leaving space for personal 

considerations.52 Given the use of the cinéma vérité mode (that is, the lack of narration), 

it is difficult if not impossible for the authorities to detect the filmmaker’s own attitude 

and for anyone to determine exactly what message, if any, the film has (Voci 2004).53 

Therefore, these earlier documentary films do not engage in an antagonistic dialogue 

with the dominant ideology, but rather display and exhibit a form of resistance, creating 

dissenting spaces in modern Chinese society. In doing so, they were indirectly 

establishing a type of ‘alternative discourse’ vital to any media development (Berry 

2003, p. 140). The ability of these directors to continue working at all was an 

immensely significant assault on the monolithic pretension of the Chinese state to have 

control over public discourse (Berry 1995, p. 55). Filmmakers were building a space 

that developed tactically in the space of capitalist modernity, working autonomously 
                                                
52 The documentary defines their independence not only from party-state discourse but also in the 
‘independence’ of interpretation that they elicit in the audience. Even if images might elicit critical 
opinions from the spectator, we cannot forget that Chinese audiences have been trained to skilfully read 
between the lines of censored media (Ma 2000, p. 29) and they implicitly invite the audience to notice a 
specific decoded message or ‘hidden transcript’. 
53 It seems that Chinese independent documentary, at least in this first phase, is mostly on the edge of 
what Bill Nichols (2001) call the ‘social issue documentary’ and ‘personal portrait documentary’: not 
quite personal enough to become highly individualized, nor too heavily socially involved to openly take 
sides on a social issue.  
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from the model of investment, production, distribution, consumption, and profit. This 

documentary production blurs the division between production and consumption, 

employer and employee, investor and worker, filmmaker and subject and audience in 

the pursuit of its political and social goal (Berry 2003, pp. 141–3).  

 

Therefore, some scholars recognize ‘a new documentary discourse’ of sharing 

marginalized perspectives, reinterpreting history, and testing the mainstream’s capacity 

for ‘difference’. Some others, however, also they prelude a decline of the development 

of an autonomous voice in the Chinese media panorama, stating that ‘new documentary 

cinema’ could not conceivably be understood apart from the institutions that supported 

the production and exhibition of works documenting ‘unofficial’ China (see Johnson 

2006): it was a cinematic phenomenon strictly circumscribed to media professionals 

who had the access to cameras and editing facilities. The turning point, however, was 

just around the corner when digital technology ‘democratized’ access to filming, editing 

and distribution.  

 

 

3.3.1 Citizens making media: the digital revolution  

 

 In the 2000s mainstream media outlets continued to flourish, including the state-

controlled media, such as CCTV, and the media operating as business enterprises, such 

as cabled regional television Hunan TV (Sun 2007). However, the rise of semi-official 

media institutions and conglomerates of all types during the mid-1990s (many financed 

with state resources) seems most responsible for the party’s unleashing a campaign 

against ‘spiritual pollution’ in 1996. In a public announcement, CCTV claimed that its 

top priority is to follow the guidelines of the CCP in order to provide, in turn, ‘correct’ 

guidelines to public opinion, which meant strengthening party and government 

monitoring of public opinion through the media (Meng & Ling 2003, cited in Yong, Lü 

& Zou 2009, p. 48). This clampdown slowly changed the programming panorama: the 

proportion of programs with a critical edge, such as Focus, declined drastically, from 47 

percent of CCTV’s programs in 1998 to only 17.5 percent in 2002, thus reflecting a top-

down model party-media (Hong, Lü and Zou 2009). 
  

Sun Wanning (2007) notes that the totalitarian, authorial voice is now fragmented inside 

the myriad new media outlets, such as ‘marginal media’ (independent feature and 
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documentary film) and the Internet, among others. Documentary films, in particular, 

had a new breakthrough in these years. The volume of video productions increased 

exponentially, and so too did the interest of the general public. At the end of 1990s 

digital cameras entered the Chinese market. Wu Wenguang summarizes the advantages 

of digital documentary making stating the following: 

 

Digital video cameras swiftly became a cheap, portable, convenient tool requiring only 
one person to operate. They could also be connected to a personal computer, which only 
requires a video capture card to become a video editing workstation [...]. Since 1998, 
numerous individuals have shot work using these small machines. From 1999 to 2000, 
the number of DV works boomed. In addition to professionals, a wide range of people 
were involved, including visual artists, company employees and students. The works 
they produced included documentaries, experimental short films, dramas and various 
shorts which are hard to define at present. (2002, p. 135). 

 

In China the introduction of digital technology into documentary-making meant two 

important things. Firstly, digital documentary-making escapes the wires of 

administrative control at production level because the camera is a personal, portable tool 

that does not imply the belonging to some work-unit, as it did for the ‘first generation’ 

of independent documentary films.54  In so far, as they do not depend economically or 

ideologically upon it for production and distribution, these documentary films can be 

described as ‘independent’ because they are not part of the mainstream discourse of the 

state controlled media.55 Thanks to technology, this alternative media also bypassed 

authority and regulations.56 On the other hand, films do not subjugate to the rules of 

widespread marketization and commercialization (shichanghua) of the media in China, 

which now needs private financial support, as digital documentaries mostly do not 

represent a source of income or a full time job for the maker, but are more correctly 

defined as an ‘amateur’ activity.  

 

Secondly, digital recording is a powerful tool of self-expression with the ability to 

record reality as it unfolds around the maker. It gives consistency to the authorship and 

presents the uniqueness of the point of view, but also allows for the freedom to choose 

                                                
54 The ‘work unit’ or danwei, refers to a place of employment during the period when the Chinese 
economy was still more heavily socialist or when used in the context of one of state-owned enterprises.  
In official language, it refers to the basic social cell that received and executed various policy programs of 
the communist party. However, among ordinary people, ‘work unit’ refers not only to where an individual 
worked, but also to where he or she lived and belonged. 
55 During the first phase in the 1990s, they were mostly media professionals working within the industry 
and ‘moonlighting’ as independent documentary filmmakers. 
56 ‘Regulations on Administration of the Film Industry’, launched in 1996, not only subject feature films 
to a two-tier censorship system, but also identify government studios as the only ‘work units’ authorized 
to produce films. So, no matter what its content is, an independent production is de facto illegal. 
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any subject and present it to an audience. As Wu Wenguang recalls, in a society used to 

collective expression of the self, people making video works are showing their 

individuality (Wu 2002, p. 138). Han Hong (2007a) defines this as the celebration of 

‘popular images’ (minjian yingxiang) of a grassroots media.  

 

Promoted by the newspaper Southern Weekend (Nanfang Zhoumo) and the Beijing Film 

Academy, the first independent film festival took place in Beijing in 1999. Works 

screened included film, experimental works, and documentaries, all under the labels of  

‘popular’ and ‘independent’. Events of this kind emerged in other places in China, such 

as in Beijing (China Documentary Festival), Nanjing (Nanjing Independent Film 

Festival), and Kunming (Yunfest).57 Young professional filmmakers and aficionados 

gathered around myriad different spontaneous screening groups in libraries, clubs, 

bookshops, university campuses, and associations. The very first film club was ‘Studio 

101’ (101 Dianying Gongzuoshi) in Shanghai in 1996, and others soon emerged in 

Guangzhou, Beijing, Nanjing, Chengdu and other major cities (Han 2007a, p. 71).58  

The Internet, together with wireless broadband mobile phones, provided new means of 

video production and new channels of distribution, through DV websites, blogging, 

vblogging,59 podcasting, and moblogging (Yu 2009, p. 65).60 The volume of digital 

video production nowadays is hard to estimate and includes all sorts of video content. 

These new platforms have opened new perspectives on the way a documentary is 

conceived of, produced and distributed. 

 

The ‘first generation’61 of independent documentary filmmakers were mostly media 

professionals who decided to go independent.62 The ‘second generation’ of digital 

documentary makers comprises people from all walks of life: poets, painters, students, 

clerks, free entrepreneurs and amateurs. The amateur perspective of DV has encouraged 

                                                
57 See Chapter Six for more on film festivals. 
58 Some of them, like the DV group in Beijing, functioned as a discussion and critical group for the 
videos produced by its participants and as an important place to meet experienced filmmakers invited to 
give talks and seminars. It is important to realise that in China there had not been any formal training in 
documentary filmmaking until the 2001 founding of an institutionalized professional course at the Beijing 
Film Academy. 
59 Video blogging or vblogging is a form of blogging for which the medium is video. Entries are made 
regularly and often combine embedded video or a video link with supporting text, images, and other 
metadata.  
60 Mobile blogging or moblogging is a form of blogging in which the author publishes blog entries 
directly to the web from a mobile phone or other handheld device. 
61 It is hard to talk about different ‘generations’ in such a short period of time; however, I use this term as 
in Han (2007a) and He (2005). 
62 They are active nowadays: most opened their own producing company, teaching and lecturing at 
universities and film academies. 
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collective attention to the detailed modes of life experienced by marginalized social 

groups; its truth claim aims to debunk institutionalized filmmaking (Wang Yiman 2005, 

p. 23).  

 

The diverse cultural backgrounds made the works heterogeneous in terms of filming 

style and subjects (Han 2007a, p. 60).63 The focus on common people became more 

attentive towards gender issues, national minorities and lower strata of the society: 

miners, sex workers, peasants whose land has been confiscated, and workers of all 

walks of life. The variety of the subjects included is much bigger, and in this sense it is 

a natural development and continuation of the first phase of the new documentary 

movement. Adherence to reality seems to be the one imperative for Chinese filmmakers. 

This is how Beijing Film Academy professor Cui Weiping puts it: 

             
When friends ask me to recommend some Chinese movies, I will always tell them to 
watch documentaries. Even though the quality of some images seems rough, these 
documentaries possess a reality that mainstream movies lack (Cui Weiping, cited in 
Chinese Documentaries Show Realities Missing from Chinese Films 2008). 
 
 

Independent documentary manifested a ‘unique personal vision and opinion as the 

filmmaker comments on China past and present, video forms an important, alternative 

visual historiography’ (Wang 2009, p. 69).64 Those films represent, so to speak, a visual 

archive of non-official popular culture for the future. 65  Independent documentary 

respect with the early phase of documentary in China seems to Zhang Yingjin to be 

‘more personal, more individualistic, more truthful and more honest’ (2004, p. 131).   

 

 

                                                
63 Wang Bing’s West of the Tracks/Tiexi district (Tiexi qu, 2001) is good example of what the ‘DV 
revolution’ signifies for China. Wang was a young graduate in his thirties when he visited Tiexi, a former 
industrial Soviet-model district now in decline, in the city of Shenyang. Wang, who had never made a 
film before, rented a DV camera. A year and a half later he had shot 300 hours of footage about the 
district of Tiexi. Out of this material he created a monumental trilogy of nine hours in total. As Lü Xinyu 
recalls ‘In China [Tiexi District] has taken us all by surprise. [...] the arrival of digital video, freeing the 
director for a one-man working style, allowed Wang Bing to complete his film in total independence, 
without obligation to studios, the state or any other institution’ (2005, p. 127). 
64 Some Chinese intellectuals indicate the ‘alternative archival’ quality as one of the most important 
aspect of independent cinema. As Jia Zhangke put it: ‘Remembering history is no longer the exclusive 
right (tequan) of the government. As an ordinary intellectual, I firmly believe that our culture should be 
teeming with unofficial memories (minjian de jiyi) (Jia, cited in Zhang 2010b, p. 105). See Wang Qi’s 
PhD thesis (2008), which is focused on historical memory as represented on screen in the private sphere, 
while historical memory is always connected with a collective experience and public sphere.  
65 The two main collections that aim to preserve this ‘popular’ archive are Beijing-based Lin Xianting’s 
Film Fund (founded in 2006) and the Iberia Independent Film archive (opened in December 2009). 
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3.3.2 Studies on Chinese independent documentary cinema and new research 

perspectives  

 

While research in China still lags behind, overseas academia has demonstrated 

interest in this social phenomenon. Two recent edited volumes deal with independent 

cinema in China: From Underground to Independent: Alternative Film Culture in 

Contemporary China (2006) and The Urban Generation (2007). They both include 

important papers by some of the most important scholars in the field (Berry, Johnson, 

Pickowicz, and Zhang Zhen, among others), who explore specific aspects of 

independent documentary-making, such as audience reception, distribution, filmmakers’ 

identity, relation to the subject, and the concept of ideological independence.  

 

This attention to digital video is so strong that some scholars express doubts that ‘what 

appeared to be a DV ‘movement’ is a self-generated, grassroots exploration (as 

independent documentary was initially), but they instead see it as part of a regular, 

large-scale operation coordinated by universities, television stations and sometimes 

government work-units and (at least partially) aimed at discovering and training new 

talent’ (Zhang Yingjin 2004, p. 132). Others also argue that technological 

empowerment is not equal to artistic abilities or, especially, social power (Yu 2009, p. 

64).  

 

Moveover, looking closely at the social-issue documentary, overseas scholars and film 

critics also noted that both indie documentary and feature films are in the midst of a 

creative crisis, frozen in a direct cinema style with minimal intrusion, long shots, very 

long length, and focussing on all different kinds of marginality.66 Almost all categories 

of people ‘on the margin’ became the subject of a documentary, to the point that we 

could even recognize different ‘genres’ following the category of people represented—

disabled, elderly, rural villagers, migrant workers, and so on. This repeated formula 

style inevitably leads to the loss of originality, a more superficial approach to their 

subjects, and fading audience interest as a result.67 

 

Nevertheless, among the multitude of similar documentaries, there are some that 

distinguish themselves due to a deeper and reinvigorated interest for society, showing a 
                                                
66 See Chris Berry (2009a) and Mark Abe’ Nornes (2009). 
67 These problems are have been recently recognized and discussed by filmmakers themselves. See, for 
example, the thread http://fanhall.com/group/thread/15932.html (Accessed 3 July 2010). 
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particular sensitivity to and interest in portraying individuals caught in a changing 

world.68 Documentaries like these indirectly embody individuals with social issues, 

even if the documentary is more focused on the private side of the subject. Another 

interesting aspect emerging in some works is the attention to specific themes and places. 

The Three Gorges Dam69 is the setting for numerous documentaries dealing with 

relocation and loss of identity, as much as the post-2008 Sichuan earthquake issues 

draw the attention of many filmmakers, whose works will be discussed in the following 

chapter.70 

 

In recent years independent video documentary also became a tool for social 

advancement. This is the case, for example, with Cui Zi’en’s Queer China, Comrade 

China (Zhi Tongzhi, 2008). Unlike any before, this film explores the historical 

milestones and ongoing advocacy efforts of the Chinese LGBT 

(Lesbian/Gay/Bisexual/Transgender) community. The film examines how shifting 

attitudes in law, media and education have transformed queer culture from being an 

unspeakable taboo to an accepted social identity. Cui Zi’en, as a scholar and queer 

activist, made a documentary that is also a statement of a reality, using it in a more 

critical way to pass on information and knowledge.71 

 

Nevertheless, as Wang Yiman (2005) notes, unlike the activist documentary in other 

countries that convey an explicitly articulated political agenda, the amateur DV 

documentary in post-socialist China only seeks to  

            
provide a unique historical experience, so as to alter the way people remember things, 
emphasizing therefore their non-interfering perspective and inability to change or 
redirect what is happening, and not as activist polemics’. They are a hybrid between 
social ethnographers and social realists […] their contribution consists of bringing 
subaltern interests into public consciousness, thereby producing an alternative strategy 
of representation’ (p. 24). 

                                                
68 Aologuya, Aologuya (2007), for example, is a delicate and insightful exploration into the life of the 
Ewenki people, a ethnic minority group living in the forest of Inner Mongolia who are forced to resettle 
to buildings provided by the Chinese government and this causes an inevitable change of lifestyle.  
Doctor Ma’s Country Clinic (Ma daifu de zhensuo, 2008) portrays the poor condition of local farmers in 
the rural area of Gansu province. Such documentaries have received good reviews from the public and 
gained awards at various indie film festivals. For example, Doctor Ma’s Country Clinic won the Best 
Documentary Prize at Yunfest in 2009. 
69 The Three Gorges Dam is a hydroelectric dam completed in 2006 on the Yangtze River; for the 
completion of the project, many areas, including cities and villages, were flooded and 1.24 million people 
have been relocated.  
70 See for instanc Bing Ai (2007), Flood (2008). 
71 The documentary film features exclusive interviews with over three dozen leading homosexual activists, 
scholars and filmmakers, and it includes rarely seen footage of the first ever appearance of gays and 
lesbians on State television, including Cui Zi’en himself. 
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As we shall see in Chapter Four, this non-intrusiveness is often left behind in more 

recent documentaries.72 Berry, in particular, recognizes a ‘socially engaged’ mode of 

independent documentary film and video making in East Asia (2003, p. 139) inspired by 

the work of Ogawa Shinsuke73 and Kim Dong-won.74 This is also true for Chinese 

independent documentary cinema of the last ten years, as we shall also see in Chapter 

Four. If we take as the research object not only the documentary films or the filmmaker, 

but the whole network of actors involved in the making, distribution and consumption 

of the films, we can understand how the film project can provoke social change, and it 

also affects the creation of public opinion and public spheres.  

 

Chris Berry’s work is without doubt the major reference and inspiration for this research 

direction on documentary and social change. Among his numerous publications on 

Asian cinema, independent documentaries stand out as one of his important areas of 

research.75 He later considered the documentary-making practice inserted in the socio-

political framework of post-socialist China (2002, 2007), that is, a social analysis of 

documentary practice in China. Finally, in his most recent work, he meditates directly 

about the public sphere and documentary films. His recent theorizations about the use of 

television documentary (2009c, 2010) and independent documentaries are of particular 

relevance because he abandons the ‘counter’ or ‘alternative’ public sphere concept in 

favour of a Foucauldian’s ‘public space’. The utilization of this latter, broader term 

suggests a new outlook on the theory for the present research, which has found it 

difficult to adapt itself only to the classic Habermasian sense of ‘public sphere’.76 

 

Regarding the social approach to documentary, social science scholar Han Hong 

focuses on the latest developments of the documentary in China especially in terms of 

public spheres, social responsibility towards the filmed subject (2007a, 2007b), social 

                                                
72 A fundamental reference is Frederick Wiseman’s social engagement with civil society.  
73 Ogawa Shinsuke (1935–1992) was a Japanese documentary film director. He first recorded the struggle 
by farmers and student protesters to prevent the construction of the Narita International Airport and the 
life and histories of everyday farmers while living with them and pursuing agriculture. He used to live 
among his subjects and becoming part of their lives, a feature that Chinese documentarians have thus far 
never abandoned.He was influential in the creation of the Yamagata International Documentary Film 
Festival, where the top prize in the Asia program was named after him. 
74 Kim Dong-Won (1955) is one of the exponents of the independent documentary movement in South 
Korea. His films are records of civic battles and social movements.  
75 His earlier publications in form of interviews with the filmmakers (1997a, 1997b, 1998a, 1998b) 
represent a core introductory reading to understand the significance of the rising of independent 
production in the 1990s.   
76 See Chapter Two for a more detailed description of Habermas’s public sphere in the Chinese context. 
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activism and direct involvement with society through NGOs, and charity associations 

(2007a, 2008). This connection between documentary films and civil society is a rather 

new phenomenon which is not covered elsewhere so far and which the present research 

aims to give a contribution.  

 

Wang Yiman (2005) and Zhang Yingjin (2007b, 2010c), among others, address 

important issues such as relation/exploitation with the filmed subject, effective 

distribution, and the possible impact on public sphere. The existence of public realms of 

discussions, however, is always treated as a possibility and never fully investigated, 

with the exception of Seio Nakajima’s (2006, 2009, 2010) study on the impact of 

documentary screenings on audience discussion. Nakajima analyses the audience-

director interactions and audience debates after public documentary screening and he 

theorizes about the existence of an Habermasian physical public sphere in film clubs. In 

contrast to Nakajima, I will take into consideration documentaries not only as an impact 

on the physical audiences, but in many other post-screening ways (such as blog 

publication, decision-making, awareness among small community, and so forth).77 

 

All the publications cited in this chapter deal with specific aspects of digital filmmaking, 

but none of these comprises the latest video productions. Moreover, none of the cited 

authors consider activist and participatory video production as an integral part of the 

‘DV wave’, with the exception of Han Hong and Zhang Yingjin, the latter who 

dedicated a short section to this kind of documentary in his most recent book (2010b). 

In particular, Han concludes with an article on media activism stating that in China 

‘documentary is a film genre, a form of art, but also a form of communication, of appeal 

and tool for social activists’ (2008, p. 95). Focussing only on authorial cinema and not 

looking at other forms of grassroots production seems to me to narrow the potentialities 

that independent documentaries can have nowadays. Moreover, far little has been 

written on distribution, on the filmmakers’ identity and aspirations, or on how their 

video project might interact with social change and social development. The present 

research is intended to fill this gap by describing the latest documentary projects; I will 

analyse the production of some meaningful case studies and see how they can be used 

and conceived as social tools, opening up spaces of discussion and interaction. 

                                                
77 As we shall see in Chapter Six, this also includes the use of documentary films to encourage 
discussions in classrooms and interactions with NGOs activities. 
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Conclusion 

 

 Chinese documentary cinema has come a long way from the first early 

experiments to the current digital technology, its development tracing the timeline of 

Chinese political and social changes. It is not until the rise of the first independent 

documentaries that we witness a fundamental change in the media panorama: the 

production, shooting, circulation, fruition, and of course, the content of the documentary 

film, is independent from the state discourse, or at least, it does not need to fulfil its 

directives. This has obvious repercussions on the formation of new public spaces by 

filmmakers and an audience who gathers and expresses their views. But only with the 

advent of digital technology did this phenomenon burst into a real revolutionary 

imagery, giving virtually everybody the chance to use documentary as a tool of 

spreading news, remembering past events, documenting social changes and promoting 

grassroots reform using images as a powerful weapon.  

 

The Actor-Network perspective as described in Chapter Two encourages viewing 

technologies as participating actors in the network. Digital cameras are therefore to be 

seen not only as a tool but as having a fundamental role in giving access to video 

making and building social relations fundamental for the creation of public spheres. 

 

In this sense, as I described in Chapter Two, I have identified a gap in the existing 

literature regarding the link between documentary and social change, and therefore the 

connection of Chinese documentary cinema with a body of theory on public sphere and 

alternative media. Going back to the focal point of this research, I intend to explore how, 

if at all, these developments are facilitating the building of social space where people 

interact, discuss and influence the society in some way. In turn, we need to examine the 

video contents and video practices which are directly involved with society and public 

opinion in a rapidly changing China. 

 

In order to achieve these objectives, in the next chapter I will show that in recent times 

some independent documentaries were even engaged directly with socially-influencing 

situations or ameliorating conditions by means of images. I want to demonstrate that 

this video documentary activity is part of new public spaces of discussion, which in turn 

will be able to foster a more inclusive public sphere. 
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Chapter 4:      Alternative Perspectives: Chinese Independent 

Documentaries Themes, Styles and Social 

Commitment 
 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 
 

 In the previous chapter I delineated the history of documentary cinema in China 

from the early beginnings in the past century to the new independent productions of the 

2000s. Over the course of this time, documentary cinema diversified from being solely a 

propagandistic, state-led tool to now also incorporating a grassroots expression of 

contemporary society. As we shall see, some of the latest independent video 

documentaries, in particular, introduced new themes and styles which can be described 

as a new form of direct engagement with contemporary Chinese society. 

 

In this chapter I will present the content themes and styles of some of the latest 

independent documentary productions. I chose to divide these case studies into three 

different groups, which correspond to the different sections of the present chapter: 

documentary investigating contemporary social issues and happenings, historical 

documentaries, and rural issue documentaries. These case studies will subsequently be 

examined further in Chapters Five, Six and Seven covering aspects such as distribution, 

production and consumption.  

 

These documentary films present grassroots views on contemporary or past happenings, 

social issues of the day, and in some cases displaying criticism and attempts to uncover 

‘hidden realities’. They deal with sociopolitical history silenced by official discourse 

and forgotten in collective memory. They also explore specific issues related to rural 

communities, which are often not present in other media. I will demonstrate here that 

the description of alternative representations on public issues that documentary capture 

give consistency to considering documentary-making as alternative media. Looking into 

the film themes and the filming styles is the first step to understand in which ways 
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documentary films can engage with the  ‘public’, where citizens’ debate and  civic 

engagement are important features of participation and empowerment.  

 

 

4.1 The rise of the social issue documentary (2004–2010) 
 

 As introduced in Chapter Three, Chinese independent documentary cinema in 

the last six years displayed a clear direction towards documenting specific happenings, 

but also controversial or hidden aspects of society that do not normally appear in 

mainstream media. In doing this, documentaries came to constitute an alternative 

medium of information. These productions do not belong to any ‘school’ or film wave; 

they are mostly created by individuals, in some cases with the financial help of 

institutions, foundations or overseas investors. If the identity of documentary 

filmmakers—as we shall see in Chapter Five—are not so easy to categorize, their 

productions by contrast are all constantly labelled as jilupian (documentary). Jilupian in 

China generally indicates documentary cinema as a genre. The term duli jilupian 

(independent documentary) seems to indicate more the belonging to a grassroots, 

popular video form of expression rather than their style or the belonging to non-fictional 

genre. Indeed, many of my interviewees used this term to refer indistinctly to different 

works, such as home videos uploaded on the Internet with no or minimal editing, 

participatory video projects, and semi-fictional video productions. 

 

During my fieldwork, I carefully selected several independent documentary films for 

their content and their critical approach to a societal problem as a focus for observation 

and analysis. Moreover, I evaluated the social network they are part of, and therefore 

their possible involvement with the public sphere. In order to do this, I first took into 

consideration the feedback given by independent video practitioners, intellectuals and 

other interest groups alike about the video projects they considered to be influential and 

inspiring for their own activity. I further refined my choice considering the effects that 

these films had on the public, filmmakers, activists and intellectual networks, and 

authority. Films like those by Ai Xiaoming or Hu Jie, which will be discussed in this 

chapter, are widely recognized to be fundamental in a research project on citizens’ 

public involvement and documentary films. Together with these, I will examine some 

lesser-known and very recent productions, like the participatory video projects.  

Documentaries, as we shall see, are produced by different people, under profoundly 
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radically different circumstances (NGO training sessions, activism, community 

education etc.). In the course of this and the following chapters I will demonstrate why 

these apparently different documentary films can be treated as a discrete object of 

analysis. Their inclusion in an Actor-Network is able to unify all these disparate 

projects in a phenomenon of its own, where actors and technologies are interchanged 

and connections are made. 

 

Looking at the overall independent documentary production of the period 2004–2010 

and following my fieldwork findings, I chose to divide these films into three different 

socially engaged contents: documentaries investigating present happenings, often 

controversial or not present in mainstream media; historical documentaries which give 

perspectives on Chinese history different from the official discourse; and films 

documenting rural and migrant communities, often shot by the community members 

themselves. This subdivision does not represent a pretention to catalogue documentaries 

into genres, but rather is the consequence of my understanding of the content in terms of 

the social network that I examined during my fieldwork. In the following sections I will 

therefore describe these different documentary contents and styles through a number of 

case studies.  

 

 

4.1.1 Documentaries exploring contemporary social happening: uncovering 

China’s ‘hidden realities’ 

 

 Among the documentarians working in the independent scene there are a few 

that explore happenings, untold stories or tragic events in contemporary Chinese society. 

For those that do dare to probe into these areas, unlike other films, these documentaries 

focus on specific controversies and social problems, and through their investigations 

give voice directly to the affected. These events are often kept silent in the mainstream 

media, which conversely give an ‘official’ version dramatically different from the 

findings that the documentary puts in front of the audience.  As is the case for some of 

the films I take into consideration in this chapter, the strong interest globally in the rapid 

social transformation underway in China has meant some of these documentaries are 

quite well received in overseas film festivals. These documentaries are therefore 

significant examples and worthy of detailed analysis.  
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At the level of content these films often present some of the most pressing problems in 

Chinese society. This approach seems to coincide with what Andrew Mertha (2008, p. 

14) indicates as the ‘rise of unofficial, alternative issue framing in China’. This does not 

mean that the rest of independent documentary films in China are not interested in 

dealing with similar themes. My case studies, however, all display a clear critical 

approach to issues, preferring to dig into problems and give a voice to victims as the 

primary aim over artistic achievements. These documentaries establish a sort of urgent 

communication with the audience displaying social concern and intervention in the 

public sphere through means of images. It seems to me that these films metaphorically 

abandon the safe and established environment of Chinese independent cinema in order 

to venture into new militant forms of communication. As human rights lawyer Teng 

Biao (2010) points out, the New Documentary Movement initiated in the 1990s is now 

no longer recording personal views on community experience, but instead is now more 

interested in civic participation and social consciousness. These heterogeneous 

productions are part of the growing movement in China of civic consciousness, which 

includes agitation on behalf of ordinary ‘citizens’ for transparency and participation 

(albeit limited to particular domains).78  

 

Zhao Liang’s Petition (Shang fang, 2009), for example, can be regarded without doubt 

as one of the most powerful and successful Chinese independent documentary of this 

kind.79 From 1996 to 2008 Zhao had filmed ‘petitioners’ (shang fang ren), mostly 

villagers who come from all parts of China to Beijing and other large cities and 

administrative centres, seeking justice for the abuses committed by local authorities. 

Some of the issues for which the petitioners are seeking redress include farmers thrown 

off their land by corrupt officials and developers, workers from factories that have gone 

into liquidation and have wages still owing, small homeowners who have seen their 

houses demolished but have received no compensation, and even relatives of those 

whose kin are suspected of being murdered by local thugs and corrupt officials.80 Living, 

                                                
78 The ‘right to know’ (zhi qing quan) was introduced in the 1980s by liberal intellectuals who used it to 
legitimate their arguments for freedom of the press in China. By the mid-1990s, the concept of the ‘right 
to know,’ if not fully delivered, had been established in Chinese media ideology, even though freedom of 
the press is still an unfulfilled project. (Yu 2006, p. 306) 
79 Petition had been screened at the Berlin Biennal and officially selected as part of the Cannes Film 
Festival.  
80 China’s xinfang (‘petitioning’) is a system established in 1951 as a modern version of an imperial 
tradition which allows citizens to express grievances and submit petitions to the government by means of 
letters or visits. Because local courts regularly refuse to accept cases against local officials, and because 
pursuing legal redress through the court system can be prohibitively expensive, particularly for rural 
Chinese, petitioning has become one of the only accessible means of legal redress. Despite the enormous 
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in most cases, in makeshift shelters near the petition office around the southern railway 

station of Beijing and faced with the most brutal intimidation from the local authorities, 

the complainants stubbornly continue to wait for months or years to obtain justice in 

Beijing, even if their hopes are often in vain. Zhao Liang accompanied several 

petitioners, and, in particular, a mother and daughter whose full story we follow over 

ten years. His camera indulges the most tragic aspects and shocking moments, like the 

discovery of scattered body parts of a female petitioner who was run over by a train as 

she escaped the authorities. He often uses a hidden camera to clandestinely film inside 

the petition office and the ‘retrievers’ at work (secret police who infiltrate protests and 

nab agitators), risking harsh penalties for himself. What makes Petition an outstanding 

document is the capacity of Zhao to live with the petitioners and explore their characters 

for such a long time. In doing so, he offers a unique perspective on the overall problem 

of the petitioners—a problem that is very much kept silent from the authorities—

showing images never seen before on screen in China.81 

 

Another notable film is Pan Jianlin’s Who Killed Our Children (Shei sha women de 

haizi, 2008),82 which takes a systematic look at the details of the collapse of school 

dormitories during the 2008 Sichuan earthquake. Coverage of the Sichuan earthquake 

was a breakthrough for Chinese journalism, as within a few hours after the disaster hit, 

information about victims, as well as about rescue efforts, started streaming through 

from TV and the Internet (French 2008). Yet, whilst most of China’s news coverage 

presented images and stories of heroic rescues and human tragedy, they also shied away 

from exploring politically delicate questions related to the earthquake, such as the 

widespread collapse of school buildings (French 2008). 83  Nonetheless several 

filmmakers turned out to be very interested in this aspect that was not widely covered 

                                                                                                                                          
numbers of filed petitions, only 0.2% of petitioners successfully solve their problem through the system 
(Yu Jianrong, cited in Human Rights Watch, pp. 9–10). As a result, large numbers of petitioners who 
come to Beijing remain there for long periods of time, hoping their grievances will be resolved. 
Petitioners moving to Beijing are routinely intercepted, harassed, and detained by government officials 
and security forces from their home areas intent on ensuring that petitioners are not detected seeking legal 
redress in Beijing or other major cities (Yu Jianrong, cited in Human Rights Watch, pp. 9–10). 
81 Zhao is not new to ‘edgy’ content. In Crime and Punishment (Zui yu fa, 2006), he filmed the activities 
in a police station on the North Korean border, including the interrogation session and beating of petty 
criminals. For an analysis of the discussion that Petition provoked, see Chapter Six. 
82 This film has been presented to domestic audiences with the title of Haizi, haizi (‘Children, children’), 
probably used in order to not to call much attention, especially in the programming of domestic 
independent film festivals. 
83 The so-called ‘tofu buildings’ (doufu zha gongcheng) are poorly constructed student dormitories which 
completely collapsed and killed 5,335 students, following official figures, in Wenchuan county, Sichuan 
province.  
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by official media, and they arrived to the disaster zone soon after the quake.84 Pan was 

one of them, and his documentary includes a series of interviews with the victims’ 

relatives, as well as experts and scholars who answer questions surrounding the disaster. 

Pan highlighted four issues that cause the parents outrage, but the most bitter conflict 

concerned discrepancies between the official death count jointly provided by the school 

and government agents and the parents’ own tally (Lee 2010). Former school staff and 

government officials argue that the casualties are only caused by nature and logistical 

reasons rather than human error. Pan even comes across the attempt of a CCTV crew to 

produce a report about the quake in which a group of children are gathered in a 

temporary classroom and encouraged to sing and show their smiles which is the official 

media’s preference for presentation to the audience, until a group of victims’ parents 

break in shouting all their anger at the ‘fake’ return of normality, because most of the 

children of the class actually died in the dormitory collapse.  

 

The heartbreaking Ai Xiaoming’s Our Children (Women de wawa, 2009) deals with the 

same subject as Who Killed Our Children: the collapse of the students’ dorm commonly 

known as ‘tofu buildings’.85 Ai is here even more focused on the young victims’ parents, 

who tell their stories and vent their lament. Many survivors were convinced that 

corruption had played a role in determining which buildings collapsed and which 

remained unscathed. She also suggests possible causes and responsibilities, presenting 

some key interviews with engineers, local cadres and rescuers. Her most recent effort is 

closely related to the ‘Citizens’ Investigation’ (Gongmin diaocha). This term refers to a 

grassroots movement that began a few months after the disastrous Sichuan earthquake 

of May 2008. The local government is believed by many Sichuanese citizens not to 

have disclosed the real number of children who died under what became known as the 

‘tofu buildings’ collapse. Nor have the real causes of the dramatic collapse been 

disclosed. Tan Zuoren, Sichuanese writer and environmental activist, started an 

investigation of the death toll, asking people who lost their children in the quake to 

assist him to set up a victim database: the so-called ‘May 12th Student Archive’ (5.12 

                                                
84 All the documentarians interviewed stressed the importance of this moment in Chinese history as a 
breakthrough in terms of citizen journalism. Most of the interviewees also stated that they themselves or 
acquaintances went to the affected area, pushed by the urgency to give visual record to the school 
collapses. Filmmakers had been evicted from the disaster zone after the ban to record any image was put 
in force roughly ten days after the first quake.  
85 See note 80. 
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xuesheng dang’an).86 As a result of his work, Tan was detained in 2009 and received a 

five-year jail sentence in 2010 for ‘inciting subversion of state power’.87 After Tan’s 

arrest, acclaimed artist Ai Weiwei gathered a group of volunteers to continue Tan’s 

work in searching the child victims’ names and publishing updated documents on the 

case on the Internet. Ai Weiwei and the volunteers even went to Sichuan willing to 

testify for Tan and they released a video diary/documentary of this trip, Laoma tihua 

(‘Mom’s pork legs’, 2009)88, where he presents evidence of how the authorities 

prevented him from attending the trial. 

 

Later in December 2009, Ai Xiaoming edited Tan Zuoren’s and her own footage, 

releasing An Investigation by Citizens (Gongmin diaocha), a recompilation of the work 

done so far by Tan and Ai Weiwei for the ‘5.12 Archive’. In April 2010, she released 

her third film on the case, Why are the Flowers so Red (Hua weishenme zheme hong, 

2010). The film covers the last happenings of the ‘Citizens’ Investigation’, focussing 

especially on Ai Weiwei’s trip to Sichuan and his emergency brain operation as a 

consequence of police beatings. In particular, this last film tries to give as much 

evidence as possible against the state’s thesis of natural disaster as being the only cause 

of the collapse.  

 

Ai Xiaoming recognizes that a few new films on human and civil rights issues have 

come out recently. One of these is He Yang’s documentary Emergency Escape Shelter  

(Yingji pinan changsuo, 2010), on lawyer Ni Yulan. Ni took on cases for petitioners and 

those who rebelled against the forced demolition of their homes in Beijing during the 

2008 Olympic makeover. Jailed twice for her actions, and paralyzed from the waist 

down from police beatings, she was released from jail in April 2010. Her own house 

had been razed, and, together with her husband, they were left homeless. He Yang shot 

a long interview with Ni Yulan in which he chronicled the couple’s time staying at a 

Beijing public park, homeless and with no shelter, where Ni verbally recounts the 

terrible detention period staring directly at the camera. He Yang also records opinions 

on the case expressed by her own husband, as well as the activists, lawyers and people 

                                                
86 A questionnaire has been distributed by members of the 5.12 project among the local population. An 
English translation of the questionnaire can be found at http://cmp.hku.hk/2009/04/06/1554/. As part of 
his campaign, Tan published online essays and also filmed and interviewed the parents of the victims.  
87 Article 105(2) of the Chinese Criminal Code stipulates the crime of ‘inciting subversion of state power’ 
(shexian dianfu guojia zhengquan), which has been widely used to restrict freedom of expression. 
88 Whereas documentary films do not have an English title, I suggested a possible translation in quote 
marks.  
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evicted from their houses who appear to bring the couple food and other comfort goods. 

The film reconstructs the story and gives evidence not only of the unlawful suffering 

endured by the lawyer, but also describes the phenomenon of forced evictions by real 

estate developers with the complicity of local authorities.89 

 

  

4.1.2 Historical documentaries 

 

 Petition, Who Killed Our Children and the documentaries on the Sichuan 

earthquake are examples of courageous filmic investigation on contemporary issues. 

There are other documentary films, however, which focus instead on recent or remote 

Chinese history. Recompilation of past events is one of the fundamental functions that 

documentary film has had since its beginning. In China, the party-state discourse has 

consistently maintained a dominant role over historical memory, with little or no 

alternative voices to the state-sanctioned view of the past. Documentaries produced for 

the mainstream media therefore need to follow precise guidelines and indication on 

content.90 However, recently a small group of independent documentarians have begun 

to dig into the pages of history, collecting voices of eyewitnesses, and thus creating 

interesting alternative oral histories.91  

 

This was the case, for example, when a tragic fire accident occurred in a town in 

Xinjiang (western China bordering on Central Asia), where a theatre caught fire in 1994 

during a children’s song and dance performance. Xu Xin’s Karamay (Kelamayi, 2009) 

is a six-hour-long film, named after the town. It includes rare video footage of the 

incident and first-person full-length interviews with families and survivors who air their 

grievances and reconstruct those dramatic hours. Unlike the media reports, the 

interviewees argue that because the theatre audience was made to wait while the local 

cadres were led out first, more than three hundred children and their teachers burnt to 

                                                
89 The couple is currently living in a cheap hotel with no running water or electricity, still closely watched 
by the police.  
90 As a CCTV documentary producer told me, documentary and fiction stories set in the revolutionary or 
Maoist period still need to pass a severe exam, and they are easily rejected by the TV stations because 
they do not ‘fulfill the guidelines’ and lack the correct ‘political content’ or, as a filmmaker put it, they 
are not ‘red’ enough (bu gou hongse). It should be noted that this growing interest in society regarding the 
past is part of a general growth in the recording of grassroots history.  
91 One of the very first examples of this genre is The Storm, directed by Jiang Yue and Duan Jinchuan, 
two of the most important filmmakers of the ‘New Documentary Movement’ in the 1990s. The film, 
intended for TV screening, has never been aired because of the critical aspects that the film brought to the 
period Land Reform (1950s). 
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death. Xu Xin also documents how the story was portrayed in the official media, the 

public anger that erupted after the fire, and the community’s fifteen-year quest for 

justice. This documentary is an exceptional example of visual counter-information as it 

reconstructs an event of the recent past elsewhere not covered by mainstream media.  

 

Wang Libo’s Buried (Yanmo, 2009) is another historical film that includes a very rarely 

seen before political critique. Buried compares the great Tangshan earthquake of 1976 

(in which at least 200,000 people lost their lives) and the 2008 Sichuan earthquake. Its 

thesis is that the Tangshan earthquake was predicted by the State Seismological Bureau, 

but those predictions were deliberately ignored by the government, resulting in the 

enormous loss of life. The film is based on meticulous interviews with workers from the 

seismological institute, tracing the process of earthquake prediction and notification. 

Wang shows how the government failed to take into account their predictions and he 

points his finger at the subsequent coverings. He interviews witnesses and dissident 

experts who had attempted to publicize what they saw as the Chinese government’s 

failure to mobilize and evacuate Tangshan (Kraicer 2011). The film suggests that the 

political situation of the time (the Cultural Revolution was almost at its end) played a 

major role in putting ideology before action and in refusing to accept the disastrous 

forecasts given by the scientists, and therefore delaying the evacuation of the population. 

 

Independent documentaries thus not only give voice to different opinions, but also bring 

to the public forgotten or unknown stories. Filmmakers focus especially on personal 

stories situated in the Maoist period (1949–1976), given that the generations who can 

testify those happenings are inevitably passing away (Hu Jie 2009, interview). The 

consequence is always a visual work that is removed from the official rhetoric and 

approved history.92 Hu Jie’s focus is on controversial and dramatic personal stories that 

he carves out in every film. By means of interviews, he offers a kind of ‘polyphonic’ 

reconstruction of events. Since Hu Jie was a self-taught filmmaker when he started, the 

earliest works, from a pure stylistic perspective, are still in a rough, home-video style, 

while the latest appear to be finely edited and composed. 

                                                
92 Other examples include Zhang Ming’s unfinished They Say (Tamen shuo), an oral history project 
documentary series consisting of interviews with ordinary citizens about their experience in historical and 
political turmoil in some ‘forgotten’ historical periods (such as the Cultural Revolution). The theme of 
They Say is connected with the concept of historical memory. The first two episodes, 60 and Insect have 
been screened for the first time at the China Documentary Film Festival, May 2009, together with Zhang 
Dali’s Looking for the Lost Veterans of 1979 (Xun zhao 79 yue zhan xiao shi de lao bing, 2008), which 
focuses on another ignored social group from a forgotten historical event—the veterans from the 1979 
Sino-Vietnamese war.  
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Looking for Lin Zhao’s Soul (Xun zhao Lin Zhao de linghun, 2004) tells the story of a 

young poet and intellectual who was jailed during the Anti-Rightist Campaign and 

refused to admit any guilt;93 instead, she kept on writing and debating Mao’s political 

choices, until her execution. The documentary reconstructs her life through interviews 

with relatives and friends, a story kept silent for many years and known only to a few 

people. Her exceptional story becomes even more extraordinary when Hu Jie presents 

the hundreds of pages she wrote in her own blood while imprisoned and that he himself 

managed to retrieve and preserve. Interviews with eye witnesses in their own residences 

and Hu Jie’s reading of the writings become evidence of Lin Zhao’s martyrdom which 

constitute the ‘exhibits’ that the filmmaker presents to the jury, his audience (Li 2009).  

 

In Though I am Gone (Sui wo qushi, 2006) Hu Jie deals with the tragic death of Sun 

Bianzhong, regarded as the first victim of the students’ rampage of the Cultural 

Revolution.94 The story of Bian’s last tragic hours is told by various eyewitnesses, 

including her colleagues, one of her daughters and her husband, Wang Jingyuan. 

Though I am Gone is somewhat more refined, and it shows the growing confidence of 

Hu Jie with the camera and documentary language. As in Lin Zhao’s case, we witness 

the unfolding of a personal story which is nevertheless closely intertwined with the 

political and social environment of that period. Wang was particularly eager to tell his 

wife’s story, almost fearing it would disappear into oblivion after his death. This is the 

‘documentary of a documentation’, as Hu Jie himself put it (2009, interview). In the 

scene presented by Figure 2, Wang shows to the camera other evidence of his wife’s 

tragic end, such as the bloodstained clothes and her watch broken during the beatings. 

He also took photographs of the large Chinese characters written outside her house 

condemning her, and even of her naked body beaten to death and of her children crying 

and mourning her. The documentary opens a window often kept closed in Chinese 

history, that is, the violence and the hysteria of the Cultural Revolution. It also poses 

some fundamental questions through Wang Jingyuan’s voice. For example, what was 

                                                
93 The Anti-Rightist Movement (1957–1959) was a reaction against the Hundred Flowers Campaign, 
which had promoted pluralism of expression and criticism of the party and government. When the 
criticisms of party policy become louder, the party launched a nation-wide campaign to ‘weed out 
rightists’. Quotas for locating rightists were issued and as a result of administrative pressure many 
persons with only very mild political views ended up incarcerated.  
94 During the Cultural Revolution, students and young people were encouraged by Mao Zedong to rebel 
against the authority represented by teachers and older people. They were organized in a para-militia of 
the Red Guards, which often ridiculed and persecuted their victims sometimes to death. Sun Bianzhong is 
regarded as being, if not the first victim, then certainly one of the more famous cases of these attacks. 



 71 

the reason of this hate against a common school principal? Why are the perpetrators 

responsible for the attack now leading a normal life, never having taken responsibility 

for their action in younger years? 

 

 
 

Figure 2 Thought I Was Gone (2006): interview and first-person recollection is the most important feature of 
historical independent documentaries. Courtesy of Hu Jie. 

 

Historical documentaries such as Hu Jie’s make little use of archival footage that is 

difficult to obtain for independent projects. Instead, they rely heavily on interviews and 

the filming of places, objects, and even short animated cartoons like the ones drawn by 

one of the survivors in National East Wind Farm.95 Hu’s films bear a tension ‘between 

the intimate confidentiality of interviews and their address of a larger public sphere’ (Li 

2009, p. 542). The exceptionality of his productions rely on his great ability to achieve 

this balance between the public and the private, emotionally involving his audiences 

before taking them on a journey to a deeper reflection on the meaning of such historical 

recollection. As he suggested, his choice to film in black and white needs also to be 

seen as more ‘suitable’ to depict the sadness and the painful memories that his subject 

brought up and thereby create an emotional pull for the average Chinese spectator to be 

deeply involved in the story. There is, in some cases, the use of voice over, but it is 

never authoritative. For instance, in Looking for Lin Zhao’s soul, Hu Jie talks off-screen, 

but only to explain to the audience some passages of Lin Zhao’s life and of his own 

                                                
95 Hu Jie’s last work, National East Wind Farm (Guo ying dong feng nong chang, 2008), examines the 
experience of hundreds of ‘Rightists’, including former teachers, cadres, university students, and military 
officials, who were persecuted for answering the Party’s call to voice their criticisms and all incarcerated 
on a ‘thought reform through labour’ farm in Yunnan Province. Based on interviews with former inmates 
and staff of the farm, the film re-examines the history from the Great Leap Forward period through the 
Cultural Revolution, as well as the sufferings of the bodies and souls subjugated to ‘remoulding’.  
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project. In the first scene he talks to the camera using his reflected image in the mirror 

and he tells how his documentary project started. The maker’s intrusion is minimal, as 

he limits himself to present his ‘evidence’ as support of his own investigation into the 

past. 

 

 

4.1.3 Rural documentaries  

 

 The last group of documentaries I will survey are films representing rural 

communities or communities of rural population displaced in the city as the 

consequence of migration to urban areas in search of employment and opportunities. 

However, these films, varying in content and style, all present an alternative and 

unusual view on the life and times of the rural population. 

 

Some of these films, as in Ai Xiaoming’s documentary films, deal with extremely 

dramatic happenings often absent in the mainstream media. In Tashi Village (Taishi 

Cun, 2005) she recorded the notorious attempt by villagers in Taishi, Guangdong 

province, to recall their elected village chief amid corruption allegations. The film 

follows their efforts to secure justice, the imprisonment and the beating of those who 

had led the petition against the village chief, the arrest of the Beijing lawyers who 

sought to assist them, and the assaults on herself. Epic of the Central Plains (Zhong 

yuan shiji, 2006) explores the devastating effect of the danger in blood collection during 

the 1990s in China. Ai presents many stories of rural villagers in Henan and Hebei 

province who contracted HIV while seeking to alleviate poverty by selling their blood. 

Care and Love (2006) tells the story of a villager who gave birth to the Care Group, a 

collective effort by people living with HIV to defend their rights and offer mutual 

assistance. She follows HIV patients, lawyers, journalists and volunteers in their legal 

battle against the hospital administrators in order to obtain financial support for the 

expensive but necessary medical treatment. 

 

Most documentaries, however, do not focus on such dramatic yet exceptional 

happenings. Instead, they are more interested in representing these communities and the 

daily issues that affect them, often suggesting possibilities for improvement. This is 

often the case for community-based documentary films. With the term ‘community-

based’, I indicate those documentaries shot by the ‘weaker social groups’ (ruoshi qunti) 
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themselves inside the frame of cooperation projects, not-for-profit institutions and 

NGOs. Among those, the participatory video (PV) projects are documentaries made 

utilizing a set of techniques to involve a group or community in shaping and creating 

their own film. Participatory film is not an individual product; instead, it is the result of 

a community through a long process involving training and meetings. As such, PV can 

be a highly effective tool to engage and mobilize marginalized people and to help them 

implement their own forms of sustainable development based on local needs.96 In China 

PV productions often focus on grassroots voting systems, and the challenge of 

modernization and economic development facing such communities. 

 

Community video documentaries—for example, like the ones produced by the New 

Workers Art Troupe (Dagong qingnian yishutuan)—are a spur association from the 

NGO Spiritual Home of Migrant Labour (Dagong zhi jia), which is devoted to the help 

and support of migrant workers in Beijing through legal advice and community 

activities.97 ‘Migrant worker’ is the translation of the Chinese term nongmingong, which 

refers to the rural dweller who moves from the countryside to urban areas in search of 

work opportunities. Struggling to acquire legal paperwork to live in the city, the 

migrants are second class citizens often facing discrimination, exploitation and 

harassment over housing, education, health care and employment.98 The New Workers 

Art Troupe has filmed documentary films and several semi-fictionalized documentaries 

about the life of such migrant workers.  

 

Pi Village (Picun, 2009) is a documentary about a homonymous place on the outskirts 

of Beijing, whose residents are composed mainly of migrant workers and where the 

NGO itself is based. The camera is taken around the village, recording randomly the 

daily activities of its inhabitants. Director Wang Dezhi uses captions and talks off-

screen to explain and to interview both migrants and Beijingers, asking them about their 

life, their work and how they view each other. The film, no more than a roughly edited 

                                                
96  For more details about PV technics, story and use, see Chris and Nick Lunch (2006) and 
www.insightshare.org. 
97 Part of their work is done by linked organizations which opened a school for migrant children, the 
Migrant Workers’ Museum and a music band formed by migrant workers.  
98  This phenomenon of urbanization is regarded as the biggest mass displacement in peacetime, 
estimating that around 200 million people moved from the countryside in the last twenty years. The term 
hukou indicates a system of residency permits, used by the Chinese government from 1958 to minimize 
the movement of people between rural and urban areas. Those with a rural hukou who migrate to the 
cities are not eligible for basic urban welfare and social service programs, including public education. 
This system revealed itself to be discriminatory against the new migrants to urban areas, creating second-
class urban dwellers. On migrants’ issues, see Rachel Murphy (2009).  



 74 

home video, is nevertheless a fresh, interesting, ‘bottom-up’ documentary about the life 

of migrant workers full of humour and self-irony. Its new approach gained the interest 

of the Beijing Documentary Festival committee to screen the video as a special feature 

and a mention in the introduction to the festival catalogue in May 2009. 

 

Wang Dezhi’s other two works can be regarded as quasi-documentaries,99 even if the 

director clearly expressed his intention to produce a gushipian (lit. ‘film story’ or 

‘fiction film’). Whatever his intent, they both tell stories of young migrant workers, 

focusing on the downsides and difficulties they have to face once in the city. In Shunli 

jincheng (‘Making it in the City’, 2009) the main character, an honest and naïve young 

man just arrived in Beijing in search of work, encounters a hostile environment where 

he will be exploited and cheated by fellow migrants and city dwellers. Minti Rensheng 

(‘A fate-assigned life’, 2008) is another semi-fictional work which tells a very similar 

story in which the lives of two friends coming from rural areas to work in a big city take 

a dramatic turn when one of them accepts an ‘easy’ and well-paid job. Badly beaten 

after a dispute over a mobile phone, he ends up in hospital with not enough money to 

cover the expenses for the necessary operation. He is saved at the last moment by the 

boss, who offers him to pay for the operation if he won’t report the accident to the 

police. In the last scene, the two friends at the hospital reflect upon their destiny as poor 

villagers with no rights living in the city. The only way to survive in this urban jungle 

and ‘be in control of your own destiny’ is, for the savvy friends, to stick together and 

help their ‘brothers’ (gemenr), that is, other migrant workers.  

 

As Wang Dezhi notes, all the independent documentarians are interested in people from 

the ‘lower classes’, but their outlook is generally artistic, and is generally consumed by 

other filmmakers, intellectuals or students (Wang Dezhi, 2009, interview).  These works, 

instead, are produced by and screened for migrant workers. The films talk about 

realities and situations familiar to the workers, ending up being almost illustrative, 

indirectly suggesting the right (or wrong) way to solve a situation. Dialogues and 

situations are simple and straightforward. Gemenr (brothers) is an appellative repeated 

throughout all two films, implying that only together can migrant workers feel safe and 

help each other. The underlying message is of course part of the NGO work in support 

of migrant workers. 

                                                
99 Quasi-documentary or docudrama are neologisms which indicate a non-fiction film backed by action 
and drama. 
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The second case study involves a participatory video (PV) project. A PV project, as the 

term ‘participatory’ suggests, places importance on the process (meetings, discussion, 

shooting, and editing) which bring about the final work, rather than on the finished 

products themselves. PV documentaries are a form of ethnographic document often 

tackling some of the most pressing problems in local communities. Villagers using PV 

in China, as in this case, frequently touch on themes like the loss and challenge of 

preserving traditional culture, and also environmental menaces. They often explore and 

stand against prejudices and discrimination of the poor, the rural dweller, and the non-

Han ethnic groups (that is, ‘national minorities’ or shaoshu minzu). 

 

PV techniques started to be known in China some years ago through the network of 

international NGOs and cultural foundations. Wu Wengguang, widely considered the 

‘godfather’ of Chinese independent documentary, is also often indicated as being the 

pioneer of PV in China. Wu has been coordinating a yearly program of video training 

for villagers. The China Village Documentary Project was launched in 2005 as part of a 

China-European Union joint sponsored program focused on village governance, in 

which the villagers were asked to follow and record the village elections. Even if Wu 

made this video practice famous among the independent circuit in China, PV was 

however already quite a usual practice in development projects in small, remote areas in 

China, especially in the Yunnan province, which has the highest concentration of NGOs 

in the countryside. Filmmaker and anthropologist Guo Jing was probably the first 

person to use PV as a natural development of his interest for visual anthropology and 

rural communities, which led him to be involved with projects about community 

development.  

 

Guo Jing has been the coordinator of the Yunnan Community-based Visual Education 

and Communication (CBV) Project in 2009. The objectives in the CBV project were 

from the beginning to ‘find a new path leading to a better understanding of traditional 

culture, promote a dialogue of exchange and understanding between cities and 

countryside, between the scholars and the villagers, and between the current culture and 

traditional culture’ (Guo 2009, p. 7). Its final products, with a professional filmmaker as 

a ‘working partner’, are five documentaries made by representatives of four different 

ethnic groups living in remote areas of Yunnan province.  
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The villagers’ works are representations of their community. They show in most cases 

life cycles and traditional events. Funeral Rites by the Miao, as the title suggests, is the 

record of two traditional funeral ceremonies in a Miao community. Our Jiabi Village 

shows various community events—farm activity, wedding ceremonies, and general 

festivities—of a Tibetan community. A Day of Happy Games is about the first day of 

the lunar calendar on which the Miao villagers go to the mountains and play games. 

They are all interesting, almost ethnographic documents but from an insiders’ 

perspective.100 

 

Other filmmakers approached the community subject from different perspectives. This 

is the case of The Soul of the Corn (Gu gui, 2009). In Xishuangbanna, a remote southern 

area of the Yunnan province, live the Hani people, some of whom still practice slash 

and burn agriculture to grow corn as a form of ritual celebration every year.101 Villager 

Meilan records the process of planting the seeds and harvesting the corn. These 

recordings are intercalated by discussions among the farmers about how to solve 

practical problems such as bugs in the rice, but also of how to carry out the rituals they 

have every year, the most important moment for the community. There are also 

explanatory captions about this process and its importance. Soul of the Corn is an 

explanation of a community ritual that is slowly disappearing, but it seems also an 

involuntarily apology for slash and burn cultivation, often considered by outsiders 

harmful to the natural environment. Meilan, instead, shows how this ritual is not only 

necessary for the economy of his community and how it is deeply rooted in Hani culture, 

but also that it is part of an harmonic balance which helps the surrounding environment.  

 

In What Would We Do? Changes in Luoshui Village (Women zenmeban? Luoshui cun 

de bianhua, 2009), the subjects are a Mosuo community, known for the traditional 

‘walking marriage’ (zouhun) custom.102 The attractiveness of Lugu Lake, where Mosuo 

people live, and the peculiarity of Mosuo culture made this place a great tourist hub for 

Han Chinese. Tourism gave the Mosuo better living standards, but it is eroding their 

traditional culture. The documentary is a series of interviews with Luoshui villagers 

                                                
100 For the complete titles of the work, see the Film Appendix.  
101 Slash and burn agriculture uses fire to prepare fields for cultivation. The fields will subsequently be 
abandoned as productivity declines and the fields are then allowed to return to ‘forest’. 
102 In Mosuo culture the ‘walking marriage’ is the basis of a matrilineal society in which there is no 
concept of nuclear family and the children are brought up by the mother and her maternal relatives. 
Marriage is not sanctioned by any official ceremony, and the two partners live separately with their 
respective maternal families.  
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living by Lugu Lake. From the young to the old, each one gives his or her individual 

perspective on the problem of the younger generation abandoning traditional customs 

including the famous ‘walking marriage’, and how Han Chinese culture brought by 

tourists plays a major role in this transformation. One woman, for example, complains 

that the real entity responsible for the loss of their own culture is the government itself. 

She indicates the problem of a Chinese-Han education for Mosuo children, as Mandarin 

is the only language used at school. The problem the documentary poses is right in the 

title, that is, what should Mosuo people do to slow down the process of assimilation to 

Han culture? In both these two last documentaries, in contrast to the others, interviews 

and first person subjectivity is very important because they are not only a depiction of a 

community, but a reasoned, critical, visual approach that involves different points of 

view coming out from the captions, as in Soul of the Corn, or, by means of interview, as 

in the Mosuo film.  

 

 

4.2 Content, styles and themes: from documentary to alternative 

media 
 

 The documentaries I presented in this chapter all seem to bring out grassroots, 

popular, and non-mainstream views on present and past events. Internet bulletins, 

instant blogging such as Twitter, human flesh engine are just a few among the different 

forms in which citizens express and share their views, even political. These 

documentary films are not isolated projects but they are instead the visual counterparts 

of wider use of alternative media among citizens, mainly through the web.  

 

In most cases, these documentaries may appear in a very rough form, or lacking 

aesthetic value as much as cinematic language, especially those shot by non-

professional filmmakers like Ai Xiaoming and Ai Weiwei. Ai Xiaoming admits she 

does not have any principle in structuring her documentaries (Thornham 2008, p. 185). 

Instead her only concern is for the content and the amount of information that the film 

can pass to the audience. She is therefore not interested in film style and technique ‘as 

people think there isn’t any’ (Ai Xiaoming 2008a, p. 8). Activist video documentaries 

such as Ai Xiaoming and Ai Weiwei’s are normally borne out of contingency to 
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document happenings and inform people.103 For these reasons, their style is sometimes 

closer to a home-made video in which editing is minimal, and techniques are very 

simple and amateurish. I suspect this is one of the reasons why they are still not truly 

covered by academic criticism and not frequently screened at domestic independent film 

festivals. This is a characteristic shared with the last group of case studies I surveyed, 

that is, films made by the ‘weaker social groups’ themselves. 

 

Independently produced documentary films such as Petition and Who Killed Our 

Children point their finger at wrongdoings of local authorities, but very rarely offer 

constructive criticism of the political and social system that generate these problems. 

Maggie Lee (2008) notes for example that Who Killed Our Children approach is 

guerrilla-style but unsupported by hard data and journalistic procedures. Pan Jianlin 

interviews the victims’ parents, some surviving students, and members from the school 

and rescue team. However, perhaps as a result of some of the footage confiscated by the 

police, there is not even a full view of the site where the school collapsed, nor are the 

allegations proven by any concrete evidence. The most deep-rooted and far-reaching 

problem of construction malpractice is hardly examined at all, with just one person 

representing the ‘Entrepreneurs Relief Volunteers’ asserting that it is a nationwide 

problem (Lee 2008). In the same way, historical documentaries like Karamay or Buried 

seem to be personal investigations, filmmakers do not have the pretention to formulate 

accusations or propose solutions. Instead, they just want to represent a situation and let 

their subject speak for itself.  

 

Moreover, I suspect that the clear-cut partiality for the ‘anti-establishment’ truth cannot 

present fragmented or ‘polyphonic’ views, but needs a strong, clear argument against 

the official version of the facts. Buried, for example, systematically avoids to present 

any discordant opinion on the Tangshan earthquake (1976). Instead, it keeps presenting 

evidence to corroborate the thesis of the earthquake as an announced catastrophe. On 

the other hand, Hu Jie seems more interested in presenting facts without stressing any 

opposition to authority. In whichever way these films deal with such events, they all 

claim a grassroots appropriation of space in news production and historical compilation, 

and I consider this to be a sign of a healthy participation of citizens in social debate and 

the public sphere.  
                                                
103 In contrast to the previous group, these films do not participate in film festivals (with some notable 
exceptions). Rather, they are generally uploaded to the Internet and the filmmakers encourage sharing and 
downloading. 
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As we have seen, independent documentary films often turn their camera towards 

documenting the plights of migrant workers, petitioners, and rural dwellers. The 

‘weaker social groups’ are the focus of documentaries in this chapter. The filmmaker’s 

eye is compassionate, supporting the subjects’ views or causes and showing them in the 

most emotive moment, for example, recalling traumatic experiences, crying, and 

pleading for help directly to the camera. In Karamay we even see the full-length 

lamentation of the parents, with no interruption and mostly in one shot. The 

documentary gives ample space to the victims and the people affected, who mostly use 

the camera to vent their desperation and to let their stories be known.  

 

All the films I cited are composed of edited interviews, with some guerrilla-style 

shooting documenting live happenings. Archival footage and voiceover are rare. This 

style thus highlights minimal authorial intervention in favour of a vox populi approach. 

Films, as vehicle of information and persuasion to the public, often use manipulative 

ways to move the spectators, such as emotive music and moving scenes with people 

crying. In Ai’s work, music becomes even a narrative part of the event. She selects the 

music from the local traditional music because it is ‘part of people’s everyday lives [and 

it] describes suffering and joy of ordinary people’ (Thornham, p. 186), as in a kind of 

compassionate Greek Tragedy chorus. In particular, activist documentary films, such as 

Ai Xiaoming’s Taishi Village, are even more compassionate and sympathetic because 

they genuinely want to make their voice heard to a wider audience with the intent to 

ameliorate their situation. Community-based and PV production rarely touch extreme 

situations such as the spreading of the HIV AIDS epidemic or villagers’ demonstration 

against local cadres, as activist videos do. ‘Edgy’ themes are not present, sometimes 

intentionally avoided, because they could provoke problems with the authorities, which 

is some cases are even involved in the project as well (see Chapter Six).  

 

However, despite these limitations, their potential as alternative media cannot be 

underestimated. These films are shot by ethnic minority groups, rural villagers and 

migrant workers from rural areas, all ‘weaker social groups’ that constitute more than 

half of the total TV viewership, but for whom there is little dedicated TV programs.104 

                                                
104 Villagers make up 75.9 percent of Chinese television viewership (Huang 2005, cited in Sun 2007, p. 
37). However, television programs targeting rural areas or with rural themes constitute only one percent 
of all registered television stations. Even among provincial and county-level television stations, rural 
programs make up only four percent of the overall programs (Huang 2005; Yang 2005, cited in Sun 2007). 
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These groups all suffer issues of representation on mainstream media. Sun Wanning 

(2007), for example, points out how rural stories on television all tend to be framed in 

‘anti-corruption’ narratives, without questioning, criticizing or exposing inherent and 

intrinsic problems at systemic and structural levels. The same thing can be said for 

ethnic minority communities. Through a process of cultural dominance of the majority 

Han population, ethnic minorities have been relegated to an exotic and unproblematic 

representation in mainstream media. Mainstream media, on the other hand, promote the 

role of the party-state as ruler and educator on one side, and they are subjected to the 

market that sells minority groups’ cultural diversity to a growing Han tourism on the 

other. In all of this, media representation has been completely out of the hands of most 

ethnic minorities.105  

 

If activist documentaries such as Ai Xiaoming’s deal with the ‘emergency’ of social 

cases and injustices, community-based projects look inside the community from an 

insider point of view. They display what the community and the filmmakers perceive as 

valuable or problematic to be worthy of recording. In contrast to the other independent 

documentaries, in grassroots and PV documentaries the subjects of the film can shape 

issues according to their own sense of what is important, and they can also control how 

they will be represented. It is not the outlook of an outsider, often an intellectual, but an 

expression by the community itself. 

 

There could be arguments against the inclusion of such documentaries within the 

independent scene because they differ in terms of production, distribution and 

consumption.106 Nevertheless, the case studies I have examined often receive support 

from the same organizations and people that are involved in independent filmmaking, 

becoming part of the larger network of independent documentary.107 On a theoretical 

level, moreover, people are in control of representation of the self and their own 

community, an aspect very important, I believe, for the development of alternative 

media. Moreover, PV can be a highly effective tool to engage and mobilize 

marginalized people and to help them implement their own forms of sustainable 

                                                                                                                                          
Within the six years from 1996 to 2001, CCTV’s documentary program China’s Documentary produced 
317 documentaries, of which only eighteen contain rural themes, making up less than one percent of its 
total production (Zhao and Li 2004, cited in Sun 2007). 
105 An interesting exeption is provided by Baranovitch on Mongolian folk music (2001). 
106 They are not really ‘independent’ in the sense that they need the support of an institution, as we shall 
see in Chapter Six.  
107  The Yunnan Multicultural Festival dedicates an entire festival section to PV. The Beijing 
Documentary Film Festival screened Wang Dezhi’s documentary Pi Village in 2009. 
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development based on local needs. PV shows how video is an effective medium to raise 

awareness about societal problems, as in a public debate, and also enhance social 

change at the community level, as we shall see in Chapters Five, Six and Seven. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

 In this chapter I presented some of the newest contents and styles of independent 

filmmaking in China. They all bring forward some critical content to contemporary 

Chinese society. As in the case of activist documentaries, some of them almost inhabit 

the role of a ‘watchdog’ to authority. In other cases, such as the community-based 

projects, these video works display the voice of groups normally excluded from media 

making and from the control of their own representation.  

 

These films are therefore an example of alternative media in China because they are 

grassroots expressions of individuals, groups and community. They explore ‘alternative’ 

ways of representation—of the non-urban, non-Han population, of historiography, news 

and contemporary happenings. These ‘alternative representations’ are an integral part of 

the formation of public spheres, where citizens express themselves and talk about their 

communities and society. They represent a grassroots expression not mediated by 

authority or the market.  

 

Films shot by urban dwellers focus on dramatic happenings, and they challenge the 

authority of the party-state as the only dispenser of information. Not limited to that, they 

also question the importance in defending Chinese citizens’ civil and human rights. 

Films shot by the rural population are more concerned about recording a faithful 

representation of their community’s traditional culture and identity. Critical views are 

present because these films often bring attention to the community’s issues and 

problems. 

 

Far from being simply video works, these films have the potential, as we shall see in the 

coming chapters, to create interest in social issues, negotiate with authority, and to 

provoke a desire for social change and action. Hence, in the next chapter I will look at 

how the content of these films is the engine for provoking empowerment and civic 
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conscience on filmmakers themselves, and in so doing, opening up network interactions 

and post-production activities. These in turn are the vital elements in constituting public 

spheres.  
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Chapter 5:      The Documentary Conscience: Citizen- 

Filmmakers  
 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 
 

 Independent documentaries in China in the last ten years evolved into forms of 

alternative media which present aspects of Chinese society past and present not 

available elsewhere, giving marginalized strata of society the chance also to be engaged 

in media making. In Chapter Four I presented some of the most interesting and recent 

examples. The next step is to consider the people behind the camera, and explore their 

role in the network that incorporates documentary-making into the public sphere. 

 

The filmmakers’ role in the Actor-Network is fundamental as constituent actors. The 

network can be seen as a space where citizen-filmmakers, as I refer to them, articulate 

their social interests and concerns. The network is also the conduit where forms of civic 

engagement are initiated. In doing so, documentary-making can be considered a space 

which recreates the conditions for the emergence of public spheres of discussions and 

interaction with civil society.  

 

In the present chapter I will therefore introduce different groups of filmmakers, such as 

independent filmmakers, activists and community filmmakers. I will explore the reasons 

behind their engagement in social issue documentaries, what significance they attribute 

to such film activity, and in particular, how filmmaking is able to influence their 

perception of society, of their filmed subjects, that in some cases will lead them to be 

involved in social activism. 
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5.1 The citizen-filmmakers 
 

 Citizen-filmmakers, more commonly referred to as independent documentary 

makers (duli jilupianren), belong to a growing community that relies on friendship and 

reciprocal guanxi from all over China, and which shares consumption spaces, networks 

and funding opportunities. In this sense, all these relationships are integral parts of the 

documentary-making network as described in Chapters One and Two.108  

 

Notwithstanding this, filmmakers can be described as a heterogeneous group of people 

in terms of personal background which is engaged in documentary-making.109 When 

asked, the majority of the interviewees self-identify as ‘independent filmmakers’ (duli 

zhipian geren). Others regard themselves as ‘activists’ (xingdongzhe). The community 

video makers describe themselves within the confines of their own profession, such as 

herdsman, farmer, NGO worker, or simply ‘villager’ (cunmin). In contrast to 

independent documentary makers of the 1990s, independent documentarians only in 

rare cases work at television stations. Of the filmmakers I personally met, a great 

number were composed of teachers and researchers in film related studies, or painters 

and visual artists.110 Some of them worked in private advertising agencies, often as 

cameraperson or directors.111 Their geographic origins were virtually from all over 

China.112 They therefore generally received some formal training (through tertiary 

education) or informally (through tertiary education in an institution where filmmaking 

was a major). A smaller but growing group are self-taught, like in the case of Hu Jie and 

                                                
108 Guanxi means literally ‘a relationship’ between objects, forces, or persons. When it is used to refer to 
relationships between people, as is most common, it can also have the sense of ‘social connections’, that 
is, relationships that are based implicitly (rather than explicitly) on mutual interest and benefit. Once 
guanxi is established between two people, each can ask a favour of the other, with the expectation that the 
debt incurred will be repaid sometime in the future (Yang 1994, pp. 1–2). 
109 Within this group, the age varies from 23 to 51, with the majority in their late 30s. Approximately 65% 
did their tertiary education in a film-related study field (directing, acting, editing, and so forth). 
110 In most cases the ‘labels’ have been chosen by the interviewees themselves during the interview when 
asked to describe themselves in relation to their filming activity. 
111 Professional documentary directors also produce their ‘independent’ works outside their job, often also 
because the space dedicated to documentary in TV broadcasting is, from their own admission, 
dramatically shrinking. Even if they are a minority who do not interact much with the rest of the 
independent documentarian community, some of their works are extremely interesting. For instance, 
Shanghai Television director Zhang Weijie’s film Butterfly (Hudie 2006) deserves a mention for being an 
interesting documentation of the life of migrant workers in Shanghai. 
112 Most of them settled in big cities in order to take up a teaching job, to work as an independent artist or 
freelance cameraman or simply to search for better job opportunities. Beijing is their first choice, as it is 
home to a vibrant independent film scene. Beijing is also home of institutional and cultural centres that 
support independent filmmaking, such as Wu Wengguang’s Caochangdi Workstation, Li Xianting’s Film 
Fund, the China Documentary Film Festival, and the Iberia Film Archive.   
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Wang Libo (see below). Some, like the ‘villagers’, are mostly experiencing film making 

for the first time.  

 

Documentary-making as a network involves the participation of different actors. In 

Chapter Three I looked at the agency of digital technology as having a fundamental role 

in creating such networks. Filmmakers can be seen as actants in the Actor-Network 

because they are actors with agency, that is, they are willingly constructing and 

influencing the network. I aim to look further into these different groups of people 

engaged in documentary-making, and to consider their filmmaking activity as part of a 

complex net of relationships in society beyond their documentary production. In terms 

of the way they conceive their films for social purposes, they can be seen as active 

citizens. However, their approach to filmmaking and social involvement can be 

extremely different. In the next section I will take into consideration the first group of 

documentary makers, the self-proclaimed ‘independent filmmakers’. 

 

 

5.2 Independent filmmakers: from self-expression to social 

commitment  
 

 Independent filmmakers are those individuals who identify themselves with their 

filming activity. They shifted to filmmaking mainly due to the availability of cheap and 

affordable digital technology, the immediacy of communication and the relative facility 

of distribution, even if in most cases they rely on the income of others to support 

themselves. When asked about the main reason for engaging in this kind of activity—

which often costs them time and money with very little or no income to be derived—my 

interviewees all invariably responded by saying that this is their margin of freedom to 

shoot and represent what they want.  

 

Apart from having artistic freedom, the majority of my sources added that the main 

drive to filmmaking is also the need to let Chinese people know about specific 

situations or problems. They record events and situations so as to have archival quality 

for posterity. This seems to be an aspect shared with documentary makers worldwide. 

As Alan Rosenthal, talking of independent filmmakers in the 1970s, has already noted:  
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[filmmakers] all believe that the function of documentary is to clarify choices, interpret 
history and promote human understanding. They believe film should provide a 
revelation of human dignity. Many of them [...] believe film should be embattled. (1980, 
p. 1)  

 

Similarly, in a highly controlled and censored environment, the Chinese filmmakers’ 

personal ‘battle’ is the circulation of information. There is a sense of camaraderie, a 

shared feeling among those who shoot independent films.113 Director Wang Libo 

suggested that this aspect is also helped by the inclusion within the community of 

independent practitioners worldwide, who often face financial difficulties, distribution 

limitations, and even censorship. Most of the documentarians interviewed indicated 

overseas documentaries to be a source of inspiration. In particular, the new ‘political’ 

documentaries seem to exercise a sort of fascination for filmmakers aiming to uncover 

hidden realities among them, Wang Libo, for instance, cited Michael Moore’s films as 

being ‘illuminating on how we can use a film to uncover stories and be shared with the 

public’.114 

 

When Hu Jie started his documentary project about Lin Zhao (see Chapter Four), for 

example, he did not know much about the 1950s and 1960s in China. Hu Jie confessed 

to noticing this as a government-driven amnesia towards the most dramatic years of the 

People’s Republic. Ignoring events that took place when he was a child made him 

realize how the younger generation should have a similar confused idea of what 

happened in the 1960s and 1970s. This ignorance spurred him to frenetically interview 

and investigate the story of Lin Zhao, and later Sun Bianzhong (whose dramatic deaths 

are the subjects of two of his documentaries), before those who witnessed the events 

pass away. Hu Jie expressed several times how he felt himself ‘compelled’ to tell such 

stories (Pan 2008a; Shen 2005). He started to shoot historical documentaries as a form 

of personal research on individuals, but he slowly shifted to a more collective 

representation of the era. Interestingly, his last documentary, National East Wind Farm, 

is not about a singular individual story, but rather is a choral reconstruction of the life in 

an anti-rightist labour camp and it consciously portrays the political and social 

environment of that time.  

                                                
113 Bill Nichols, in his groundbreaking book on documentary theory, Representing Reality (1991), writes 
on people who make documentaries as a ‘community of practitioners’. Independent documentarians in 
China, even if they do not belong to any institution, seem to me also to share a common feeling of 
belonging to a community of practitioners. 
114 The other mostly cited inspiration is Academy-award winning The Blood of Yingzhou District (2006) 
by Chinese American director Ruby Yang about the life of children in Anhui province who lost their 
parents to AIDS. 
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Lacking any commercial revenue, the film projects are initiated by personal interest and 

desire to know more and, in turn, to move the audience to know more. For example, 

regarding the problems of the petitioners gathering in Beijing, Zhao Liang (Petition) 

states that: 

 

[…] documentary has its unique social value and meaning. I have the responsibility to 
record [the petitioners’] living state and the reality that is unknown to most people. 
There’s very little such reporting in our society. I’ll be very gratified if I can use my 
camera to preserve their living state and show it to a general audience. (Zhao Liang 
2010) 
 

In this sense, I see some of them as conscientious agents (or actants) of an alternative 

medium of communication and information spreading. Some film experts commented 

how in the present Chinese society there are virtually endless possibilities to pick up an 

interesting subject and develop a story.115 However, the choice of documentary subject 

is not superficial, as some filmmakers feel invested by a sort of duty towards Chinese 

society. Xu Xin, for example, was personally interested in two happenings in the past 

for which he wanted to have more information: the big fire in Karamay and the Great 

Tangshan Earthquake. He admits that he eventually chose the first topic for his new film 

‘as the information about the fire I could access was neither clear nor detailed’ (Fanhall 

2010f). Conversely, Wang Libo, director of Buried, became interested in the Tangshan 

earthquake after reading the book whose author reconstructed the chronicles of the 

earthquake through interviews with scientists of the time.116  

 

The book opened my eyes—this earthquake could have been less disastrous if the right 
choices could have been made. And I couldn’t help linking Tangshan with Sichuan 
[earthquake]. What do we know about what could have possibly been done? This is why 
I decided to let people know about the content of this book (Wang, 2009, interview).  

 

This interest in delving into history and contemporary society can also provoke 

dramatic changes in their own lives. Hu Jie’s documentary making, as much as for 

Wang Libo’s, not only profoundly changed his interest and view on history and society, 

but also dramatically shaped his life. At the moment of writing this thesis, Hu Jie has 

not held a formal job since 2004. He is instead working full time on documentaries. His 

wife agreed to take care of the financial burden of the family, while he works full time 

                                                
115 From informal conversations with film critics at the 2009 ChinaDoc Film festival in Beijing.  
116 Qian, G. 2008, Great Tangshan earthquake—30th anniversary edition. Beijing, Dangdai Zhongguo 
Chubanshe. 
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on his films with the promise of raising money himself. When asked about the core 

value of filmmaking, Hu Jie’s response was ‘preserving history to pass on to the next 

generation’ (Hu Jie 2009, interview). He perceives his documentary work as being more 

important than a job or a recreational activity and, despite the difficulties, he perseveres 

in his filming activity.  

 

Zhang Yingjin mentions some filmmakers’ works as proof of a growing ‘social and 

political interest’ (2010b). However, when directly asked, some filmmakers prefer to 

refuse any direct involvement or political statement. For instance, Zhao Liang remarks, 

‘[…] all I think or care about is always in conflict with and in relation to the social and 

political system. But I don’t insistently expect my film to generate such social value’ 

(Dgenearatefilms 2010). When asked by audience members about his point of view on 

the petition problem, he claimed: ‘I do not have anything to say. All I had to say, I did 

with my camera’. In the same way, Xu Xin remarks on the impossibility for film to 

change the society or the fate of these accidents, such as the fire that killed hundreds of 

children in Karamay (Fanhall 2010f). Instead, the filmmakers have the right and duty to 

divulge and ‘make people think’.  

 

This fatalist attitude is not to be seen as disinterest, but more probably a refusal to go 

public on the subject, limiting their involvement in the subject matters as grassroots 

spokespersons and media generators. Other filmmakers, however, consciously value 

their work in the frame of the advancement of society and citizenship. For Wang Libo 

most independent films in China record the life of the lower strata of the population 

(diceng ren), often resulting in films portraying their dramatic conditions: ‘These films 

move people to tears and make them feel really compassionate for them, but once the 

tears are gone, their story is forgotten’ (2009, interview). For him, documentary films 

should make people reflect. When asked why he decided to involve himself in such a 

difficult project, he indicated that it was his duty to leave something for the future and 

make public the scientists’ results, suggesting also that there might be aspects of the 

Sichuan earthquake case that national media did not divulge.117 Wang Libo consciously 

and declaratively uses the camera for a much wider aim then simply ‘letting the people 

know’. He has even linked his work to a need to awaken the ‘civil rights’ (gongmin 

quanli) of Chinese citizens:  

                                                
117 His film Buried involved the editing of dozens of interview which took him over one year to finish 
editing, completely at his own expenses (Wang Libo, 2009, interview) 
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People have the right to stand up and say things, but they are too scared or they do not 
realize that it is part of their being citizens. […] Lots of people told me that this film 
would not change anything. But if everyone thinks the same, things will never improve. 
We must start somewhere (Wang 2009, interview).118  

 

In the next section, I will explore an even more committed group of documentarians 

who produce documentary for social change. 

 

 

5.3    ‘We are making counter-propaganda’:119 Chinese video activists 
 

 A growing number of people in China are taking up the camera to produce 

alternative media and unofficial information, sharing a sort of social responsibility with 

bloggers, citizen-journalists, netizens, and activists. As I introduced in Chapter Three, in 

other countries high-tech activists use video to challenge the mainstream media, to 

disseminate information and news about events that are otherwise marginalized or not 

covered. As alternative media, activist documentary films employ methods of 

production and distribution, allied to an activist philosophy of creating ‘information for 

action’ timely and rapidly (Atton 2002). Activist documentaries need to be situated in 

the global trend of using video as a tool of social activism. 

 

In China, video activism is a peculiar and new feature that emerged in the 2000s as a 

grassroots way of expression facilitated by new means of sharing like the Internet. 

Video activism is often related to widespread social incidents such as mass factory lay 

offs, environmental issues, the HIV/AIDS epidemic, natural disasters, such as the 

Sichuan earthquake, and violation of legal and human rights.120 New technologies such 

as video making and the Internet permit netizens to turn into ‘whistle blowers’ to abuse 

cadres’ privileges, corruption and daily wrongdoings. The use of cheap portable 

cameras or phone cameras make possible recordings that can be uploaded on the 

Internet and shared through social media. Some of these videos also take the form of 

                                                
118 During the interview, he ironically told me that the Chinese population suffer from the ‘Stockholm 
syndrome’, a psychological phenomenon wherein hostages express positive feelings towards their captors: 
‘they seem to be content with what they have, and they can’t see that their situation could be much better. 
Documentary is a way to open their eyes to the outside world’.  
119 From a conversation with Ai Xiaoming. 
120 See for example the walk that Xiamen residents took to protest against the PX plant, during which 
countless videos and photographs were taken with mobile cameras and uploaded on the Internet. See Liu 
(2009) on the use of mobile phones and emerging public spheres during the PX plant demonstration  



 90 

edited works, also covered under the term jilupian (documentary). Such documentaries 

normally comprise edited footage, video interviews, enriched with ‘guerrilla’ shooting. 

Chinese video activism is nowadays used by volunteers and civic associations, NGOs 

involved in environmental protection, and anyone interested in defending Chinese 

citizens’ rights. In doing so, they become active participants in a public sphere.  

 

Since 2005, Hu Jie has been collaborating as editor and cameraman in Ai Xiaoming’s 

activist documentaries. Nevertheless, he sees himself more as a spectator to such events:  

 
I prefer to portray history and private stories. I studied painting and I make 
documentaries, I am not a scholar or an activist. She [Ai Xiaoming] wants to promote a 
legal, civilized society because she is an intellectual. But this is too much for me (Hu 
Jie 2009, interview). 

 

Ai Xiaoming (2008), in a similar vein, expresses her idea on filmmaking very clearly 

stating that she does not ‘regard film as a work of art. It does nothing but raise questions 

and call for solutions’. She is one of the initiators of such a video trend: since 2000, she 

has been filming various documentaries, covering a wide range of topics and social 

issues, which represent without doubt the most dramatic and challenging problems in 

Chinese society.121  

 

This conscious, almost militant social involvement, is probably what distinguishes this 

group of documentary makers from those who preceded them. Activist documentary 

films are normally associated with the rest of independent productions as simply 

showing ‘social issues’ without taking into account their peculiarity as an activist 

tool.122 Instead, activist filmmakers use video as one of their strategies to support a 

cause. Most of the films are shot by journalists, visual artists and even academics, who 

take up the camera to document and create evidence of a specific happening, often 

dealing with social injustices, as part of bigger networks of citizens. 123  Activist 

filmmakers do not consider documentary cinema as art or expression of the self, but as a 

tool to document a campaign, a popular movement or a single individual. They are 

connected with a civil society made up of non-profit organizations, lawyers, volunteers, 

and other intellectuals who share their interest and are mainly engaged in online 

                                                
121 For a list of Ai Xiaoming’s films see the Film Appendix. 
122 See for  example Lü Xinyu (2010). 
123 An example is Aids activist Hu Jia, who documented his life under house arrests in Prisoners in 
Freedom City (2008). 
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activism. In this sense, they directly make contact with a larger social network of civil 

society. 

 

Ai Xiaoming, who sees documentary as a tool of bottom–up ‘counter-propaganda’, 

recognizes that nowadays more people consciously use video to provoke social change. 

In one of her blog entries she states that ‘I have the feeling that the movement for 

citizens’ rights is going ahead, the power of citizens’ images (gongmin yingxiang), films 

shot by normal citizens, is getting stronger’ (2010). They are not militant filmmakers, 

but rather self-proclaimed citizens (gongmin) who use filmmaking as a way to 

participate public spheres of discussions, or, more often, as we shall see in the case 

studies presented in this chapter, who are brought to participate in the public sphere 

because of their filming activity.  

  

 

5.3.1 Public intellectuals making alternative media 

 

 ‘Activism’ and ‘civil dissent’ deal with particular cases of social injustices and 

are a very recent phenomenon in China, predominantly mediated by the use of the 

Internet.124 Film ‘activists’ are extremely interesting figures, because their activity 

signals the direct social involvement of intellectuals in Chinese public life. The social 

involvement of intellectuals is a feature very much debated since after the Tiananmen 

incident, when intellectuals tended to disengage, and generally speaking, find their own 

positions in the spaces that the state sanctions.125 As a consequence, they are very rarely 

involved in public life or speak out against government decisions (Cui Weiping 2009, 

interview). Many intellectuals lament the loss of contacts with the population at large.126 

Among other aspects of social commitment, I see film activism as the emergence of 

‘public intellectuals’ (gonggong zhishifenzi).127 Chinese ‘public intellectuals’ are often 

                                                
124 Although it goes beyond the realm of this research it is important to remember the increasing 
importance of Twitter for ‘public intellectuals’ such as Ai Weiwei, who can share news, discuss and 
inform their ‘followers’. Twitter became a fundamental online tool for the interest in social issues of 
Chinese intellectuals, as in the Liu Xiaobo or Feng Zhenghu’s case who documented his protest by being 
constantly logged in to the Internet and spreading his news on Twitter. Twitter is currently blocked in 
China and can only be accessed through a paid VPN provider.  
125 The current Chinese debate on the role of Chinese intellectuals in the public arena can be found in 
Timothy Cheek (2006). 
126 Cui Weiping remarks how the social problems that they mention in their works are often ‘false 
problems’ or ‘secondary problems’ with respect to current events (2009). 
127 Another interesting point is to observe how the term ‘intellectuals’ is therefore avoided at all times, 
almost implying an old concept which cannot describe fully the figures of these literati and activists. The 
newspaper Southern Weekend (Nanfang Zhoumo) for the first time in 2004 made a list of fifty ‘public 
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involved in what Yang Guobin (2009) indicates as ‘social and political online activism’. 

Political activism focuses on human rights, political reform, and other issues that touch 

directly on how China is governed, by whom, and on what basis. Involved are those 

intellectuals who share the ideas and are part of the network that either signed or 

supported those persecuted after signing Charter 08, an open letter demanding political 

reforms.128 Social activism, on the other hand, focuses on more concrete and daily 

problems such as corruption, environmental degradation, and the rights of 

disadvantaged groups, with environmental activism being one of the earliest and most 

active areas. 129  Social activism is often the ‘practical’ side of intellectual social 

involvement, because it involves real cases which affect real people demanding a 

concrete solution. China’s intellectuals share common concerns about arbitrary 

administrative power, police brutality and basic civil rights of individual citizens. This 

unity of intellectuals who ‘have gradually lifted their eyes from their books, [...] 

published articles in the media, given media interviews, exchanged views with Internet 

users in chat rooms, [and] issued joint petitions’ represents a power that can wake up 

public consciousness, influence government policies, and promote social progress (Why 

Intellectuals must lift their eyes from books, cited in Zhao 2008, p. 261). 

 

Parallel to the widespread use of the Internet for social activism, we should also note 

how the use of video documentary leads to intellectual involvement in direct action. 

Video suits the action because it involves a direct, immediate physical participation and 

in persona presence at the time of the event unfolding. The confrontation with reality 

and society, therefore, is not only ideological and theoretical, but becomes physical and 

even confrontational, since the filmmaker-activist even puts himself/herself at risk. For 

example, Ai Xiaoming risked being injured during the turmoil in Taishan, while during 

the shooting of Laoma Tihua Ai Weiwei was beaten by the Chongqing Police.130  

                                                                                                                                          
intellectuals’, some of who engaged in AIDS prevention, civil rights defenders and so on (Cheek 2006). 
Similarly, in December 2009, the grassroots online newspaper Boxun gave a list of the 100 public 
intellectuals whose voices were judged ‘independent’ and ‘concerned for society’. Among the names 
listed were Cui Weiping, Ai Xiaoming and Ai Weiwei, all of whom are directly or indirectly involved in 
documentary-making.  
128 Charter 08 (lingba xianzhang) is a manifesto signed by over 303 Chinese intellectuals and human 
rights activists calling for greater freedom of expression and for free elections. It was published on 10th 
December 2008, the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and its name is a 
reference to Charter 77, issued by dissidents in Czechoslovakia in 1977. Since its release, more than 
8,100 people inside and outside of China have signed the Charter. (The Washington Post, 30 January 
2009) One of its main promoters is Liu Xiaobo, who was later jailed for his activity and awarded a Nobel 
Peace Prize in 2010. 
129 For further details, see Ho (2007) and Yang (2009).  
130 The case was the direct cause of an emergency brain operation some months later when he was touring 
Germany for his art exhibition.   
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Another example of direct involvement in social issues is Shi Lihong. As a former 

journalist at the China Daily (a national English newspaper), she became involved in 

nature conservation groups. She always felt that her work had many limits because of 

the lack of a direct confrontation with the issues she cared about (Shi Lihong 2009, 

interview). Married to a photographer and cameraman specializing in wildlife 

documentaries, they started running the Wild China Film Studio in Beijing.131 Shi 

developed a strong interest in the potentialities of video: ‘I discovered how images 

meant much more and were more direct than words’ (Shi 2009, interview). On her 

return from the University of California, Berkeley, where she spent one year studying 

filmmaking as a visiting scholar, she joined the campaigns promoted by Yu Xiaogang 

and Wang Yongchen, two prominent figures in environmental conservationism in China, 

fighting against the damming of the Nu and Jinsha Rivers.132 A key part of conservation 

activities is to mobilize the population and raise awareness. The goal of the NGO was to 

keep people in the countryside informed about the pros and cons of dam construction, 

seeking to circumvent the near-total media blackout sought by local cadres who stand to 

gain financially from hydropower management (Mertha 2008). 133  Therefore, Shi 

brought her camera during the periods spent in the Nu valley. She recorded the 

environmental situation and the local population, who were supposed to be relocated 

after the dam construction. She documented trips with community leaders from the Nu 

valley to the area around the power stations along the Mekong (or Lancang) river, 

where the villagers witnessed the consequences of similar dam projects on the local 

population.134 The footage has been edited into the documentary The Voice of the Nu 

River, which she then used to spread information and mobilize the local population. 

 

For Shi Lihong, filming is a commitment towards a cause and the subjects she supports. 

She admits that her work as local support for foreign film crews is just a way to earn 

                                                
131 As part of the work with her husband, she shot documentaries about endangered species in China and 
the couple gained certain notoriety abroad, especially in the UK where they collaborated with the BBC. 
132 In 2003, the Yunnan Provincial Government announced plans to construct thirteen new dams on the 
Nu River, one of the Three Parallel Rivers—the Nu (Salween), the Jinsha (Yangtze), and the Lancang 
(Mekong). The Three Parallel Rivers and surrounding watersheds are a World Natural Heritage Site, the 
epicentre of Chinese biodiversity containing virgin forests, 6,000 species of plants and 79 rare or 
endangered animal species. The dams would forcibly displace 50,000 people, indirectly affect the 
livelihoods of millions living downstream in China, Burma, Laos and Thailand, and negatively affect the 
flora and fauna in the surrounding areas (http://www.goldmanprize.org/node/443). 
133 Here Mertha refers specifically to the Three Gorges Dam project, but her comments can be applied to 
the other NGO activists working on other damming projects.  
134 This is a previous damming project on the Lancang River completed in the 1990s. 
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money: ‘I used to be a journalist, but now I am a full time environmentalist, and I use 

my camera as much as I was using the pen before for my job’ (Shi 2009, interview).135  

 

The most prominent and controversial of the intellectual-activists who extensively made 

use of video documentary is Ai Weiwei, whose overlapping identities as global artist 

and activist brought an American reporter to describe him as ‘a bankable global star 

who runs a distinct risk of going to jail’ (Osnos 2010). He is the man (and main 

economical support) of the moment behind the ‘Citizens’ Investigation’ campaign 

which features documentary films shot by himself and Ai Xiaoming. The ‘Citizens’ 

Investigation’ is another extremely interesting case of civil activism and of how video 

has been used and incorporated as a fundamental part of the campaign. The camera 

becomes a necessary tool to document, witness and archive information, happenings 

which would be otherwise lost.136  

 

Initiated by his irreverent and critical art works, for Ai Weiwei documentary film also 

represents a militant participation in public life and social activism. Ai Weiwei’s 

intention at first was not to do a movie, but he encouraged everyone in the group to 

bring a camera during his trip to support Tan Zuoren, because ‘a camera is like bringing 

a witness in this world, where a lot of things are uncertain and unclear’ (Ai Weiwei 

interviewed by Ai Xiaoming in Why Are the Flowers So Red). The real reason behind 

the bringing a camera is, in the end, the need for being present on the scene of the 

unfolding events (bixu daochang).  

 

Ai Xiaoming, however, is the real veteran at using video documentary in support of 

different causes and groups of people. She became, in the last years, the name 

associated more frequently with ‘video activism’ and ‘human right issues’ in China. Her 

background is significant in explaining her video activism. She is a former Professor of 

Chinese at Sun Yat-sen University and Deputy Director of the Women’s Studies Center 

and Director of the Sex/Gender Education Forum. As a feminist scholar, she published 

widely on the condition of women in China and has been active in developing women’s 

                                                
135 Shi Lihong continues to support environmental activism actions in Yunnan, even though in the last 
years her video work has lessened due to personal matters.  
136 At the end of 2009, Ai Weiwei’s film studio produced a video on Feng Zhenghu’s case. Feng is an 
economist and self-taught human rights lawyer. In November 2009 he was barred entry by Shanghai 
border control and sent back to Narita Airport in Tokyo, after been refused entry to China eight times. In 
a sign of protest, he then refused to go through Japanese customs and remained in the airport terminal 
subsisting on donations of food from November 2009 to early February 2010.  
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studies curriculum and promoting women’s rights. Ai is a fierce defendant of the 

fundamental role of intellectuals who she believes should aim ‘to change society’ and 

‘must have your voice heard regarding public affairs’ (2009, interview). Her 

filmmaking activity is therefore directly linked to her idea of engagement in society.137 

 

Her interest in filmmaking was borne after meeting Hu Jie. Ai saw his Looking for Lin 

Zhao’s Soul and later she invited him to Guangzhou to record a ‘behind the scene 

documentary’ of The Vagina Monologues, a production being staged for the first time in 

China by her students.138 The film was part of a campaign against domestic violence 

against women and it has been shown around some of the most important Chinese 

university campuses and became, without Ai’s expectation, a sort of visual teaching 

material to reflect and discuss women’s issues in China (Wang Jingling 2005). But she 

was not satisfied in relying on Hu Jie’s camera and ideas,139 and therefore started to 

shoot her own videos, which became the ‘activist’ aspect of her scholarly work. Her 

confidence grew parallel to the various experiences she had in filmmaking. Just as she 

focused on feminism and women’s rights in her academic work, Ai started documenting 

several cases in which women were directly or indirectly involved (for example, 

Garden in Heaven, Taishi Village).140 Documentary-making is almost a discovery of a 

new aspect of her life and the self, as Ai recalls her first experience in filmmaking: 

 

I felt I was like a student: when you didn’t know how to write you would ask someone 
to write a letter for you, but if you learnt some words you would think you could write 
the letter yourself […] I had the feeling that it [what I taped] was good [because] I could 
film whenever I wanted (cited in Thornham 2008, p 180). 

 

                                                
137 Ai Xiaoming repeats in every interview and publication the need for action instead of talking: scholars 
should leave behind their ‘perfect’ theories, because the reality needs to be participant to the change of an 
unfair society ‘which do not even recognize the right to know the death toll of thousands of students’. As 
a scholar, Ai would be happy to go back to her research and books only if the society she lives in was 
righteous and fair (Ai Xiaoming 2010).   
138 The Vagina Monologues is an episodic play written by Eve Ensler. It is constituted of monologues 
following interviews she conducted with 200 women about their views on sex, relationships, and violence 
against women. The play is the cornerstone of V-Day, a global movement to stop violence against women 
and girls. After the students’ performance, the play was staged professionally for the first time in China in 
2009. 
139 Ai Xiaoming explains that because he Hu Jie was not familiar with feminist thought: ‘[…] we had a lot 
of debate whether to edit this or that, he thought it was not good from an artistic perspective; I thought it 
was very good, very powerful’ (cited in Thornham 2008, p. 9). 
140 The occasion to use video in this sense came out from a case at her university of date-rape disguised as 
suicide. Ai and other scholars have been actively involved in pleading for justice for the girl’s family, part 
of which was also recording witness statements and to ‘at least let other people know about her story’. 
She edited the footage and completed her first documentary, Garden in Heaven, which documents the 
attempt of Huang Jing’s mother to bring the case to court. Ai asked Hu Jie to help her film and to edit the 
material, since she did not have any previous knowledge about filmmaking. 
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Ai Xiaoming generally decides to work on a film after having identified a problem, and 

her aim is to support and provoke change:  

 
I don’t think that in mainland China there is anyone else like me who has taken up a 
camera—someone with a strong academic background, who has very clear ideas about 
feminism, women’s interests, public interests, human rights, and memory (cited in 
Thornham 2008, p. 184).  

 

Her work has been screened in the independent community, but sometimes dismissed as 

lacking technical skills and a good narrative. She is not interested in professional 

filmmaking, as this is not her goal: ‘We have documented and we are documenting the 

most important issues that China has been experiencing—so many conflicts in the 

change to a civil society. That’s my ambition’ (cited in Thornham 2008, p. 184). 

Documentary-making represents for these intellectual-activists a reconnection to the 

population and civil society:  

 
I feel that these citizens’ images represent the advancement of the movement for civil 
rights, and at the same time the ability of citizens to use images is also developing. The 
capacity of people using the media, technology and the arts is growing (Ai Xiaoming 
2010).  

 

Ai Weiwei also states that ‘As an artist, my interest in ways of expression, such as 

painting or a sculpture, just run out. I think documentary is a very effective form of 

expression, anyone can watch it and understand it, of course, there are different levels of 

understanding, but I think this is a good way to promote civil society (gongmin shehui)’ 

(2010). ‘Promote civil society’ is an aspect which involves not only audience and 

spectators alike, but also the subjects of documentaries, who in turn will become the 

makers of their own media, as we shall see in the next section.  

 

 

5.4 The documentary’s ‘weaker social groups’: from laobaixing to 

gongmin 
 

 The subjects of independent documentary, as I explained in Chapter Four, are 

often the ‘weaker social groups’ and/or victims of wrongdoings. Interestingly, none of 

the filmmakers I interviewed refer to their subjects as renmin (‘people’) of the official 

party discourse, or as guanzhong (‘audience’) in terms TV ratings or laobaxing 

(‘ordinary folk’) as in the TV programs of the 1990s. In doing so, filmmakers implicitly 
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reject any political involvement (renmin) or commercialization (guanzhong), but also 

the popular and accepted way to address people’s problems within the boundaries of 

mainstream media (laobaixing). Instead, they refer to their subjects as gongmin (citizen), 

as in legal and democratic discourse. Gongmin, in this sense, does not refer to any 

political militant involvement, but to the status of rights in China and is part of the 

broader ‘citizen rights’ movement.  

 

In critical literature, film subjects are generally mentioned as exploited by the 

filmmakers. The most common form of exploitation, even if benign in nature, involves 

the distance between the filmed subjects and the inability to change their condition, in 

spite of the possible notoriety they sometimes gain thanks to it (Zhang 2010b).141 This is 

of course not only a problem in China, but is an intrinsic contradiction within all non-

fiction film genres. However, it is particularly true for Chinese independent 

documentary cinema, where the subjects are almost always in a lower social and 

economic position than the filmmaker.142 

 

Conversely, subjects often see filmmakers, especially those who define themselves as 

‘activists’, as an external help, because they support their cause. Even more importantly, 

video activists represent for them a channel of communication they have never had 

before. Ai Xiaoming, during the shooting of Epic of Central Plains and Care and Love 

(see Chapter Four), lived with HIV-positive and AIDS patients in their houses and 

shared their private space during the time of shooting, something which Hu Jie sees as 

uncommon among other filmmakers (Hu Jie 2009, interview). Even if sympathetic with 

their subjects, however, the activists are not so interested in the intimacy and details of 

personal stories, but to the overall problem which forms the basis of their subjects’ 

problems. Once the shooting or documentary project is over, the filmmaker will be 

more likely to keep in touch with the network of activists (NGO staff, lawyers, and so 

forth, who dedicated their time to help the victims): ‘The subjects of the documentaries 

                                                
141 Zhang Yingjin (2004) talks about three different kinds of subject exploitation in independent 
documentaries.  
142 The independent community is now more sensitive towards such problems. In Xu Tong’s Harvest, a 
young prostitute is portrayed in her daily life. Apparently, she did not know that Xu was going to release 
the footage to the public as a documentary, and Xu admitted refusing to allow her to watch the final 
edited product. Audience members at the 2009 Yunfest protested against the filmmaker’s apparent lack of 
documentary ethic with a public note at the festival venue wall. A heated online discussion forum was 
published on Fanhall.com in 2010. When I asked Xu Tong about the issue, however, he did not seem in 
any way concerned by these critics, claiming that he wasn’t guilty for ‘recording her life’. 
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[…] see you as someone who wants to help them. But at the end of the shooting, your 

communication with them finishes as well’ (Ai Xiaoming 2009).143 

 

Interestingly, someone accused Ai Xiaoming of producing ‘propaganda’, showing only 

one side (that of the common people) in her documentary. In response, she pointed out 

that propaganda is not the government’s privilege anymore, and that everyone has got 

the right to produce propaganda for the weaker groups (2008a). In Taishi Village (2006) 

Ai Xiaoming’s camera records the desperate appeal of one woman involved in the 

protest against an official charged for corruption: ‘We are hopeless, I really wish that 

you the media (nimen meiti) will ‘make propaganda’ (xuanchuan) of our situation to 

touch some Chinese leaders. […] We hope you can broadcast on television with your 

media, we thank you so much!’ Similarly, in Petition, people stare directly at the 

camera, they vent their opinions and shout, often begging the camera to show the 

condition they are forced to live in. Video is recognized by these people as part of the 

mass media, as a bridge with the authority to amplify their complaints which would 

otherwise remain unheard. 

 

As is thus now evident, video documentary is also used to put into communication 

intellectuals and rural villagers and builds cooperation in defending citizens’ rights. Shi 

Lihong’s video documentaries’ ability to directly mobilize the population affected by 

imminent ecological disaster of the dam construction on the Nu River is an example of 

such activity. Shi Lihong regarded involving the local community as fundamental and 

through the documentary presents their thoughts on what the dam construction might 

mean for their community. She attempts to touch on the issues of relocation and 

inadequate compensation. Scared of possible repercussions from the local government, 

at first the villagers did not want to talk to ‘outsiders’ like Shi Lihong, coming from the 

big cities. Moreover, they generally agreed on the construction, but when pressured to 

give motivations, their only response was ‘the government decided, so it should be good’ 

(Shi 2009, interview). Environmentalist Yu Xiaogang therefore suggested her to shoot 

some footage among the people relocated because of the construction of the Manwan 

                                                
143 Uneven power relationship between filmmakers and subject cannot help bringing problems such as 
representation on screen, exploitation, and especially what is considered to be the ‘true’ version of a 
happening. I am aware of these problems, amply considered in literature, and of which I gave example in 
note 142. However, I decided not to take it into consideration, even if I am aware that a more detailed 
analysis could show an intricate game of power relationship between the makers and the subjects. With 
reference to the films I visionated, and ese, the problem of representation seems to me to be marginal to 
the public sphere discourse, as in most cases filmmakers and subjects work together and/or towards the 
same goal.  
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Dam, a previous similar operation which was completed on the Mekong River in 

1996.144  

 

In these interviews, people affected by the construction pointed out all the negative 

aspects of relocation. They complained about the very poor compensation for the loss of 

their homes and land, the impossibility of farming in the new areas they had been 

allocated, and generally for very poor and indigent conditions.145 In particular, most of 

them argued that they had been ‘tricked’ by the local government with misleading 

promises never fulfilled so that they would agree to moving. Shi Lihong’s 

environmental group organized informal screenings of such footage among the 

communities affected by the proposed Nu River dam construction, and they later 

distributed copies of the DVD in each village. As she recalled, the reaction within the 

Nu river valley communities has been extraordinary in supporting the activists’ work in 

the field. The footage, enriched with interviews to Nu valley villagers, became a 

documentary that helped to change the population’s attitude towards the damming 

project. Shi pointed out that villagers interviewed in her documentary speak a very 

similar dialect to the one spoken in the Nu River valley. This made her video work a 

real grassroots medium for them to receive information bypassing in the process 

mainstream media who do not pay attention to their circumstances. Moreover, it 

boosted participation and involvement, and forged a new model of active citizenship 

which stands in contrast to the previous passive and fatalist attitude in which the 

authorities make all the decisions. Documentary has thus been a tool for dialogue 

between intellectuals/activists and rural villagers, and between rural villagers 

themselves. 

 

As in the example above there are potentialities in terms of urban-rural communication 

through the use of video documentary. Equally interesting, however, are the cases in 

which the subject matters are behind the camera and produce communication 

themselves, as we shall see in the next section.  

 

 

                                                
144 The Mekong, Nu and Jinsha are three parallel rivers that have or are designated to undergo massive 
dam construction. See note 132. 
145 Some of the interviewees at Manwan were sifting through the garbage.  
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5.4.1 Community filmmakers and social empowerment 

 

 Documentary films used as communication are very important for the 

community filmmakers. There are a few individuals encountered during my fieldwork 

who represent a distinct separate group from the rest of independent filmmakers. I refer 

to them as ‘community filmmakers’ because they are involved in amateur documentary 

and community-based video projects.146 Community video makers identify themselves 

in terms of their profession (farmers, herdsman, teacher, and so on), or even as the 

‘voice of the village’ (cun zhi sheng), stressing, more than other filmmakers, the use of 

video as communication. As the Buddhist Tibetan monk involved in a video project 

admits: ‘Most of the video local people know are products made by mainstream media 

[…] being passive receivers of information, deprived of rights to express. Video, for 

them, is a source of information but not a voice’ (Rinchen Bsamgrub, cited in Guo 2009, 

p. 2). Documentary adopts a direct, universal language of images enabling the 

community filmmaker to express themselves, to vent their concerns on a more even 

ground. It goes beyond the confines of literacy and geography: ‘I don’t know Chinese or 

English, but I’ve learned computer editing software’ (Rinchen Bsamgrub, cited in Guo 

2009, p. 2). These community videos, either produced as part of a PV education project 

or simply produced for entertainment, are the first important works realized by the 

‘marginal people’ so cherished by independent filmmaking.  

 

The community filmmakers’ identity is somewhat different from the filmmakers and the 

activists mentioned above for various reasons. Firstly, they are part of what in Chinese 

is indicated as ruoshi qunti or ‘weaker social groups’ (see Chapter Three) and are 

comprised of ethnic minorities, farmers, migrant workers and people living at the social 

and geographical periphery of China. Rapid economic growth and urbanization 

contributed to the marginalization of these groups of rural and poor population. Their 

marginalization can be seen as geographical, social, economic, cultural and, consequent 

to that, also in media representation. Secondly, their video works are externally 

coordinated or at least externally funded. For this reason, it is also necessary to take into 

consideration those who act as coordinators or ‘video facilitators’ (Huber 1998) of the 

projects, either NGO workers, professional filmmakers, or academics.  

 

                                                
146 Only Zhang Yingjin briefly mentions community video in Yunnan (2010b).  
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The filmmaker is not an outsider who represents the community, but he/she is part of 

the community itself. 147 We can see the figure of this filmmaker as a ‘storyteller’ of the 

community. The person engaged in the participatory video process takes a visible role, 

often for the first time in their life (Bery 2003, p. 107). As a member of the community, 

he or she has a strong awareness of protecting the community and respecting their 

feelings (Xie 2009, pp. 26–7). Their work is helped by professional ‘facilitators’, who 

tend to balance the insider’s with an outsiders’ perspective and help their shooting 

activity.  

 

Shooting documentaries becomes an activity of social establishment for the community 

filmmaker. Coming from a poor peasants’ family in Inner Mongolia, Wang Dezhi (see 

section 4.1.3) left for Beijing in the 1990s in search for better opportunities. In 2002 he 

joined the NGO Spiritual Home of Migrant Labour, an organization designed to provide 

social services to migrant workers. Film is, in his own admission, a passion that he tried 

to use as part of his activity as an NGO worker. After writing and directing one 

documentary and two quasi-fictional works, not only did his techniques improve, but 

his messages and content for the fellow migrant workers became clearer. Even if he 

does not aim at a larger public (he still recognizes the lack of technical skills and his 

amateur style), he nevertheless offers an example of migrant lives, on how they live, 

and their difficulties often are overlooked by city dwellers (Wang 2010, interview). In 

doing so, he implicitly brings forward not only the right to self-representation, but to 

establish an ‘alternative’ voice, or medium, in the communication panorama. 

 

Moreover, video activity enables the community filmmaker to establish a 

communication channel with the urban world. The filmmaker becomes the 

representative of the community outside. For example, Wang Dezhi presented the 

documentary Picun Village at the 2009 China Documentary Film Festival to the rest of 

the independent documentary community. Meilan (CBV project, see section 4.1.3) as 

well as the other participants in the project, travelled several times to Kunming to attend 

the training sessions at Yunnan University. The filmmaker becomes, in his own 

admission, a ‘bridge’ between his/her community and the urban population. 

 

                                                
147 There are different ways of shooting a documentary in a community, from an authorial director to the 
complete task given to the community itself, which is discussed here. For all the other situations in the 
middle, which are not taken into consideration in this research but which are a fact of everyday filming in 
remote communities in Yunnan, see Zakes Mda (cited in Huber 1998, p. 10).  
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The filmmaker is a central figure interacting with the outside and learning techniques, 

and in doing so he/she promotes awareness with the help of the community/village, 

which is directly involved in the filmmaking process. The CBV video project in 

Taimoshan village, for example, inspired villager filmmaker Wang Zhongrong to set up 

a cultural association to serve as a centre for villagers to meet each other regularly and 

engage in activities such as traditional embroidery, language and music and build a 

visual archive (cited in Guo 2009, p. 94). The video project therefore gave way, as in 

the example above, to other grassroots initiatives taken in the rediscovery of local 

culture. (cited in Guo 2009, p. 94)  

 

In other cases, video documentary became a critical tool for the community. Through 

his filming activity, the CBV project participant Luorong Jingcheng questioned himself 

and his community about the downsizing of the forest because of the building 

construction around the village. He noticed the change only when he used the camera 

and filmed the surroundings, so the camera gave him a new perspective on their village 

and understand its problems. Another CBV filmmaker, Erqing, had the initial idea to 

film the changes to the community due to tourism. But during the meetings with fellow 

villagers, it was revealed that they were not interested in depicting the ‘walking 

marriage’, which is their main feature of their Mosuo culture and attraction to outsiders. 

Instead, they wanted the film to focus on changes of behaviours, morals in young 

generations and environmental problems (Xie 2009, p. 22). In the same way, the Hani 

community, to which Meilan belongs, decided to include a description of slash and burn 

cultivation, as well as the recording of a traditional local festival. Meilan said that 

discussing the clips he prepared before the final editing ‘filled the villagers with pride in 

their traditional culture’ and spurred them to give him suggestions on how to film and 

present the final cuts. The PV process allowed them to reflect and give importance to 

their own culture. Meilan became more aware not only of the community culture that he 

was recording, but also of the importance of preserving it for future generations. For 

this reason, he kept all the footage not included in the final documentary film as a 

fundamental visual archive of local culture (Meilan, cited in Zhang & Zeng 2009). After 

the end of the project, he kept the video camera and now carries it often. He became 

very fond of it, and he admits that is a ‘wonderful tool for our community’ (Meilan 

2009, personal communication). 
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The PV process therefore repositions the community as principal subject and author at 

the same time. Filmmaking is therefore used as a powerful communication tool between 

them. In some cases, it even goes beyond in activism and facilitating change. One of the 

Tibetan men involved in a previous project in Yunnan, Through Their Eyes in 2006, 

tells how he started to record everyday life, ‘filming things just for fun’. Later he 

discovered that he ‘could document change’. ‘Now I consciously film the environment, 

document work, meetings […]’ (Rinchen Bsamgrub, cited in Guo 2009, p. 2). One of 

the participants to Wu Wenguang’s China Village Documentary Project, the 64-year-

old Jia Zhitan, went even further with the use of documentary:  

 

Over ten years ago, a coal mine was constructed near the river’s source, so the water 
flowing into our village this year is severely polluted. So the villagers went to the coal 
mine to discuss the issue, and appealed to our local government. [...] I brought this DV 
camera along. From start to finish, I will persevere side by side with the other villagers, 
never letting up, until we can get the coal mine and all over involved parties to begin 
negotiations (Jia cited in China Independent Documentary Film Archive, 2008).  

 

Since then Jia has persevered to record, and, in his words, ‘make a difference’ in the 

political life of his village, calling the attention of authorities and mass media. Video 

therefore is able to empower villagers and give them the possibility of dialogue with 

power. 

 

Guo Jing, as referent of the CBV project, maintains that it is the matter of giving tools 

and motivation, but the rest it is up to the local population (interview, 2009). However, 

project coordinators, partners, and facilitators are actively working together with the 

community members and filmmaker for the realization of the project. In the case of 

grassroots projects like the New Workers Art Troupe, the NGO workers are given basic 

filming training. Facilitators help the community filmmakers to identify and analyse 

important issues in their community through a series of training. This training is aimed 

at developing their communication skills, enabling them to put the community 

knowledge and understanding into practice, together with giving them specific filming 

and editing classes. In the Yunnan CBV projects, the coordinators were mainly 

anthropologists, filmmakers specialized in wildlife and community education, and 

university researchers.148 The relation of the pairs was not of teacher-pupil but rather 

with the intention of full cooperation and equal, mutual learning (Guo 2009). The 
                                                
148 For more practical details about the role of the facilitators in PV projects, see Chris Lunch (2007). The 
working method of a paired ‘coordinating’ partner and community filmmaker as in CBV is not so 
common in this kind of project, since the community is normally left alone to work on its own project, 
but it seemed to work extremely well in terms of the final output of the project (Guo 2009, interview). 



 104 

project organizers also expressed a strong will to keep balance between the two in order 

to create a good product with the presence of the ‘professionals’ without losing sight of 

the fundamental role of the villagers as the sole authors of the video works.149  

 

In sum, community filmmaking is a process of communication, among the villagers, 

and to outsiders, thanks to the role of spokesperson that the filmmaker assumes. Due to 

PV techniques, in particular, villagers are able to identify and discuss issues that affect 

the community. Documentary therefore helps to encourage communication among the 

real ‘documentary producer’ that is, the community itself.  

 

 

5.5 Filmmakers, citizenship and civic participation  

 
 Through the description of these different filmmakers’ views and comments, I 

argue that documentary makers in their filmmaking activity are showing a clear social 

involvement linked to a new concept of citizenship.  

 

 

Figure 3  An Investigation by Citizens (2008): DVD cover. Photograph by Margherita Viviani.   

 
Independent filmmakers and activist are opposing an active concept of citizenship to the 

state led concept of a disciplined good citizen (hao gongmin) or high-quality (suzhi gao) 

                                                
149 For this reason, I agree with Zhang Yingjin, who says that Guo Jing’s work is more genuinely place-
based and long-running (2010b). Guo’s, and the other fellow facilitators’ background, is as anthropologist. 
Their familiarity with PV techniques not only favoured a balanced working environment, but also 
produced works that strongly involved all the community in a process of self-reflection and change, 
whereas the celebrated Wu Wenguang’s participatory project films seems to be still heavily influenced by 
his authorial presence.  
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citizens. They see themselves as active participants rather than passive recipients of 

state pedagogy. Active citizens are a critical mass which interact and question authority, 

if necessary. On the DVD cover of Ai Xiaoming’s An Investigation by Citizens (Figure 

Three), there is a photo of an extremely serious Tan Zuoren, visibly tired, staring at the 

camera. The term ‘citizen’ (gongmin) in the DVD title towers above him. As ‘public 

people’ (that is, a literal translation of gongmin) he implicitly recalls the attention to the 

right to actively access information. This right to participate in public life is apparently 

the same as that which Wang Libo refers to as gongmin quan (citizens rights), a term 

which could be considered equal to ‘citizenship’ (see Goldman and Perry 2002, p. 14). 

This also implies that people are not viewed as passive information receivers, but rather 

as active citizens involved in a self-generated, bottom-up process of information (the 

‘investigation’) which inverts the traditional top-down and controlled mass media flow 

of information (Ai Xiaoming 2008a). These ‘citizen-filmmakers’ consciously use video 

as a medium to do so, but they are often brought to social commitments because of their 

video activity. Video making is therefore a tool able to actively produce change to the 

filmmaker in terms of knowledge, networking, and social commitments.  In doing so, 

they are actors participating to a social network as a matter of their own choice, and 

become aware of their role as citizens in the society; as I stated in Chapter Two this can 

be seen as creating the prerequisite for the emergence of public spheres of discussion.  

 

The concept of the Actor-Network expands documentary makers into the bigger frame 

of a network of individuals associating together for a common cause, as part of an 

emerging civil society that perform their relations in public spheres. Far from being 

heroic figures against a monolithic state apparatus, these documentary makers simply 

show a different involvement with their film themes and subjects which mirrors a 

different degree of interactions in the filmmaking Actor-Network. As Star noted (cited 

in Gershon & Malitsky 2010) every actant (that is, an actor with agency) in the ANT is 

heterogeneous, condensing disparate relationships. Yet not all heterogeneous actants 

have the same abilities to navigate networks or to move between different networks. 

Video activists, for example, focus their activity around a theme or a social issue, and in 

so doing they are in relations with disparate and interconnecting networks of civil 

society, while independent documentarians tend to simply exhibit the subject matters 

but shield away from further involvements.  
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The concepts of citizenship and social involvement are also often expressed in different 

terms by the different groups of filmmakers. The focus of community filmmakers is 

very specific on their community issues, which involve traditional culture, economic 

changes, and basic welfare entitlement. Their discourse prioritizes economic, legal and 

social rights over civil and political rights, which seem to be the focus of activist 

filmmakers, for example. However, documentary making often triggers participation in 

the political and social life of the community, where critical discourses on community 

matters imply a claim to participation to decision making. This is the case of those 

villagers who turned their cameras to activism, or used it to bring urgent matters to the 

eyes of fellow villagers. In this case, they become aware of their own agency in their 

community public life through the means of video. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

 I have described in this chapter the filmmakers themselves and how filmmaking 

shapes their social role inside a community or on the public arena. Filmmakers use film 

as a sort of investigation, often with the desire to let people know about their social 

concerns. In other cases, films have given intellectuals a new powerful and independent 

medium to go public and be directly involved in the social arena. Community video 

makers are the ones on whom filmmaking has probably the major impact: they are 

likely to bring new perspectives into their community and beyond, becoming the 

‘cultural’ reference for their own community and establishing a dialogue with the 

outside urban world through their work, video facilitators and project coordinators.  

 

For all these different individuals, video making becomes a tool of social empowerment 

because it enables them not only to reach self-expression, but also to reflect on 

historical memory and society. It represents a more militant and direct participation in 

social life. Their filmmaking activity subverts their role as passive receivers and 

transforms them into active producers of information. For this reason, video is very 

much linked to the concept of a citizen (gongmin) who interacts with public life, 

claiming, through video activity, the right of access to information and to a more fair 

society where civil and social rights are respected. In this sense, their conscious 

participation as citizens to public matters is a prerequisite of the creation of a public 

sphere.   
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In the following chapter I will shift my attention from the impact of filmmaking on 

individuals to a wide range of interactions that documentary films are able to create at 

the production and exhibition level with market, authority and civil society.  
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Chapter 6:      The Networked Production, Distribution and 

Exhibition of Independent Documentary Films 
 

 

 

 

 

Introduction  
 

 In the previous chapter I focussed my attention on filmmakers in order to 

understand how their filmmaking activity is closely linked to their perceptions and roles 

as citizens and therefore participants (and creators) of public spheres. In the present 

chapter I will turn my attention to documentary production, distribution and exhibition.  

 

Documentary-making is a networked set of activities where we can retrace the 

involvement of different actors along with filmmakers. The different actors include the 

market, political authority, mainstream media, not-for-profit organizations, and so on. 

For this reason, I will discuss the presence of these different actors in order to 

understand the ways in which they interact in such a network as part of the practice of 

documentary-making. I will finally present two case studies of independent film 

festivals in China that bring to the fore all of the aspects just mentioned. These aspects 

of documentary making are no less likely to produce social and political impact and 

create spaces of interaction, that is, independent documentary cinema promotes spaces 

of dialogue and flows of communication and information. 

 

 

6.1 Documentary cinema as a rhizome: a network approach  
 

 Documentary-making, as I suggested in Chapter Two, can be considered to be a 

networked space of technologies, individuals, and institutions. Moreover, I argued that 

in non-commercial and activist/educational video the space of production is equally 

important as the public reception in building a public sphere (see Whiteman 2004). The 

interpretation of Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) theory of the rhizome by Bailey, 

Cammaers and Carpentier (2008) to approach alternative media (see section 2.2.1) is a 
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valuable method to describe the connections of independent documentary-making with 

the party-state, the market, not-for-profit organizations, civil society, and the 

mainstream media. These are all are actors which interact with documentary makers, 

producers, intellectuals, activists, and community facilitators (as described in Figure 1, 

p. 4). 

 

As a rhizome, alternative media are described are highly elusive, and even if they 

establish cooperation and get help from disparate sources, they are not tied to any 

institution or financial source. They can therefore blossom everywhere, and if stopped, 

they can be re-established in other forms and in other places. Similarly, independent 

documentary in China is able to establish connections with all these different entities, 

thus maintaining its own autonomy as a critical voice. These interconnections all show 

how independent documentary-making in China is opening up not only spaces of 

discussion among citizens, but also spaces of negotiation with different powers (such as 

the party-state and the market) and networks of civil society. We can also consider this  

rizhomatic network as a place where opinions are formed and strategies are created to 

build an arena of discussions; in other words, we can see these network activities as as 

creating public spheres. In the next section I will look at the role of the market and 

marketization in such networks. 

 

 

6.2     Independent documentary films and the market 

 

 The relation of independent documentary films with the market might seem 

quite straightforward at first glance. This is not only because the films’ style and content 

often clash with official discourse, but principally because they do not appeal to 

mainstream audiences, and as many practitioners noted in the interviews, there is 

literally no market for such documentary styles. In China this is further compounded by 

the fact that, first, there is no space in media yet for freelance filmmakers, and second, 

that documentary as a domestic genre is in decline after reaching its highest peak in 

terms of production in the 1990s.150  

                                                
150 See Chapter Four for more details on TV documentaries in the 1990s. Documentary production 
nowadays represents only a small percentage of broadcasted programs, which are more and more 
dominated by entertainment-style programs, as CCTV producers confirmed. The most popular subjects 
for broadcast documentary are wildlife, history and lifestyle. The majority of documentary films 
broadcasted on national and regional television are bought overseas, and implies a dramatic reduction in 
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Documentary makers intend their works to be consumed outside commercial use. In so 

doing, they often encourage the uploading onto the Internet of their video 

documentaries,151 or they make copies and distribute them freely among friends and 

interested people during annual gatherings at independent film festivals.152 A limited 

overseas distribution is, however, beginning to develop.153 Hu Jie, for example, knows 

that overseas institutions bought his works and keep them in their archives, and also that 

they sell his works and other independent documentaries from mainland China. But he 

also admits that some distributors let him know periodically how many copies they sold 

and give him the equivalent in royalties, but with others it is difficult to determine how 

many copies they sell. Hu Jie’s case clearly demonstrates how commercialization and 

the author’s rights are not a primary concern for the vast majority of independent 

documentary filmmakers in China. Rather, filmmakers are more interested in sharing 

their works and gaining a widespread and appropriate audience distribution. 

 

Filmmakers shooting documentaries for activist purposes are even more clear on the 

aim of their works. As Ai Weiwei stated during a post-screening ‘question and answer’ 

session:   

 

We want our films to go on the Internet, we are not interested in participating in film 
festivals or raising discussions inside the professional industry, we do these films for 
everyone to watch.  

 

Even if there is no market and no intended commercialization for these works, this does 

not mean that the financial aspect is equally insignificant. Most of my interviewees 

                                                                                                                                          
terms of costs with respect to domestic production. Moreover, as a documentary producer told me in 
conversation, China’s documentary market does not rely on government or private funding or foundations, 
TV stations don’t make pre-sale (in rare cases the content and style might be suitable for broadcasting), 
and there are no professional producers in the real sense. Furthermore, the confines of what can be called 
‘independent’ is sometimes blurred. The independent filmmakers’ interest in exploring alternative ways 
of telling stories aslo had an impact on state television documentary. Some TV directors who specialize in 
documentary making often shoot their own ‘independent’ films that can be aired on TV. They normally 
have two versions of the same film, one for broadcasting and an uncut (and uncensored) version for 
foreign distribution and film festivals.  
151 It is important to mention that the authors’ rights are a very undisciplined realm in China, and not as 
strict as elsewhere. Pirated copies of Chinese and foreign films are the easiest goods to find on any street 
shop in any major Chinese city. Numerous academic works give details of this underestimated 
phenomenon of pirated cinema in Greater China. See for example, Wang Shujen’s Framing Piracy 
(2003). 
152 Hu Jie’s first way of distributing his works was by manual copying and posting to the recipients. He 
stopped doing so for economical reasons, but he still does this when elderly people contact him. 
Otherwise, he indicates someone who lives in the same city and knows that he or she is in possession of a 
copy. 
153 US-based Dgenerate and Hong Kong’s Invisible Record are a non-theatrical distributor of Chinese 
independent films which can secure a minimum revenue for Chinese documentarians.  
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unanimously referred to the chronic lack of funding as the major obstacle to produce 

independent films. Luckily, independent video projects can be accommodated to fit 

small budgets. At present, most filmmakers have to take on multiple roles (producer, 

director, cameraman, scriptwriter, post-editing, and so forth) in a production, relying 

completely on the filmmaker’s own resources, often after collecting money from family 

and friends. However, documentaries often need substantial financial support. For Ai 

Xiaoming, shooting and researching often requires travel to other provinces, a 

considerable cost in itself. Moreover, distribution is always made through copying and 

printing the DVDs and covers at her own expense. Hu Jie admits that even a small sum 

of money can make the difference in deciding whether to realize a project or not. 

 

The financial aspect is particularly important for community video projects. 

Notwithstanding the best of intentions, this kind of project needs in the first place 

detailed organization and consistent financial support to fund a variety of equipment, 

project supervisors and travel expenses. In 2005, Wu Wengguang initiated his famous 

China Village Documentary Project on village elections and governance.154 In the same 

year, Hu Jie coordinated a video project promoted by GAD (Gender and Development 

in China) called Beijing +10: Chinese Activist Documenting, where eleven volunteers 

underwent film training to explore gender issues.155 Wu, supported and coordinated by 

the European Union, finished the project following the initial project guidelines. But the 

lack of a constant and sufficient funding for ‘Beijing +10’ led to the project’s failure, as 

Hu Jie himself admits.  

 

Filmmakers, if not in planned projects like community-based documentary projects, are 

generally reticent to directly receive money from external and overseas organizations, 

because it could be used by the authorities as evidence of the ‘subversive’ quality of 

their work. Hu Jie sometimes received economic help from the Li Xianting Film Fund 

(see section 6.2.1) or through work commissioned by a university. Some not-for-profit 

organizations, however, indirectly help the work of filmmakers. International NGO 

Oxfam in Hong Kong, for example, funded part of Ai Xiaoming’s video work on 

patients battling with AIDS. Oxfam later used and distributed the video as training 

material for their workers. 

                                                
154 More details can be found in section 4.1.3. 
155 As part of this project, in 2006 Hu Jie and Ai Xiaoming organized a film training for nine AIDS 
workers and HIV positive ‘hoping that video could give them a voice, overcome the prejudices and 
protect their ‘citizens’ rights’ (gongmin quanli)’ (Hu Jie, cited in Han 2007a). 
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The emergence of new institutions which directly support filmmakers by financing film 

production and/or distribution, often in the form of not-for-profit organizations (NPO), 

is a direct consequence of the increasing importance of independent documentaries in 

China. These include CNEX, the Li Xianting Film Fund, Fanhall Films, Beijing Indie 

Workshop, Caochangdi Workstation (founded by Wu Wengguang), and Bama 

Mountain Culture Research Institute (organizer of Yunfest). Fanhall (xianxiang 

gongzuoshi), a ‘film studio’ supported by Li Xianting’s Fund, not only produces some 

of the independent works, but also acts like a small distribution platform selling 

independent film and documentary online, even if it is a ‘non commercial distribution’ 

(feishangye faxing) (Zhu Rikun 2009, interview).156 I consider the emergence of these 

new not-for-profit organizations supporting documentary production, distribution and 

exhibition as valid examples of how independent filmmaking not only establishes 

connections with civil society, but also directly has an impact on its formation. As we 

shall see in Chapter Seven, these new realities often promote interest and knowledge 

about the issues presented by the documentary film organizing related events.  

 

We cannot overlook the fact, however, that these new emerging institutions are well 

connected to the market. In other words, because the film is not commercialized, and 

the market does not influence independent documentary-making, nonetheless the 

marketization of culture appears to be fundamental for the existence of documentary 

platforms and networks. I will present two examples to validate such a statement.  

 

 

6.2.1 The Li Xianting Film Fund and the Ai Weiwei Studio  

 

  Li Xianting, a renowned art critic, considered the ‘godfather’ of Chinese 

contemporary art, founded his homonymous Film Fund in October 2006 in Songzhuang, 

a village in the outskirts of Beijing populated mainly by artists. The Li Xianting Film 

Fund (Li Xianting dianying jijinhui) is a China-based supporting institution for 

independent filmmaking in the form of a NPO. The Fund’s aim is to support 

independent projects, both documentary and feature films, in terms of finance, 

                                                
156 At http://shop.107cine.cn. 
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distribution and promotion.157 Fanhall Studio’s cafeteria and cinema (see Figure Four), 

together with production and distribution activities, are directly financed by the Fund. 

 

The Film Fund is the first private not-for-profit institution of this genre to be totally 

dedicated to independent films. It also represents an exchange platform offering public 

venues in the Fund office premises (Li’s own previous residence) and in the Fanhall 

film studio’s cinema and cafeteria. Among their activities, there are two independent 

film festivals every year: the China Documentary Film Festival (ChinaDoc) in May and 

the Beijing Independent Film Festival in September. Each year, the three best 

documentaries at ChinaDoc are awarded with money prizes or film-shooting 

equipment.158 Since 2009, the Fund has organized short-term courses in film techniques 

which became, in 2010, a ‘film school’ whose teaching philosophy is ‘free spirit, 

independent thought, capacity to achieve’. In the same year, their film archive has been 

open to the public.  

 

The work of the Fund, in other words, is a supporting institution in the broad sense. 

Much like other such institutions, such as the other Beijing-based CNEX, the Fund not 

only offers financial support, but also occasions and spaces for discussion and 

networking, and not strictly catering only for film professionals. Through film 

screenings, the Fanhall cafeteria, and website, the Fund encourages filmmakers to 

network with the audience, but also supports the discussion of social issues raised by 

documentary films, as we shall see in more detail in the next chapter.  

 
Figure 4 Entrance to the Fanhall cinema and 
cafeteria in Songzhuang, Beijing (2009). 
Photograph by Margherita Viviani. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
157 The supported projects may vary from between five to ten each year. In 2007 the amount granted was 
from 5,000 to 10,000 RMB for each selected documentary film project (The Fourth China Documentary 
Film Festival Catalogue 2007). 
158 Wang Libo won the first prize for ChinaDoc 2009 and he is currently using the money to fund his 
subsequent documentary project.  
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The Fund is kept alive by donations from visual artists who became prosperous thanks 

to the highly paid Chinese contemporary art scene of the 1980s, in which Li Xianting 

was himself a major player. Many of the artists he discovered and promoted have 

received great international attention and become leading figures in the Chinese avant-

garde art movement.159 Another similar situation is that of the previously mentioned Ai 

Weiwei, an acclaimed contemporary artist who has been producing several 

documentaries for activism, gathering a group of people working for him in the Ai 

Weiwei Studio:  

                       

We [Ai Weiwei and the volunteers working with him] make documentary with a 
different approach, because we do not aim to make money or get prizes or sell a film [...] 
we do not need it because I fund everything fully [...] Art gives me the money to do 
these documentaries, so we can enjoy some freedom do films in our way, and no person 
or reason can stop us. (Ai Weiwei, 2010, post screening discussion)   

                       

Li Xianting and Ai Weiwei’s activities reveal how the accumulation of capital as a 

consequence of the commercialization of Chinese contemporary art are directly linked 

to the very existence not only of a certain video production, but also to the spaces and 

networking on which it is based. Independent documentary cinema engages in a 

dialogue with the market and the possibilities it might bring, but it still retains its own 

independence, a quality that the rizhomatic approach to alternative media holds as 

fundamental. 

 

 

6.3     Authority, mainstream media and political impact 

 

 Apart from the market and funding, we have to consider other fundamental 

aspects in the filmmaking network. I will start by examining the influence authority 

exercises.  

 

 

  

                                                
159 In the late 1970s and 1980s, Li Xianting was a major force in advocating and introducing the 
burgeoning avant-garde art in China to the world. It is important to mention that Li Xianting is not only 
the funder of the Film Fund, but also the man behind the relocation of the artistic quarter of 
Yuanmingyuan, demolished by the authorities in the 1990s, and the development of the new Songzhuang 
village. 
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6.3.1 Documentary and the party-state: limitations and opportunities 

 

 The relationship with the party-state is crucial to understanding the role of 

independent documentary-making as a grassroots resource for Chinese citizens. In this 

section I will, firstly, show how the documentary-making per se represents a new 

challenge to authority. Secondly, I will describe the limitations imposed by the party-

state. Finally, I will suggest some examples of how the government authorities are able 

to support some forms of independent documentary production.  

 

Filmmakers are more likely to look for opportunities to exercise what by many are 

regarded as citizens’ rights (see Chapter Five), rather than debating the negative sides of 

the party-state system they live in, where the lack of any market for their work is limited 

by the restriction in terms of personal expression. In other words, they do not question 

the limitations to circulation of information, but they would rather test the margins of 

feasibility that their activity can gain, what in Chinese is known as ‘playing edge ball’ 

(da cabianqiu). Their video works can be seen as a ‘hidden transcript’, a grassroots, 

popular resistance to the hegemony of the party-state’s ‘public transcript’ (see section 

2.3.1). The films’ topics, especially what is regarded as ‘sensitive’ in China, inevitably 

influences the tolerance of the authorities towards independent filmmaking. The 

accepted bottom line is never explicitly clarified by the authority itself so filmmakers 

operate in a grey area.160  

 

DV recording activity empowers people by distributing information and promoting 

different points of view, as much as forums and blogs on the Internet. Images are more 

tangibly powerful than writing, because they become evidence, they are immediate and 

bypass literacy, class, regional and gender subdivisions. They can deviate from the 

party-state discourse and offer a critical voice not only in the single mishandling of an 

event (like, for example, the HIV epidemic due to the poor hygiene controls of the 

blood-collecting agencies), but they also question the accountability of the authority 

towards the citizens. For this reason DV activity needs, in the authority’s eye, to be 

monitored and occasionally stopped, if necessary. 

 

                                                
160 This is in some way the situation for Chinese TV documentary producers, whose practitioners follow 
general guidelines, common sense, and constant updates on specific video content, as a director working 
at Shanghai TV told me in conversation. 
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I see this as a constant dialogue between the makers, distributors, screeners and the 

authorities in testing the boundaries of personal freedom, practicing self-censorship 

when necessary, and controlling and releasing the authority’s channel of information. 

The party-state has taken steps to regulate and control the proliferation of self-made 

videos through law.161 The party-state’s ‘positive guidance’ requirement attempts to 

minimize deviations from information control (hence ‘obscure and negative terms’ 

which might digress from given information). The State Administration of Radio, Film, 

and Television (SARFT) regulations, however, apparently only limit the circulation and 

production of DV, since it encompasses only a minimal part of the self-made DV 

production: ‘TV stations, Internet websites and other information network organizations 

or cinemas, must have the contents of the DV censored before playing’ (SARFT 2004). 

The regulations, although often indicated as being a tightening of the freedom of DV, 

appears to me to be in reality quite ineffective in changing the panorama of video 

production for two reasons: first, it targets the distribution (and not the production) of 

DV, and second, because there are always ways to bypass Internet censorship and 

distribute film online. 

 

As for the Internet, if documentaries are uploaded onto blogs, or in UCG (User Content 

Generator) pages, such as Tudou (a Chinese-based version of YouTube), videos are 

effectively removed after a short period via the capillary censorship online system.162 

But with the use of a VPN proxy many documentaries cited in this research are 

uploaded fully on overseas-hosted websites. Many are downloadable from E-mule or 

other Chinese peer-to-peer platforms.163  

 

As long as films are confined to the small circuit of the independent community, they 

do not incur any major problems. Unless filmmakers use bigger HD cameras or the 

production involves (very rarely) a director of photography or one or more assistants to 

the director, shooting in public zones is not so different from amateur recording. 

                                                
161 In July 1996, a law explicitly made illegal any film production outside the state-owned studio system 
(see note 56). In May 2004, in a further revision of this law, SARFT announced the DV Reinforcement 
Act. The reasoning behind the new legislation was given as some DV ‘have obscure and negative themes; 
some have sent these DVs to film festivals to compete, and their influence was not good’ (SARFT 2004). 
162 A Chinese filmmaker uploaded a clip of Zhao Liang’s Petition in her Sina.com-hosted blog in 2010 
and the content was removed within 24 hours. 
163 Virtual Private Network (VPN) servers, originally used in office networks, use encryption to make 
private traffic safe. Since March 2011 it appears as if measures are being taken in China to close them 
down. At the time of writing, several VPN services websites still remain inaccessible to the Chinese 
public.  
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However, the local authorities always ‘keep an eye’ on filmmaking activity, as Zhao 

Liang (Petition) and Pan Jianling (Who Killed our Children) admitted during their films 

post-screening discussions. Filmmakers occasionally experience confrontation or 

pressure from the police if the local authorities suspect they are filming something that 

can harm their image or might expose their wrongdoings.  

 

However, if the documentary content touches directly on the party-state (like, for 

example, challenging official historiography) in this case the reaction is more likely to 

be sometimes visible at the production phase. Hu Jie, for instance, admits that during 

the shooting of In Search of Lin Zhao’s Soul he sensed a general climate of pressure 

building up around his work. Some of the interviewees who refused to meet him 

admitted later on that they had been warned by the police because he had ‘bad 

intentions’ (Hu, 2009, interview). His persistence in investigating Lin Zhao’s story is 

also the cause of his forced resignation from the Xinhua News Agency. He interpreted 

the firing as a warning to drop Lin’s case, a warning which he, however, did not follow 

(Pan 2008). For the rest, he admits that he never suffered any other consequence for his 

filmmaking activity, apart from constant surveillance of personal phones and email 

accounts. Hu Jie is, however, keen to stress that all these measures are taken from the 

authority to protect itself, and as such its behaviour is understandable, and so are the 

CCP’s reasons to create obstacles. There is not, so to speak, the ‘confrontational’ 

attitude that journalists and film festivals enjoy exaggerating when describing Chinese 

independent documentarians. Instead, Hu Jie sees his activity as a service not only to 

the Chinese population but to the authority as well. With regard to the latter, he hopes to 

offer a critical voice to work towards more accountability from the authorities.  

 

In other cases, filmmakers directly confront the party-state, especially the local level 

authorities, who want to prevent information being released and reaching mainstream 

media and the higher ranks of government in Beijing. Activists generally need to adopt 

a non-confrontational strategy towards the party-state, but this is much less the case for 

local authorities (Ho 2007). Local authorities, for example, tried to stop Ai Xiaoming 

filming on many occasions. For instance, during the shooting of Taishi Village she was 

personally attacked and risked injuries. Her increasingly high profile on battling human 

rights cases with the use of a camera attracted attention at an international level. 

Subsequently, in 2009, the local government in Wuhan tried to install cameras at the 

entrance of the residence compound where her parents live, but with no success (Hu Jie 



 119 

2009, interview). Between 2009 and 2010 she had been refused entry to cross the border 

to reach Hong Kong at least twice, and she was finally denied the renewal of her 

passport until the end of 2010. Ai Xiaoming is therefore highly critical of the 

government and the way it reacts to activists and the use of video.164 

 

Community documentaries, by contrast, take a different position with regard to 

authority. As pointed out above, these kinds of video projects require substantial 

organizational and economic support to be realized. Since these projects involve the 

(village) community as a whole, or as part of the activity of an NGO, it is therefore a 

necessity to have official support at the local level and to maintain good relations. For 

this reason, in the case of community video projects, we can talk about a tacit 

cooperation between the institution and independent documentary-making. One 

example of indirect support from the authorities is in the form of the institutions of 

higher education and research, which are public institutions under the direct 

surveillance of the party-state, and are often involved in this kind of project. Students of 

the Chinese Academy of Social Science (CASS) in Beijing gave filming training to the 

NGO New Workers Art Troupe’s members. In all the video projects promoted in 

Yunnan, the local university was actively involved, and the Bama Mountain Culture 

Research Institute, which is the operative organization of Yunfest, is directly funded by 

the Yunnan University as an external research centre. The presence of the authority is 

thus not only essential to the success of the project, but even an important financial 

asset. Some local public funding can represent a valid aid to a participatory project, and 

the fact that they are not used so often is often due to the lack of good communication 

and information (Guo Jing 2009, interview).165  

 

                                                
164 There are in fact people who can also suffer severe persecution for their apparently harmless video 
activity. For instance, Dhongdup Wangchen and his friend Golog Jigme, a monk, were detained shortly 
after completing Leaving Fear Behind, which highlighted Tibetan discontent with Chinese policies before 
the Olympics. The films featured interviews with ordinary Tibetans who expressed their love for the 
Dalai Lama, their exiled spiritual leader, and said the Olympics would do little to improve their lives. In 
January 2010, Dhongup Wanchen was jailed for six years (Branigan 2010). Previous to his jail term, 
prominent human right activist Hu Jia was held under house arrest in 2006 for nearly six months, only to 
emerge with a documentary, Prisoners in Freedom City, which showed the security agents who were his 
captors harassing him and his wife (The New York Times, 13 April 2010). Another recent case is that of 
the Three Fujian Netizen jailed for posting online information about a gang-rape case, whose greater part 
consisted of video-interviews (indicated by netizens as ‘documentaries’) with the mother of the deceased 
girl. 
165 In 2006, one of the first education projects, ‘Learn our tradition’, involved the study and spreading of 
traditional handicraft-making as a way to revive the local economy of rural villages and preserve local 
knowledge. Guo Jing, as head of the project, notes that a fundamental part in the success of the project 
was played not only by the support of the local cadres, but also the access to provincial funding for 
‘educational purposes’ which came with a lack of precise instructions on how to use them.  
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From these few examples, I am much more inclined to consider the ‘independent’ 

documentary-making process as a constant dialogue with the authorities. A part of 

independent video strategically uses direct and indirect institutional support for their 

success, as I described above. Documentary films are also used in a proactive way to 

establish evidence and give support to grassroots claims against authorities. Ai Weiwei 

and Ai Xiaoming consciously realized their video projects as testimonials for people, 

but also as supporting evidence for Tan Zuoren’s defence in the ‘Citizens’ Investigation’ 

case. These videos have not been accepted in courts as evidence, but they signal a clear 

agency and will of citizens in front of the authority.  

 

Documentary films, together with other forms of civil activism, can also contribute to 

political change. Ai Xiaoming’s films, for example, helped the victims of the HIV 

epidemic in Hebei. Ai herself negotiated with the local authorities, who were afraid that 

the documentary film might constitute proof of the wrongdoings perpetrated by 

hospitals and local authorities in handling the HIV epidemic. The local authorities, 

pressured by the existence of such a documentary, approved compensation and the right 

to access to free medication for the victims (Hu Jie 2009, interview). 

 

The Nu River controversy (see section 5.4), on the other hand, occasioned Premier Wen 

Jiabao’s decision to put the planned dam construction on hold, requiring a more 

scientific study. The film Voice of the Nu River, together with all the other activities of 

screening and distribution, has to be considered as one grassroots action of information 

that worked towards the temporary suspension of the damming project (Shi Lihong 

2009, interview). 

 

In conclusion, the relation of independent documentary-making with authority is very 

complex and cannot be reduced to merely oppositional terms. When the films touch on 

extremely sensitive themes, or directly blame the authority, this might cause a direct, 

and even violent, confrontation with the party-state. In those cases, the intervention is 

often confrontational, limiting personal freedom, and creating obstacles to film-shooting 

or even jailing of the filmmaker(s). However, documentary also empowers citizens to 

establish a communication channel with the authority and push for political change. 

Collaboration with the authorities is also fundamental for the success of community 

documentaries, because they involve close cooperation and surveillance in communities.  
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6.3.2 Documentary, mainstream media and civil society inside and outside China 

 

 Thanks to the facility of distribution, independent documentary cinema in 

contemporary China also has fruitful connections with the mainstream media, networks 

of not-for-profit associations, grassroots movements, civil society both in China and 

abroad.  

 

Documentarians, together with intellectuals, act in a networked circle of people who 

often work together—such as NGO workers, journalists from Southern Weekend 

(Nanfang Zhoumo), 166  human rights lawyers, and so forth. The work of the 

documentarians in this sense is very close to that of the citizen-journalists.167 Ai 

Xiaoming often makes copies of her documentaries and sends them to journalists at 

newspapers such as the China Youth Daily (Qingnian bao) or Southern Weekend hoping 

to raise interest and bring the case to a wider audience. This often proved to be 

successful, as filmmakers and journalists work side by side, exchanging information and 

sources, as was the case for the two documentaries on the HIV issue. Or, alternatively, 

journalists often contribute to the spreading of news, such as in homeless Ni Yulan’s 

case of jail abuse, because they learnt the story from documentary viewing (Teng 2010). 

Journalists are often interviewed in the documentaries. In many other cases, they are 

actively involved in the filmmaking, introducing the filmmaker to the issue and to the 

people involved, since they are already investigating the same theme. As Mertha (2008) 

observed for the case of damming projects, media outlets have been able to transform 

their former function as enablers of state policy to a role typically associated with the 

fourth estate. Moreover, NGO staffers are at the same time journalists, editors, and, as 

in Shi Lihong’s case, documentarians.  

 

The documentary therefore serves as an entry into an ‘issue network’ (Whiteman 2009), 

especially activists’ networks. Independent documentaries such as Ai Xiaoming’s on 

HIV victims is only the tip of the iceberg of a big issue in China involving professionals 

and volunteers. Intellectuals take an important role in this regard. An example is the 

inspiration that independent documentaries represent for intellectual discussion and 

research. This is the case of the book In Memoriam: On the 40th Anniversary of Lin 
                                                
166 Southern Weekend (Nanfang Zhoumo) is one of the most popular commercial newspapers, famous for 
its reports on pressing social issues and lower-level corruption. 
167 See Xin (2010). 
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Zhao’s Death, an edited volume published in Hong Kong which includes contributions 

by notable scholars from mainland China. There are another two publications on Lin 

Zhao’s life and significance, both published in Hong Kong, but I consider In Memoriam 

profoundly different from the others because it is highly influenced by the 

documentary’s Looking for Lin Zhao’s Soul. 

 

Hu Jie gave new life to the discussion on Lin Zhao’s death, which is kept hidden 

because the young poet openly criticized the Party’s political choices of the time. The 

documentary renovated intellectual interest in Lin Zhao’s case, adding not only new 

information about her, but reconstructing her life through eyewitness accounts. As the 

volume’s editor put it in his preface to the book: ‘Hu Jie’s film […] represents a great 

success in remembering and researching Lin Zhao. […] The film strongly contributed to 

the debate [on Lin Zhao’s case] by adding new knowledge’ (Fu 2008, p. 2).168 In the 

first page of the book there are still pictures from the film depicting the interviewees 

and a small biography of them. Two chapter contributions deal with how Looking for 

Lin Zhao’s could be used in the education curriculum, both at academic and high school 

level. Regarding the latter, a high school teacher explains how the film can be a source 

of discussion and exercises in class, and in which ways it can help the critical 

development of the students.  

 

Some academics utilize documentaries in their teaching and academic activities, like 

organizing on-campus screenings or writing about the documentaries on blogs, in 

magazines, and so forth. Hu Jie’s and Ai Xiaoming’s documentaries have been screened 

in different universities and among young academics interested in feminist issues. One 

of Ai Xiaoming’s early films was made into 200 copies by Ai’s students and distributed 

to different Chinese campuses to support women and gender studies, since most of the 

main characters in her documentaries are women. In some cases, they even generated 

more innovative activism, such as campaigns to halt violence against women (Ai 

Xiaoming 2008a). Her films are an integral part of a process of acknowledgement of the 

women’s issue in China, which is in turn an integral part of their academic curriculum 

                                                
168 In one chapter the author publishes an interview with Lin Zhao’s sister after he saw her in the 
documentary. In another chapter, another scholar, Wang Kang, admits that he got to know her story 
because he watched the documentary. Zheng Xiaojun talks of the documentary like something which 
made her think of Lin Zhao not as simply a name, but as ‘an idealistic spirit carved into my heart’ (cited 
in Fu 2008, p. 188). 
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and knowledge.169 Ai has faith that her films could have a potential in this sense in the 

future: ‘I am sure that in thirty years’ time, or maybe less, every university in China will 

screen my works—I am very sure about that’ (Ai Xiaoming 2010).  

 

The Internet is a vital part of documentary sharing, without which it would be 

impossible to even talk of a distribution impact. Filmmakers tend to make larger use of 

the Internet to distribute their work, which is in turn shared by many other Internet 

users.170 Activist videos are often uploaded onto the Internet through hosting sites and 

E-Mule and then they make public the link to the download page, often via Twitter. 

This is the case of Ai Xiaoming, and especially Ai Weiwei, whose team of volunteers 

keep an open Google document updated and public where netizens can download 

documents and reports about the ‘Citizens’ Investigation’ and its progress. A big 

proportion of the documents uploaded so far are active links to Ai Weiwei’s studio 

documentaries, which already have been downloaded several hundreds times. Internet 

and the pirated DVD market are also the real ‘driving forces’ at the level of ideation and 

conception of documentary films produced independently. Thanks to this, there is an 

interesting exchange in terms of ideologies and cultural paradigms. Wang Libo (Buried), 

for example, commented in his interview that one of the reasons for him to be involved 

in filmmaking was watching Michael Moore’s controversial documentaries on US 

politics and society: 

                     
I like Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11,171 I think [in his film] he dealt with [social] 
affairs that China should deal with as well. I myself reckon documentary films’ ‘masters’ 
did a lot of beautiful works, but there is also another critical quality in documentary film, 
and this is what this country needs … I think China needs its own Fahrenheit 9/11 
(Wang Libo 2009, interview). 

   

Most of the video ‘activists’ are intellectuals whose interest and personal experience 

with global issues had a strong influence on their work, including video works. Ai 

Weiwei, who spent time abroad and still has a US resident permit, sells his artworks 

mainly in the overseas market. He is often recorded in his films talking about 

                                                
169 It can, however, be risky too. One instructor at an arts college, for example, endured a year of re-
education through labour because her students reported that Looking for Lin Zhao’s Soul had been 
screened in the classroom (Hu 2008, p. 72). 
170 E-mule, known in China as Dianlü, is a popular sharing platform, together with other Chinese-based 
sharing websites which allow a temporary uploading and storing of video archives.  
171 Fahrenheit 9/11 is an attack on the Bush Administration and it condemns the mainstream media, the 
corporate war machine and the laissez-faire attitude of the government, uncritical of the administration’s 
rally to the Iraq War (Aguayo 2005). It has been the most successful documentary film of all time in 
terms of revenue (see http://www.boxofficemojo.com/genres/chart/?id=politicaldoc.htm [3 March 2011]). 
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‘accountability’, ‘rights of citizens’ and ‘freedom of speech’. Ai Xiaoming, on the other 

hand, is an intellectual who made Western thought on feminism and women’s 

empowerment the focus of her research and activity, and later transferred this interest 

into filmmaking. Subsequent to her filmmaking activity, she also became interested in 

the activist video movement and other social documentaries in South America, as her 

messages on Twitter testify.172 

 

The traffic of film capital is also fundamental to frame the flourishing of independent 

documentaries. The presence of foreign co-productions and distribution networks 

interested in these kinds of films is growing. Nowadays audiences in Cannes, Pusan, 

and Buenos Aires are the most likely to watch documentaries shot by Chinese 

independent filmmakers, like Petition (which won a prize at the 2009 Cannes Film 

Festival) or Karamay.173  

 

Documentary films are also utilized by overseas not-for-profit networks, like Ai’s 

documentaries, which are also materials used by NGOs. For example, as mentioned 

above, her works on the HIV epidemic in central China have been screened during 

training sessions for Hong Kong-based Oxfam (Hu Jie 2009, interview). This 

relationship with activists and NGO networks is, however, ambivalent, because these 

networks are often also determining the factuality of video projects, thus using the 

material for their own specific aim. The Ford Foundation, which I describe in more 

detail in the next section, is probably the most evident example.  

 

 

6.3.3 Ford Foundation  
 

 The Ford Foundation is a primary resource for independent filmmaking in China, 

involving participative and educative projects. The Foundation has been in China since 

1979, and it gradually expanded its work into social and political arenas, going as far as 

                                                
172 For example, to the rest of her contacts she suggested watching TedtoChina and Witness.org webpages 
(Ai Xiaoming, Twitter page, 28 May 2010) 
173 Petition, like many other independent documentary films, is a foreign co-production with the 
cooperation of various European televisions and archives. There seems to be a ‘contractual’ relationship 
between Western Chinese experts representing global institutions (such as, for example, the Italian 
director of the Venice Film Festival, who studied Chinese language and culture), and Chinese avant-garde 
artists and independent filmmakers aspiring to international success (Lin 2010, p. 14). I would add that 
this relationship is even stronger in the case of Western scholars presenting Chinese independent 
documentaries and touring them among Western universities.  
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the government allowed. In the early 2000s, the Foundation announced the following 

eight topics as its core China foci: economic and development finance; educational 

reform and cultural diversity; environment; governance and public policy; international 

cooperation; law and rights; and sexual and reproductive health (Ma 2006, p. 190). As a 

staff member told me, one important criterion to determine the funding is the ability of 

the grantee to build a strategy on how the results of the project are going to be 

communicated and disseminated. 

 

I can retrace a strong video component in various projects funded from 2008, often as a 

presentation of the work of the institution-grantee. Video production is also present as 

the core part of the projects themselves. The Ford Foundation can only fund 

organizations, not individuals, therefore the grantees are normally only institutions such 

as universities or NGOs, which are the referents for the PV and grassroots video 

projects. Moreover PV projects, as I indicated previously in this chapter, have the 

necessity of consistent and long-term financial support, which includes training, 

equipment, accommodation and travel expenses of the participants and facilitators.  

 

A consistent part of the documentaries funded recently were realized with the 

involvement of migrant workers, which seems to be one of the core objectives for many 

NGOs and the Foundation itself. The New Workers Art Troupe’s video documentaries 

and semi-fictional works I described in section 4.1.3 are an example. The Ford 

Foundation funded the film, the editing training and the material that was donated to the 

Art Troupe directly or indirectly through the Chinese Academy of Social Science 

(CASS) and Tsinghua University. CASS and Tsinghua were in charge of the training 

and the general coordination of the project. The Yunnan Community-Based Video 

Project (CBV) is also of a project completely supported by the Foundation through 

Bama Mountain Culture Research Institute, a research institution affiliated to Yunnan 

University.  

 

The role of overseas support and ideas are an integral part of PV video practices. The 

video production here is taking advantage of overseas capital on one hand, and of 

Chinese governmental institutions (like the university) to realize their project on the 

other. As for project grant applications, institutions need to clearly state what results 

they are going to achieve and how. This renders video projects, in contrast to other 

video productions, highly goal-oriented and planned. The Foundation knows not only 
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the feasibility of the projects, but also the limit in terms of freedom of speech that 

cannot be crossed. The support of such international and domestic organizations are 

extremely effective in terms of social change through the empowerment of marginalized 

people by the means of video productions. 
 

 

6.4 Independent film festivals: negotiation and networking 
 

 All the different interactions and impacts that documentary films can have with 

market, authority and civil society can be best exemplified by independent film festival 

organization and screenings. Independent film festivals are growing in number in China 

and they represent fundamental examples of film consumption and networking among 

filmmakers, public and foreign filmmakers/scholars/festival organizers. Among the 

several festivals nowadays in China, two of the most long-running and more influential 

are the China Documentary Film Festival or ChinaDoc (formerly known as the Beijing 

Documentary Film Festival) in Songzhuang, Beijing, and the Yunnan Multicultural 

Film Festival, or Yunfest, in Kunming, Yunnan province.  

 

Notwithstanding the name, their status, however, is not that of a traditional film festival. 

Anything called a ‘film festival’ in China falls under SARFT regulation and organizers 

must ask authorities for permission to organize them, and then submit to full censorship 

proceedings. But Yunfest is an ‘image exhibition’ (yingxiang zhan) and ChinaDoc is an 

‘exchange week’ (jiaoliu zhou) so by virtue of verbiage they fall under a less strict 

bureaucracy (Nornes 2009). In other words, they are requested to give notice, but they 

will not need to ask for permission or submit the films to be screened to authorities to be 

censored (Zhu Rikun 2009, interview) and assessed prior to showing. 

 

 

6.4.1 China Independent Documentary Festival (ChinaDoc) 

 

 ChinaDoc is the ‘son’ of the Li Xianting Film Fund held yearly in Songzhuang, 

in the outskirts of Beijing. It comprises screenings and Q&A with the filmmakers in two 

nearby cinemas (at the Fanhall Studio premises and the Songzhuang Art Center). It 

hosts a competitive section and other non-competitive sections which comprise Chinese 
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and foreign films and retrospectives.174 Songzhuang is approximately thirty kilometres 

from the centre of Beijing, and therefore quite secluded from big crowds and more 

likely to attract less attention from the authorities. When asked about the accessibility to 

the festival, its curator and artistic director responded that ‘the people who know about 

the festival are all here, and after all, we do not want to make a big noise’ (Zhu Rikun 

2009, interview). The event maintains a low profile in terms of communication: for 

instance, there are no related websites, nor is the programme disclosed until the opening 

day for the benefit of avoiding problems (mafan) (Zhu Rikun 2009, interview). This in 

turn then allows for the freedom of hosting public discussions and round tables (see 

Chapter Seven).175 

 

In the 2009 edition, the program was full of documentaries with strong social outlooks 

on Chinese past and present history: Zhao Liang’s Petition (2nd prize winner), Wang 

Libo’s Buried (1st prize winner), Pan Jianlin’s Who Killed Our Children, and Xu Xin’s 

Karamay were the highlights. The program was then filled by other vérité-style Chinese 

documentaries and retrospectives of Japanese and Swiss filmmakers. The 2010 festival 

program, by contrast, presented more personal films, often in the form of video diaries, 

or experimental films. Festival organizers decided therefore not to expose themselves to 

‘dangerous’ content, probably, I would suggest, as a consequence of the December 2009 

closedown of the Fanhall website (whose director, Zhu Rikun, is the major organizer of 

the festival and whose premises are used for screenings) which remained closed for 

almost one month from 22nd December to mid-January 2010. Fanhall informed its 

mailing list members that the site webmaster received a notice from the authorities to 

delete any content dealing with Zhao Liang’s Petition. Even if Fanhall had promptly 

removed the incriminated content, the website was nonetheless shut down the following 

day by the police. The authorities’ response in this case dictated the boundaries which 

cannot be crossed, that is, making such social critique on the petitioners’ issue more 

public and visible than a simple underground screening. Moreover, independent 

screenings are tolerated as much as films do not doubt the party’s decision, or of the 

glorious socialist past or give alternative accounts of past histories. The cancellation of 

                                                
174 A retrospective is a film festival section which shows the development of filmmaker’s work over a 
period of time. 
175 Nonetheless, at the festival there is always a police presence: police officers normally patrol the events 
in plain clothes, especially during particularly ‘controversial’ films like Petition. However, as a volunteer 
of the festival organization pointed out, it is quite easy to spot them, given the relatively close circuit of 
people who attend the festival.  
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screening events at the last minute happens quite frequently all around China, and is 

often caused by the presence of specific films, such as Karamay.176 

 

The introspection of the ‘safer’ Chinese documentaries in the 2010 festival was 

nonetheless counterbalanced by the ‘public’ represented by a retrospective on Korean 

activist filmmaker Kim Dong-won (also present at the venue) and a section dedicated to 

Singaporean activist films. The choice of the festival in 2010 was therefore to leave the 

social and political to foreign, yet Asian, films. Zhu Rikun admitted that the choice was 

positive, because most of the Asian films had in some sense ‘similarities’ with present-

day China. This subtle suggestion was evident on the closing night. The last film to be 

screened had been Kim Dongwon’s The 6 Days Struggle at the Myong Dong Cathedral, 

a documentary about the 1987 democratic sit-in at Myong Dong Cathedral in Seoul.177  

The connoted recollection of the 1989 mass demonstration at Tiananmen was so 

obvious that even the director after the screening ironically said he was wondering why 

such a choice was made for the closing night of a documentary film festival. Another 

festival section was dedicated to Singaporean films, some of which shot by activists. 

There seems to be an ‘Asian network’ of documentary activism, where films considered 

politically sensitive in one country can be screened and discussed in another. ChinaDoc 

is therefore a clear example of how a film festival also became a venue for the exchange 

of ideas, and of linking transnational activism (in Korea, Singapore, and China) and 

their actors.  

 

The programmers’ choice had been a careful step backwards in order not to incur 

further problems. At the same time, they did not give up presenting social content and 

human rights issues that would stimulate an after-screening discussion; choosing 

foreign films, which are probably ‘safer’, even if they explicitly deal with human and 

citizens’ rights, because they do not directly deal with Chinese society.178 I regard this 

                                                
176 Fanhall Film Studio had to cancel a strategic ‘midnight’ screening of Karamay, officially to 
commemorate the victims of the Guizhou’s earthquake; similarly, the Tianjin Movie Fan Kindergarden 
(Tianjin Yingmi youeryuan) stopped all the screening activities in May 2010 after the police prohibited 
the screening of Karamay. ChinaDoc and Yunfest often keep some screenings to a very late time, usually 
without indicating it on the official program. In 2009 and 2010 the late ‘underground’ screening was of 
Xu Xin’s Karamay, an interesting blended of history recounting and dramatic actuality.  
177 The sit-in was part of the June Democracy Movement in South Korea from June 10 to June 29, 1987. 
The Movement was a popular response against South Korean president Chun Doo-hwan who avowed 
protection of the Constitution that prohibits a direct election. The Movement led to the first democratic 
election in 1987.  
178 Even if, for evident reasons, the post-screening discussions were not as populated and ‘heated’ as the 
2009 event, I have to admit that the public was rather touched by the works, and explicitly asked 
questions to the filmmakers and the rest of the audience about the Chinese case. 
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to be a successful strategy to deliver social content to the public. These strategies for 

exhibition are actively shaping not only the relation with the authority and sounding out 

of what can be screened, but also builds up new understanding of the boundaries and of 

new ways of delivering and inciting reflection and discussion.179 

 

The Li Xianting Film Fund is also exploring new possibilities offered by the market. 

Canon, along with other smaller enterprises, was officially sponsoring the 2010 

ChinaDoc and the company held a special event in the programme to introduce a new 

product to the independent filmmakers and audience. Moreover, in 2010, all the 

ChinaDoc screenings were subjected to a small entrance fee, the first time ever in an 

independent film festival. Foreseeing the criticism of the public, which effectively 

became reality on the website Fanhall.com, festival organizer Zhu Rikun mentioned the 

issue on the preface of the festival catalogue:  

 

This measure may cause some people to misunderstand. […] this step must sooner or 
later be attempted. […] Even in the most optimistic situation, the revenue from 
admission could not exceed 5% of the festival’s budget. But, in order for independent 
film to seek a definite economic potential in the future, we must test this out. […] If our 
film enthusiasts lack all interest in purchasing tickets, then distribution of independent 
films and art cinemas are all just idle talk. (The 7th China Documentary Film Festival 
Catalogue, p. 25) 

 

From Zhu’s comment above, I would suggest that the Li Xianting Film Fund is seeking 

new directions to fund independent filmmaking and to push for a major 

professionalization and overcome the limitation of amateur filmmaking. The effort is to 

raise the standard and the quality of filmmaking and it is also an attempt to establish a 

wider platform for distribution and consumption. The presence of a sponsor might 

suggest the initial stages of both a marketization on one hand but also an initial interest 

of the market towards the secluded ‘community’ of independent filmmakers.180 

 

                                                
179 However, there are boundaries that are difficult to cross without incurring problems. Petition had been 
one of the causes of the temporary closing down of the organizers’ website. Similarly, Hu Jie’s Though I 
Was Gone had been formally prohibited to screen in the 2007 edition of ChinaDoc, so that the organizers 
and Hu Jie himself tried to distract the police while the film was screened in another venue. Similarly, the 
inclusion of Though I was Gone in the 2006 Yunfest program is believed to be the cause of the 
cancellation of the entire festival. Subsequent to that, the festival had been relocated by the organization 
in the city of Dali, some 300 kilometres from the original site of Kunming.  
180 There is an increasing awareness among the filmmakers, largely helped by the contact with foreign 
distributors, of documentary’s distribution and copyright rules. However, we are far from the production 
of a documentary being able to become either a commercialized product or to enjoy any form of regular 
distribution and retailing. If we look at these actions from another perspective, we can see that there is an 
increasing push from opportunities such as the Li Xianting Film Fund to professionalize the independent 
film scene. 



 130 

6.4.2 Yunnan Multicultural Festival (Yunfest) 

 

 Yunfest represents a different approach to independent documentary screenings. 

There are three aspects to take into consideration in order to understand the particularity 

of this event. First, the Yunnan province, located in southwest China, is home to an 

extremely rich natural and cultural biodiversity. Wildlife and ethnographic documentary 

making started very early at the local TV stations. This is apparently one of the reasons 

why documentary makers in Yunnan are recognized as some of the best in China, as a 

documentary director at a local TV station commented during an interview. Secondly, 

the local Department of Anthropology at Yunnan University started cooperating since 

the 1990s with overseas visual anthropologists, mainly from Germany and the United 

States. Thirdly, Yunnan hosts the highest concentration of local and international NGOs 

in all China (Ma 2006), part of which utilizes video documentaries as tool of their 

actions.  

 

This is the background of Yunfest, which came into being in 2003 as a platform of 

communication among filmmakers, visual artists, cultural researchers, community 

activists and the general public. The festival was initiated by a group of visual 

anthropologists dedicated to filming various communities in Yunnan (see section 

5.4.1).181 As the natural evolution of a group of anthropologists interested in screening 

their own films, Yunfest is an event open to the public at large, and screenings normally 

take place in public and central venues of the city of Kunming, such as the university 

and the local anthropological museum. Its objectives, following the founders’ intentions, 

are as follows: to increase awareness and knowledge expressed via multifaceted visual 

media in China; to encourage participation in and reflection on current social issues by 

new approaches and to smooth the path for documentary films to be screened in local 

communities; and finally, to increase the impact and understanding of documentary-

making in different cultural contexts (Yi 2006). As past festival edition organizer Guo 

Jing explained, their aim was to reach as many people as possible and share their works 

and discuss with people from all walks of life, including villagers and those who 

normally see film festivals as ‘arty’ events, offering information otherwise not 

accessible, and showing artistic means of expression and thereby contributing to an 

alternative education.  
                                                
181 The festival is operated by a civil organization dedicated to independent documentary filmmakers in 
the country and has drawn a large number of entry films from all over the country—93 entrants for the 
first edition of Yunfest in 2003 and 98 for the second one in 2005 (Yi 2006, p. 105). 
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Thus education and engagement with the local community is the primary goal that 

distinguishes this festival from all the other ‘independent’ events. Moreover, the 

‘community video’ section (shequ danyuan) where community-based, PV and 

grassroots videos are screened is unique in all of China and allows rural residents to 

participate at the festival as authors and members of the audience. 

 

The peripheral geographical collocation from the centre of power of the city of 

Kunming, where the festival is held, is an important asset that gives the festival much 

more freedom to experiment and propose new contents. Their community video section 

often hosts films shot by villagers who are extremely critical towards tourism 

development and environment exploitation, as I described in Chapter Four. The fact that 

the festival image is linked to the university also helped this event to avoid problems, 

since these films do not have a strong critical or political content.182 At the same time, 

Yunfest organizers actively utilize the institutions and their support (both university and 

museum), providing an interesting platform of discussion without becoming too 

political in the sense that ChinaDoc does. This delicate balance between grassroots 

voices and cooperation with the authorities permits Yunfest to be more inclusive in 

terms of audience differentiation, since screenings take place in central public venues of 

the city of Kunming, and people from all walks of life are able to participate free of 

charge. 

 

In sum, ChinaDoc and Yunfest are two examples of how documentary cinema 

screenings represent ways in which documentary films, as alternative media, are able to 

negotiate and receive advantages from the authorities and market, thus keeping their 

autonomy and independence, and also taking part in global networks of activism and 

cooperation with domestic rural social groups.  

 

 

  

                                                
182 Nevertheless, most of the independent documentaries screened elsewhere in China, like at ChinaDoc 
for example, are often present at the Yunfest, even if in minor presence (the event is biennial and so the 
entries are composed of two years of independent productions).  
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Conclusion 
 

  In this chapter I examined how documentary films are able to interact with 

different aspects of society. Since they are non-commercial grassroots products, 

documentary films are quite free from any market constriction. However, they still need 

financial resources that in some way are rather important for the realization of the film 

project (as in the case of community video projects). Networks of not-for-profit 

domestic and international entities are emerging because of such documentary cinema. 

On the other hand, the ongoing commercialization and marketization of film and arts 

are behind the main form of documentary project sourcing, as the case of the Li 

Xianting Fund and Ai Weiwei Studio.  

 

In so far as it gives a powerful tool to citizens to engage directly with power, the 

authorities are often challenged by documentary films and their distribution. 

Nonetheless, the party-state tends to tolerate such video proliferation, except in some 

very sensitive cases. On the other hand, official support is needed for some projects, 

such as community projects or film festivals like Yunfest. Finally, documentaries also 

establish relations with intellectuals, networks of activists and overseas independent 

filmmaking.  

 

These different contacts give us an image of documentary-making far from being 

‘oppositional’ or an isolated film movement. Rather, video productions engage in a 

dialogue with both of them, and this relationship shapes the opportunities and obstacles 

resulting in various strategies being created to keep the information flowing and deliver 

new contents to the audience. In doing so, independent filmmaking can be described as 

a network, or ‘rhizome’, of alternative media, touching and interacting with different 

subjects but never belonging to any of them. In this network, documentary-making 

creates opportunities for people to meet, for institutions to be created, and for 

interaction in civil society to be established. This network create physical and virtual 

spaces of interactions among filmmakers, producers, the state, and which can be seen as 

prerequisites for the creation of public spheres. In the next chapter, I will continue 

looking at this aspect from the point of view of public reception and the impact on 

single individuals and groups. 



 133 

Chapter 7: The Active Audiences of Chinese Independent 

Documentary Films   
 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 As outlined in the previous chapters, Chinese documentary-making has emerged 

as a form of alternative media. The different aspects I have taken into consideration in 

outlining this position—such as those of the various roles and significance of 

filmmakers, funding institutions, and film festivals—all showed that a significant 

proportion of independent documentaries create a network of social, institutional and 

technological actors. These dynamic relations, I argue, are more likely to support the 

growth of public spheres.  

 

In this chapter I will look more specifically at another important actor of the network, 

that is, the documentary audience. Taking into account the peculiarities and difficulties 

of audience research in non-mainstream video production, I will present a selection of 

case studies in different screening environments, such as film festivals, community 

screenings and private viewings. I intend to present evidence of how Chinese 

independent documentary viewing enables the formation of active audiences. By ‘active 

audiences’ I mean those audiences made up of informed and socially conscious citizens 

who utilize documentary as an alternative source of information, who discuss and 

debate about issues arising from the film, and who are mobilized to reflect and produce 

social change. If we consider the independent documentary audience as ‘active’, we can 

then consider the audience as part of the documentary-making network in engaging in 

public spheres.  

 

In this chapter I will present some findings to corroborate the existence of active 

audiences on one side, and to understand how this can be paradigmatic for promoting 

social awareness and civic activity on the other. Before presenting the data, I would like 
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to offer some cautionary reflections on researching independent documentary audiences 

in China and on framing their ‘activity’. 

 

 

7.1 The ‘activity’ of independent documentary film audiences 
 

 As I explained in section 2.3.3 of this dissertation, the response or ‘activity’ of 

alternative media has to be seen in the way it can mobilize the audience as a real or 

potential political force for change in society. Frank Biocca (1988) recognizes five 

characteristics of the active audience that we can adapt to alternative media and 

documentary films in particular. The first is selectivity: active audiences consciously 

choose to watch documentaries which are often hard to retrace. The second 

characteristic is utilitarianism: audiences use documentary films to meet particular 

needs of the individuals, such as being informed. Linked to this is intentionality, which 

implies the cognitive dimension of audiences’ motivations to watch documentary: 

personality, work background, and the degree of involvement in the filmmaking 

network. The fourth characteristic is involvement, which indicates the personal and 

emotional response to the documentary subject, and later developments into social 

interactions such as discussions and civic participation. In this chapter I will take into 

considerations these characteristics, with a special focus on the last one, because I 

consider it fundamental to explain the link of documentary audiences and engagement 

in public spheres.   

 

 

7.2 Researching Chinese documentary audiences 
 

 Research that deals with the issues of how Chinese documentary films are 

actually circulated, exhibited, watched and discussed by Chinese audiences is virtually 

non-existent (Nakajima 2010, p. 117).183 The only such research to date is by Seio 

Nakajima on post-screening discussions inside film clubs as a form of public sphere, 

where members of the public engage with each other in discussion on society and 

politics. In addition to Nakajima’s work, the Fanhall 2009 Fanhall Independent Cinema 

                                                
183 As Zhang Yingjin (2010b) pointed out, there are several difficulties in obtaining first-hand data and 
the general lack of knowledge and specific interest in this particular aspect of documentary studies among 
scholars in general. 
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Report is the only available survey, although not necessarily conclusive, to currently 

give a detailed picture of the consumption of independent video works. From this 

survey it emerges that the average consumer of Chinese independent documentary and 

feature films is in his or her late twenties, is a filmmaker and/or a higher degree film 

studies student, and is a high frequency Internet user who also participates in online film 

festivals. Fifty-six percent of respondents indicated documentary as being their 

favourite genre among independent productions,184 which confirms the high level of 

interest by the public for these kinds of works (Fanhall 2010e). It should also be noted 

that when scholars talk about audience consumption of Chinese independent 

documentary films, they mainly refer to festival and film club goers and to the ‘white, 

western and middle class’ (Nichols 2001) foreign audiences who, especially in the US 

and in some parts of Europe, are becoming one of the most numerous groups of 

spectators of independent documentaries. This group of people, made up also of 

Chinese independent filmmakers and their circle of friends (mainly film students and 

professors, as highlighted above), are indeed the most visible crowd of documentary 

film consumers, but certainly not the only viewers.  

 

Both Nakajima and the Fanhall Report take into consideration an audience sample 

inevitably limited to film club goers. However, we do not know much about other 

public groups who do not participate in viewing at such venues. For example, films like 

Buried or Petition are likely to be screened in film festivals and film clubs. By contrast, 

most of the works cited in Chapter Four, such as An Investigation by Citizens or Laoma 

Tihua are rarely screened outside very circumscribed occasions, but mostly downloaded 

from the Internet and presumably watched alone or with a small group of close 

associates. 185  To complicate this picture, even distribution is often beyond the 

filmmaker’s control. As Hu Jie put it:  

 
I often stumble across people who say things like, ‘I must have burned hundreds of 
copies of your films and handed them out to friends.’ Or they’ll say, ‘I’ve watched your 
films online.’ One scholar reckoned in 2006 that Looking for Lin Zhao’s Soul, my film 
about the Cultural Revolution, had been downloaded from the Internet more than 
800,000 times. More astonishing still was an overseas forum I attended with Professor 

                                                
184 The remaining forty-four percent of respondents divided favourite items into fiction films, 
experimental works and cartoons. 
185 As discussed in Chapter Six, community video audiences, conversely, are easier to frame, since these 
video projects are produced for the participating and specific public forum that feature in the 
documentary (like migrant workers in the New Workers Art Troupe’s semi-fictional works). However, the 
new interest of the independent community in these works and the screening of such community video 
projects at events such as Yunfest and ChinaDoc expose these works to a more heterogeneous audience. 
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Ai Xiaoming [...]. They handed packets out to the participants, and we were thrilled to 
discover inside copies of Ai’s documentary, which I edited, on the recent peasant 
uprising at Taishi Village (Hu 2008, p. 68). 

 

Retracing these different ‘publics’ in a chaotic and totally random distribution is rather 

impossible, which makes the use of surveys and quantitative analysis difficult, if not 

impossible.186 By contrast, the ‘case-study’ model of analysis that I have adopted here is 

regarded to be more effective to describe the impact of independent or advocacy 

documentary films (see Erin Research 2005). Therefore, in dealing with the audience, I 

rely almost exclusively on anecdotal data and case studies, hoping that in the future 

more studies of this kind might emerge and give a more accurate insight on audiences 

and impact.  

 

Despite the abovementioned limitations with regard to audience research, it seems 

nonetheless fair to say that documentary films in China reach (or are voluntarily reached 

by) interested groups and members of civil society. In other words, documentary films 

are either consumed by people who have a specific interest in documentaries in terms of 

content (such as film professionals and students, journalists, NGO workers, and certain 

kinds of socially active academics) or community members for whom the screening is 

intended in the first place, such as in the case of PV video projects. The audience of this 

kind of alternative media is not defined as an aggregate of individuals with common 

socio-demographic or economic characteristics, but instead as a collective of people 

incorporating a series of identifying group relations (Bailey, Cammaers & Carpentier 

2008, p. 14). Therefore I see these heterogeneous audiences linked together in the 

Actor-Network of filmmaking as groups of informed citizens. For this reason, I do not 

consider it fundamental to assess how many people watch these films, but rather who 

the audience is and what the consequences are of the screenings.187  

 

In this chapter I present some of the audiences of the documentaries introduced in 

Chapter Four, describing screenings and post-screening debates that I witnessed in first 

person or information I collected through secondary sources. I participated in the 

                                                
186 As stated before, independent documentaries are produced for a variety of reasons, but they are not 
part of a concerted plan of distribution or to provoke social change. Rather, it is more connected to 
contingent situations (with the exception of participatory video). 
187 Consequent to this, I would like to reiterate here once again my methodological approach, which is 
very much dependent on Whiteman’s coalition model of measuring documentary films impact (see 
section 2.4). Documentary films reach, directly or indirectly, a plethora of people and situations such as 
activist work, intellectual debate, and the authority, apart from the immediate screening consequences, as 
I showed in the previous chapters. 
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ChinaDoc 2009 and 2010 screenings held in Songzhuang district, Beijing. I have been 

engaged in informal chats with eighteen members of the audience at ChinaDoc 2009 

and 2010. I also attended many film club and small group screening events in private 

residences or universities in Beijing, Shanghai, and Kunming, where I carried out 

observational research. I drew further information from structured interviews I 

conducted among practitioners and other individuals involved in independent 

filmmaking, because they are often part of the audience themselves. In addition to this, I 

drew information on audience response from online publications and blog entries. The 

sample group is thus very diverse and includes, for example, university and college 

students and teachers, rural villagers, migrant workers, NGO workers, film 

professionals and senior citizens. The heterogeneous makeup of the sample groups once 

again demonstrates how these documentary films are far from being consumed only by 

urban and educated dwellers.  

 

As Nakajima (2010) noted in his latest study, independent film audiences tend to 

participate to post-screening discussions on a variety of topics revolving around the film, 

audiences, filmmakers and the relation with the state. Nakajima argues in favour of the 

existence of a Chinese public sphere due to these post-screening discussions. Instead of 

further discussing the differences and analogies with the Habermasian public sphere 

(which I addressed in Chapter Two), I will instead focus here on the political and social 

content of such discussions which are potentially leading the audience to debate social 

and political issues, and from there, be involved in civic participation. In other words, I 

intend to explore the ‘activity’ of such audiences and the themes they are interested in, 

which seems to me much more politically driven than Nakajima’s study of film clubs 

would reveal. However, as we shall see in the next section, the first step in such an 

examination must take into consideration the first reactions to documentary viewing, 

which can be described in terms of Biocca’s involvement of active audiences (see 

section 7.1). 

 

 

7.3 Tears and epistephilia: the documentary audience response 
 

A survey conducted in 2009 revealed that in China the respondents watching 

mainstream TV documentary are, for the majority, looking for more knowledge in 

society (about fifty-seven percent), while the rest is divided between interest for nature, 
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culture and other cultures (Shei zai dianyingyuan kan jilupian, 2009). This does not 

come as a surprise. Generally speaking, documentary stimulates in its audience a ‘desire 

to know’ (epistephilia) (Nichols 2001, p. 40). I argue that the consumption of 

independent documentaries in China relies mainly on a similar strong drive from its 

public, because retracing films and film festivals requires a certain dose of ‘activity’ in 

terms of interest from the audience with respect to just consuming television, a 

characteristic that Biocca indicated as selectivity.188 This ‘desire to know’ is clearly 

manifested in opposition to mainstream systems of information, which they variably 

indicated as ‘untrustworthy’ (bu xiangxin) and ‘fallacious’ (sa huang de).189 In some 

cases the ‘desire to know’ belongs to people who are interested in specific matters, as 

elderly people who lived during the Cultural Revolution who seem to be a consistent 

part of Hu Jie’s public (Hu Jie 2009, interview). Also, in that case, they will probably be 

interested in Hu Jie’s other films, as they already know that they can be linked to the 

same themes. It seems to me that audiences of independent documentaries are prone to 

know more, in a sort of ‘epistephilic’ virtuous circle. As a 27-year-old female university 

postgraduate student present at the screening of Petition put it: ‘It is real stuff! I mean, 

things that happened for real! We can trust the film. It makes me sad, but at the same 

time, I want to see more!’. In the case of community video, it is more the case of 

rediscovering what is below the surface of their every day lives and discovering 

similarities and new traditions through the documentaries of other communities, as we 

shall see below. The desire to know, I would argue, is the primary spur for watching 

those documentaries, and this stimulates the need to watch more and get involved in 

discussions, and eventually, to some of the documentary subject matter.  

 

There are however also different ways to react. A female Yunfest staff member in her 

20s admitted that she doesn’t understand what interest all these ‘historical 

documentaries’ (referring to Hu Jie’s) might have for the new generation of 

contemporary China: ‘They [the documentary films] are interesting to watch, but 

personally they are a waste of time: who cares about those times anymore? And what 

difference can they make?’. At the same way, Cui Weiping, who frequently invites 

                                                
188 For community-based documentary the discourse is different (the community is all called to watch the 
film), but one concept is valid because the interest of the audience is elicited since the beginning of the 
project, with its active involvement of the community. 
189 Generally, audiences do not seem to question the accountability or subjectivity of the information 
given from documentaries, but they take it for granted as truth. This apparently naïve attitude is 
nevertheless the consequence of rejection of mainstream media and as an expression of faith in citizens-
made media. 
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friends and colleagues to watch documentary films together at her house, is sometimes 

puzzled by her fellow academics’ reaction to documentary films—accused of being 

‘boring’ and showing realities that ‘everyone in China is aware of, and that we don’t 

need to watch again’. 

 

I took into account these instances mainly as exceptions, as the almost totality of my 

informants admitted to having been ‘hit’ by the story portrayed, or even ‘moved to 

tears’, as the first reaction to these films that I could witness is generally very emotional. 

We could argue that the audiences’ emotional response is temporary and not effective in 

terms of social involvement, as director Wang Libo indicated (see section 5.2), or that it 

could lead to different reactions. Nevertheless, for research on alternative-media users, 

the emotive and affective dimension is crucial (Downing 2003). Of my eighteen viewers 

interviewed, sixteen admitted to have a strong emotional reaction, declaring in different 

cases that the film ‘made me think a lot’ or even ‘it opened my eyes into a different 

world’ or ‘put myself and my being Chinese in a new perspective, as I have never 

thought that such things [Lin Zhao’s execution in Hu Jie’s film in this case] might have 

happened in China’. 

 

In some cases, Zhao Liang’s Petition, Ai Xiaoming’s and Hu Jie’s work, which portrays 

dramatic happenings and tragic personal stories, made such an impression on other 

informants that they ‘could not stop thinking about it for several days’. Three young 

female informants declared their being extraneous to the ‘independent film scene’ and 

watched Hu Jie’s works by chance or at the suggestion of friends. They admitted that 

they have been struck by strong emotional responses watching Thought I was Gone and 

they couldn’t help but share this emotional reaction with friends, burning film copies on 

discs to share with others, and discussing and writing about it on blogs and online 

forums. 

 

All of the eighteen audience members I approached stated that they talked about the 

documentary content with family and friends. In five cases, they also burned one or 

more copies or signalled the link to friends. Seven of them wrote about it on their online 

blogs and joined online discussions or approached the ‘independent documentary scene’ 

(through Fanhall.com and its online discussions) or other interest groups. I would say 

that watching these documentaries encourages the audience to look for further 

information on the film subject. All of them surfed the web in search of information on 
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Lin Zhao, the Tangshan earthquake, Sichuan ‘tofu building’ and so on. One of the 

members of the public who participated in the screening of Buried pointed out that he 

was going to search for the book that had inspired the documentary to know more about 

the Tangshan earthquake. As two interviewees reported, after the screening of Karamay 

they wanted to get more information about what they indicated as ‘obscure sides’ (heian 

fangmian) of events in Chinese history. I see this as the most important achievement of 

documentary viewing, that is, an alternative medium building public opinion and 

‘oppositional consciousness’, as Downing (2003) indicates (see also Mansbridge and 

Morris 2001).190 

 

This ‘need to know’ or social concern which might arise from documentary viewing is 

acutely commented on by Ai Xiaoming. She argues that her films might leave some 

people quite embarrassed (gan’ga) because of the situations they portray, to which the 

public in majority might not be aware. At the same time, watching her films might lead 

the viewers to reach a ‘second level of underground’ (dixia dier ceng, referring to the 

overall scene of independent production in China). After having watched her films, she 

continues, people are able to grasp a direct ‘advancement of political display’ (zhengzhi 

biaotai de dibu). This can be seen also in terms of impact on audience in the 

development of their civic sense and social awareness.  

 

In the next section, I will describe some experiences of documentary viewing, looking 

at how a film can be a trigger for the enhancing of a public debate.  

 

 

7.4 Documentary as an arena of debates 

 
 Michael Chanan (2007) notes that, because very little of worldwide independent 

documentary production is taken into commercial exhibition on TV and cinema, 

documentaries attract audiences to film festivals and involuntarily or voluntarily create 

spaces of public debates about the realities documented on screen. As case study 

research in the US shows, a forum or film festival participant can come away from the 

experience with a greater awareness of specific issues and greater willingness to discuss 
                                                
190  Mansbridge and Morris (2001, pp. 240–241) argue that oppositional consciousness requires 
identifying with an unjustly subordinated group, recognizing a group identity of interest. In doing so, 
understanding the injustice as systemic, and accepting the need for and efficacy of collective action 
(Downing 2003, p. 637). 
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them with their friends and neighbours and eventually to get involved politically on 

such matters.191  

 
In China, independent documentary films are often watched in a social space, 

collectively or individually. People can watch films in film clubs, at film festivals or 

small screening groups (xiaozu) which are mushrooming all over China’s metropolitan 

areas, thanks to Internet websites like Douban.192 Many people, however, admitted to 

often watching documentaries by themselves or in private houses. It goes without 

saying that the collective experience of watching a documentary is without doubt much 

more prolific in terms of reflection, discussion, and the building of public spheres, but 

yet not essential, since many spectators join online discussion afterwards.193 It is also 

important to remember that these venues are environments where people express their 

opinion freely, so that discourse can take place:  

            
The impact is likely to be, not least, on how free people feel to express their reactions 
and debate with each other […]. Sheltered spaces, where people feel safe from violent 
police or fascist intervention as they watch an illegal film or video and conduct 
subversive political discussion, are another very obvious example of this issue 
(Downing 2003, p. 639). 

             

In China, I recognize these ‘sheltered spaces’ in film festivals and film clubs, but also 

private residences where screenings take place, with an audience made up of a small 

group of friends and colleagues, and community screenings. This does not mean that 

these spaces are not subjected to the scrutiny of the authorities, as I explained in 

Chapter Six, but they are very much tolerated for the most part.  

 

Following my fieldwork, I agree with Nakajima’s results (2010) that the social practice 

of ‘watching documentary’ enables two kinds of critical public discourse. Firstly, we 

can see the documentary films as objects of discourse, including techniques, subjects, 

ethics, but also, I would add, we can also note the role that documentary films should 

have in society and the social responsibilities of the ‘independent film community’. 

Secondly, documentary films can be a discourse, depicting slices of reality that are not 

to be seen publicly on mainstream media. I would argue that both these two kind of 

                                                
191 See Hirsch and Nisbet (2007) on a documentary screening in the US about racial issues. 
192 Douban.com is a Chinese website providing user review and recommendation services for movies, 
books, and music since 2005. It is also one of the largest online communities in China. In September 
2009 it had about 10 million registered users and ranked the 24th most popular website in China. 
Together with Fanhall.com it represents the largest online independent film community (Fanhall 2010e). 
193 See the fundamental section on film consumption as collective public sphere in Hansen (1991). 
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discourses (documentary content and documentary as object) deeply affect the audience 

involved. As much as filmmakers display a new aspect of citizenship, in terms of 

reclaiming the right to know through making media, audiences are very much showing 

a new development of citizen-spectator as well. Peter Dahlgren says that:  

 
Audiences that coalesce into publics who talk about political issues—and begin to enact 
their civic identities and make use of their civic competencies—move from the private 
realm into the public one, making use of and further developing their cultures of 
citizenship (2006, p. 275). 

 

In the next section I present some case studies in which publics have been more likely 

to develop this ‘culture of citizenship’, or to put this in another words, how they display 

a clear rehearsal/performance of public discussion in a public sphere. The first two 

examples involve physical gatherings and discussions in ‘sheltered spaces’. The last two 

examples examine contents of online discussion in an independent film online platform. 

I will show how both discussions on the film subject and on the film itself are more 

likely to create space for a public sphere of discussion. 

 

 

7.4.1 Debates in sheltered spaces: the case of Petition and Laoma Tihua 

 

 As Nakajima points out (2006, 2010) film clubs enable the emerging of public 

spheres through provision of venues and the screenings of films which depict slices of 

reality that authority is reluctant to acknowledge. Independent film festivals are very 

similar in this sense. Petition was one of the highlights of ChinaDoc 2009 and it had 

been screened twice during the festival. First presented in its 1.5-hour-long version at 

the Songzhuang Art Centre, it has been successively proposed again a few days later in 

the director’s cut version (over six hours long) at the Fanhall cinema nearby. During the 

second screening, the capacity of Fanhall cinema was at its maximum (around 200 

people). Many others, including myself, couldn’t access the cinema, for it had reached 

the number of people allowed into the venue. Not being able to attend the film 

screening gave me the opportunity to have informal conversations with spectators who 

were often coming out of the venue for a break during the last three hours of screening. 

The interest in the second version, as a member of the audience told me, was because 

the second version did not ‘compromise’, showing the full stories of the people in the 

film. I found this particularly interesting as an ‘epistephelic’ attitude stronger than the 
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simple pleasure of watching a documentary. Moreover, several others told me that they 

decided to come specifically because after the film a ‘round table on documentary and 

social reality’ (jilupian yu shehui xianshi yuanzhuohui) would take place instead of the 

normal ‘questions and answers with the director’ (daoyan jiaoliu). At the end of the film, 

Fanhall director Zhu Rikun invited directors Zhao Liang, Cui Weiping and Yu Jianrong, 

to join them. Cui Weiping, as I mentioned in earlier chapters, is a ‘public intellectual’ 

who praised documentary as an important mirror of Chinese society. Yu Jianrong is a 

well-known and outspoken sociologist who researches the problem of petitioners.194 

The debate started with questions from the audience to Zhao Liang. Spectators showed 

a genuine interest for the problem of people stationing in Beijing in search of justice 

waiting for their petition to be heard, touching only marginally on the film itself. Zhao 

Liang remained a bit vague about his position on the problem, stating his role as 

filmmaker to ‘document’ reality, but denying any further implication with their subjects. 

This confirms again the attitude of most of filmmakers that I described in section 5.2 as 

being neutral and not showing any direct involvement with the matter considered. Yu 

Jianrong instead gave an historical and social picture to the problem of petitioning in 

China. The discussion was then followed by questions and comments from the public. 

Audience members were eager to discuss the political and social background which 

generated the petitioners’ problems, and the discussion developed further, questioning 

the validity of such a system, which someone suggested should be closed down 

altogether, and the violation of the petitioners’ basic human rights, leaving them in such 

condition which might lead to corrupt their mental health.195 After about thirty minutes, 

Zhu Rikun closed the discussion, blaming the tight schedule of the following screenings. 

However, I suspect that the reason might have been that the discussion had gone into 

political terrain, citing validity of the government and issues democracy in relation to 

the petition system.196  

 

                                                
194 Yu Jianrong is director of the Rural Development Institute, Social Issues Research Center at the 
Chinese Academy for Social Sciences. After researching into social stability for more than 10 years, he is 
recognized as an ‘expert’ of petition issues (China Daily 30 March 2010).  
195 The suggestion to shut down the petitioning system has been already raised by Yu Jianrong himself in 
scholarly debate: see for example http://www.atimes.com/atimes/China/KE09Ad02.html [4 April 2011] 
What is interesting to note here is that this was not an intellectual discussion, but a debate between 
intellectuals and members of the public.  
196 I was told later that week that plainclothed police were among the audience. This supposition had been 
corroborated by the Internet crackdown in December 2009 which involved also the website Fanhall.com 
and all the online material related to Petition, as I explained in section 6.5.1. Even in such ‘sheltered 
spaces’ self-censorship is often essential in order to not incur further problems.  
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Figure 5    Petition post-screening debate: Prof. Yu Jianrong and Cui Weiping, together with Fanhall director 

Zhu Rikun (left photo), respond to the questions from the audience (right photo). Available at 
blog.artintern.net. 

 

On this occasion and other similar ones I attended, the participation of the public has 

been fundamental, not only in terms of numbers (often over the capacity of the venue), 

but also for the willingness to express their opinions, since not everyone who raised 

their hand had the chance to speak into the microphone. Moreover, at some point Cui 

Weiping asked the audience to salute and applaud dissident Hu Jia’s wife, who was 

sitting among the public.197 Documentary, as I have already pointed out in the previous 

chapters, polarizes civil society, activists, intellectuals, and ‘dissidents’, but it also hosts 

sheltered spaces for those actors to speak out in public. Screening is a fundamental 

event where these publics come together to watch a documentary, but also to know 

more and interact with each other in a social network. This is what I regard as a 

fundamental trait of active audiences of documentary films which enact public spheres 

of discussion. 

 

This quality is also significant for screenings within the four walls of private residences 

or in small screenings at places such as universities. It could be argued that these events 

could fall within a private sphere of consumption and not public. However, these 

gatherings are important opportunities for debate, for both the furthering of discussions 

topics and for the benefit of the people who participate, as I will shortly describe. The 

small screening groups are normally with documentarians and their friends, mainly 

intellectuals, university professors, and artists. Cui Weiping indicated during her 

interview that sometimes she invites academic colleagues (being based at the Beijing 

                                                
197 Hu Jia is an activist imprisoned in 2007 and released in June 2011 who has been involved directly with 
reporting the HIV epidemic and the plight of petitioners.  
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Film Academy herself) for get-togethers culminating with the screening of 

documentaries.  

 

In Ai Xiaoming’s documentary Why are the Flowers so Red shows a group of people 

watching Ai Weiwei’s Laoma Tihua, recording their comments and discussions. The 

screening of Laoma Tihua took place in an unidentified Beijing indoor environment. 

Among the public present, we can recognize various university professors (such as 

Zhang Xianmin and Cui Weiping), visual artists, journalists, NGO workers and even 

independent filmmakers indicated with subtitles, all gathered together around the 

television set. At minute sixteen, the camera records an animated discussion among the 

spectators: it focuses on the unbalanced relation of the Chinese citizen (gongmin) with 

the state. In one long shot, Laoma Tihua shows Ai Weiwei arguing with a tribunal 

officer, questioning him on the reasons why he is not permitted to testify for Tan 

Zuoren (see section 4.1.1). In her film, Ai Xiaoming shows this footage followed by the 

discussion among the public. Many comments focus on the importance of the 

documentary in claiming this right to state accountability and transparency. Cui 

Weiping, for example, highlights that shooting one of his videos elicited the reaction of 

the authorities and police and provoked severe consequences. Wu Wei, an NGO worker, 

and other members of the audience point out that this is a way to teach people how to 

deal with authority and ‘give force and get rid of fear [of the authority], because they 

[the authority] also are scared as us and sometimes they talk nonsense’. 

 

From the screening of Laoma Tihua recorded by Ai Xiaoming, we can see how 

documentary video is a channel of communication to access information not elsewhere 

available, especially for liberal intellectuals, artists, and social workers, acting as an 

alternative medium. I see the present as a fundamental time of bonding and exchanging 

of ideas, and video here operates as a facilitator and unifying force. Their discussion 

appears to be highly political, centred on citizenship and relationship with authority. 

Moreover, there is also a reflection on the role documentary films such as Laoma Tihua, 

which is considered by audience members to be not only a source of information, but 

also a way to have social awareness and inspire new attitudes as citizens. In the next 

section I will move on from the physical debates to the virtual ones by looking at two 

examples of online discussions. 
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7.4.2 Debates on the web: Fanhall.com  

 

 The private sphere of watching documentaries becomes public when the 

audiences engage in blog writings and online discussions. Fanhall.com is not only a 

reference platform of exchange for documentary filmmakers and film fans alike on 

film-related issues, but it represents also an interesting arena of debate and 

communication which is actively used by its registered members.198 Some of the 

contents, even if related to independent filmmaking and documentaries, show an 

interesting critical approach on the role of filmmaking in society and also interest and 

concern for news and social issues, as much as other cultural and networking websites 

such as Douban (see note 192).  

 

Fanhall.com is managed by the Fanhall Film Studio, a company supported by the Li 

Xianting Film Fund (see Chapter Six) and directed by Zhu Rikun. Fanhall.com is 

composed of a news section (where news on film festivals in China and overseas are 

posted), descriptions of films and documentaries (both Chinese and foreign), blog 

entries and a forum. Most independent documentaries have their own entry as a 

description page with photos and filmmakers biography. Registered users can add 

comments to any of the abovementioned sections, including documentary descriptions. 

 

Ai Weiwei’s Laoma Tihua entry has a very long list of users’ comments. Among them: 

‘Powerful. Chinese realist cinema doesn’t need technique’ and, ‘I really admire old Wei 

who had the courage to call that state dignified stupid c…. ‘boss’’ (laoban) (in reference 

to Ai Weiwei who tries to talk to a public official the day before Tan’s trial. See 

previous section). Or also: ‘Here we don’t need description. There are no obscure sides. 

This is the most basic form of documenting. We need this kind of documentary, we 

need reality, we look so much as though we are desert dust, thirsty for freedom’ (my 

emphasis). 

 

In other cases, comments take the form of a discussion. Fanhall.com posted an editorial 

about ChinaDoc 2010, discussing the films presented during the festival, the difficulties 

of screening films like Karamay without incurring problems, and the jury’s choice. 

Dozens of comments appeared a few days after the posting. Many of them regard the 

‘independent scene’ and its supposed shift to a more professional and commercial side, 
                                                
198 In order to post any comment, users must be registered and logged on. 
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as the entry fee for ChinaDoc (see section 6.5.1). Another user, responding to the 

threads main question (‘Does this film festival have courage?’ Zhe shi yongqi de 

dianyingjie ma?), writes: ‘Regarding being brave, it’s not the courage of who explores 

the wildlife, but that of who face exploration of an issue’. A user nicknamed Zhao 

Shasha who presented herself as a film higher degree student, expresses her frustration 

on film screenings saying: ‘If you cannot screen Karamay, what is the meaning of doing 

independent films? If you don’t dare to screen it, I will!  […] I will be responsible for 

any consequence of this event!’ The same user expresses her frustration on the lack of 

films showing aspects of Chinese society in reference to the presence of experimental 

and ‘first person’ films presented at ChinaDoc 2010 (see section 6.5.1), which in the 

same way ‘betrayed’ the ‘social quality’ of such gatherings, including its very evocative 

poster:  

 
How come you dare to use this poster (a picture of surveillance camera in Tian Anmen 
square, a reference to censorship and control on film production, and in general, on 
everyday life199), you should be able to face the problems in society […] Instead, when I 
watched your films I felt really disappointed. 

 

Another user points out the importance of documentary film festivals:  

             
Everyone in China watches CCTV, but not because they like it, but because they do not 
have any other channel that they like watching. The importance of film festival is not 
only for the exchange between filmmakers and film lovers, but it has a social effect that 
could be even compared to mass movements. Its significance is to allow more people to 
reflect on modern society, including the community they come from, I think this is what 
we need most now.  
 

Many other comments of this kind stressed the importance of documentary as an 

information channel, and the ongoing online debate was centred on how to maintain this 

flow of information (and the platform, like a film festival). In one post, another user 

even talks about the public sphere connected to documentaries in China, citing Jürgen 

Habermas and Hanna Harendt, a signal towards interesting intellectual discussion on 

documentaries. In one most recent editorial posted by Fanhall, the author wonders if 

these gatherings are a ‘carnival’ for the ‘circle’ (quanzi) of people interested in 

underground films, or if they should aim at building a public sphere (gonggong lingyu). 

He wishes that the films might be less centred on the filmmaker’s point of view and aim 

instead in a more ‘public direction’ (gonggong zhixiang), proposing Ai Weiwei’s 

documentary films as an inspiration in this sense.  
                                                
199 From various chats with public members and film festival volunteers. 
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User comments can also be regarded more than just about the themes of the 

documentaries, but also about themes which marginally touch the film world or that do 

not have any direct link with films. In this regard, I observed a rise of comments and 

threads in the site forum posted by users concerning political and social happenings. For 

example, a user posted a thread copying a piece of news concerning an accident from 

another online source, and he/she questions why police are deliberately hiding the 

circumstances in which a young man died falling between the subway railway lines. 

Soon after the assignation of the Nobel Prize to Liu Xiaobo, many threads appeared 

about him, discussing who he is, and exchanging information not available on the 

Chinese web. In addition, several users posted photos from foreign websites showing 

demonstrations in Hong Kong and other censored material in Mainland China.  

 

Documentary viewers, through their comments, are enacting a public sphere of 

discussion where the debate includes agreements and disagreements on the independent 

video community as having an important role in society. Of particular interest I see the 

various comments on documentaries as a channel of information and the belief in 

platforms such as Fanhall.com and ChinaDoc as being places of exchange and free 

discussion (‘to allow more people to reflect on modern society’). The documentary 

films and their viewing ‘effect’ get people together to share their views on society, 

acting like a trigger to move people to become more motivated towards knowledge. 

This is a fundamental quality of independent documentaries and one of the most 

important ‘activities’ of its audience: the appropriation of alternative public spaces for 

articulating alternative political discourses (Yu 2006). The circulation of information at 

grassroots level, which Yu describes as ‘media citizenship’, is very much applicable to 

the spectators (and commentators) of independent documentaries, because in doing so 

they foster a pubic debate and political participation. Linked to this concept of a ‘multi-

layered’ effect of documentary films and the appropriation of public spaces for 

discourse in the next section I will look at different ways in which this is promoted and 

fostered. 

 

 

7.5 Documentary audience and civic engagement 
 

 Discussions germinated by documentaries are an interesting aspect of audience 

impact, but there are also other ways in which audiences might react. Documentary is 
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the most straightforward way to call people to understand and sympathize, amplify the 

voices of the film subjects, develop the progress of the event itself, and even become the 

most critical turning point of a public event (Teng 2010). Activist documentaries can be 

considered to be a direct involvement of the individual in public discourse and their will 

to participate, as much as the filmmakers themselves, as I described in Chapter Five. I 

have already described ways in which documentary films can be ‘used’ for a purpose, 

that is, as a dialogue with the authorities, for academic programmes, and as proof in a 

legal trial. In this section I will look at different ways documentary films might have 

had an impact on the audience and produce ‘activity’ in terms of civic participation. 

 

Human rights lawyer Teng Biao points out that the Internet has an imperative impact on 

civic actions: it is the space where the raising of concerned citizens who also perform 

actions can be initiated. Documentary helps this as well. The release of Laoma Tihua, 

for example, attracted a large number of views and spreads on the network, making it an 

enormous contribution to the attention of and mobilization for the Tan Zuoren case. The 

‘Citizens’ Investigation’ project carried out by Ai Weiwei for Tan Zuoren is all 

documented by video documentaries, which are in turn consumed by netizens. Some of 

them, after watching his films, decided to join him collaborating actively in the 

investigation, as one of the volunteers says to Ai Xiaoming’s camera in Why are the 

Flowers so Red. 

 

He Yang’s documentary Emergency Escape Shelter on Ni Yulan’s case is another 

example of how documentary can mobilize people, apart from being a source of 

information for journalists (see Section 6.3.2). In addition to direct viewing on the 

Internet, social network platforms such as Twitter and micro-blogging exposed the 

documentary to tens of thousands of people, perhaps even millions. If mobilized in 

righteous anger, these people collectively represent a powerful force of ‘public opinion’. 

For example, the people involved in the prosecution of Ni Yulan were strongly 

condemned by netizens; many people also sent her donations and goods. During a 

traditional Chinese festival, netizens organized an event to show solidarity with and 

support to Ni Yulan. In response the police then detained Ni. In turn netizens set up 

tents outside the police station to protest. Teng Biao (2010) describes the mobilization 

in the case of Ni Yulan saying that: ‘undoubtedly, the documentary has played a crucial 

role in all the civil actions around this event’.  
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7.6 Documentary audience and community screenings 
 

 Community documentaries, as described in the previous chapters, are produced, 

filmed and screened by community members to similar communities. In Chapter Four I 

gave some examples of grassroots staged documentaries describing the migrant workers’ 

lives and the self-produced video funded by the Ford Foundation among Yunnan ethnic 

minorities.  

 

Self-produced videos and the application of PV techniques all generally aim at boosting 

communication among villagers and other communities, enhancing a self-definition of 

the local culture, raising awareness about the community problems and menaces, and 

helping to influence decision-making. These kind of projects in China bear some 

qualities which are extremely significant for studies on contemporary Chinese society, 

since the people involved in PV and grassroots videos are migrant workers, rural 

dwellers, and, as in this case, minority groups. These are the people ‘on the margin’ of 

economic and social development, as well as victims of omissions, under-representation 

and/or misrepresentation as a disenfranchised group (Sun 2007). Their relation with the 

mainstream media is strongly passive, especially with television, which often utilizes 

stereotyped images of them. Through video these groups are ‘empowered’ to 

communicate within and outside the community. Screening is only one part of the 

process of self-made media, giving the community a voice, even if not the most 

important, given the importance of the whole process made up of negotiation and 

dialogue within the whole community. However, film screening bears some important 

features in creating consciousness and public spheres.  

 

The videos produced by the NGO the New Workers Art Troupe, for example, had been 

intended for groups of migrant workers mainly living in Beijing. Screenings of their 

own stories took place mainly in Pi Village on the outskirts of Beijing where the NGO 

has its headquarters, inside the Migrant Workers’ Museum where there is a medium-

sized cinema. Other mobile screenings took place in various work places, mainly 

building sites where workers also often live. NGO director Sun Heng pointed out that 

screenings are extremely lively times, with people discussing, laughing, or getting angry 

during and after the film. The intent of the films is to entertain, but also to make people 

reflect on their conditions as a form of education. Post-screening discussions are always 

heated moments to exchange frustration, or suggest ways to solve everyday problems. 
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Frequent topics of discussion also include the migrant workers’ representation in the 

media and perception from city residents.  

 

Video is a part of the work of the NGO in sustaining and helping workers. In 2010 the 

New Workers Festival (xin gongren jie), which took place in Pi Village, included staged 

performances, music concerts and a documentary festival. Wang Dezhi’s films (see 

section 4.1.3) were screened together with Ai Xiaoming’s The Train to My Hometown 

(Kaiwang jia de lieche) about the catastrophic winter storm during the Spring Festival 

of 2008.200 The point of the screening was to ‘understand better the history of migrant 

workers and give us a real face’ (Wang Dezhi 2010, interview). These represent 

moments of sharing consciousness about conditions, but also of giving dignity and 

social/moral support to migrant workers, who are the objects of discrimination in 

everyday lives. Documentary screenings are not only bonding moments, but also 

moments of self-representation through citizens’ media and the building of a culture of 

their own. 

 

 

7.6.1 Documentary as a ‘fireplace’ facilitating discussions in remote communities 

 

 The primal aim of PV is to enable a group or community to take action to solve 

their own problems and also to communicate their needs and ideas to decision-makers 

and/or other groups and communities (Lunch 2007, p. 10). PV effectively promotes a 

public sphere where people might discuss something about their own community’s 

needs. In particular, I look at changes and initiatives from members of the Chinese rural 

community who would not usually participate in the village’s political life, like young 

people, the elderly or women. Through community screenings we can also witness an 

increased perception of other communities, realization of community needs and 

discussion, and discussion amongst decision makers. 

 

In most cases, a film screening represents the first time that the community encounters 

the mediated images of themselves and this provokes a lot of discussion and reflection 

on themselves and how their community can be perceived. During the first screening of 

                                                
200 The 2008 Chinese winter storms（2008 nian Zhongguo xuezai）was China’s worst winter weather in 
half a century and affected large portions of southern and central China from January to February 2008. It 
caused extensive damage and transportation disruption for several hundreds of thousands of travellers, 
especially those migrants for whom the Spring Festival is the only time of the year to return home.   
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The Soul of the Corn, the audio was covered by people talking and commenting on the 

rituals they experienced many times, but had never seen from the outside. The first 

screening of Changes in Luoshui Village about the tourism impact in a Mosuo 

community was primarily attended by the village elders, mostly women. After the film, 

they started a long and heated discussion about the dilemma of moral degeneration 

among the young, and pros and cons of economic development, as well as the 

difficulties of preserving Mosuo culture against the impact of the outside world. They 

also suggested that the film should be used as teaching material for the children (Xie 

2009, p. 23). As a result of this documentary, villagers began to look into their culture 

and themselves in a new way, and started to rethink about changes taking place around 

them (Er Qing, cited in Zhang & Zeng 2009, p. 83). As the director points out, most of 

these ‘problems’ that arose in the documentary had actually been noticed by villagers 

already, it’s just that they were reluctant to take counter measures instead of simply 

complaining. Documentary provided them with a stage to communicate with each other 

and motivated them to face the problems as well as face themselves again (Er Qing, 

cited in Zhang & Zeng 2009, p. 83). One of the villager filmmakers’ ‘facilitator’ sums 

up the experience of documentary viewing: 

 
Our film is like the traditional fire, around which people sit and discuss openly about 
their problems, their puzzles, their hopes. According to Mosuo tradition, many topics 
cannot be discussed together with people of other sex or age groups. But around the 
‘fire’ created by the film, these topics are discussed and villagers of different 
generations express and change their ideas. They begin to reflect upon their culture, 
formally discuss problems of the village and discuss ways to solve the problem. This 
process is the most striking thing in the filmmaking (Xie 2009, pp. 28–29). 
 

The aim of PV videos is also to communicate to the outside world, even if the intended 

audience always remains the community and it is sometimes difficult to conciliate the 

two different publics (Xie 2009). Through public screening in events such as the Yunfest, 

PV projects have attracted the attentions of the ordinary citizens as well as the 

professional documentary workers and scholars on the issue of community culture 

preservation. They have also evoked some discussions and reflections on modernization 

and preserving tradition, and on relations between mainstream culture and rural culture 

(Xie 2009). Of particular importance are the screenings among different communities, 

as in the CBV projects, where the documentaries were screened in each village 

participating in the projects. These screenings represent a real medium in action, a 

medium that bypasses the mainstream representations of the media and puts different 
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rural communities, which share similar issues and problems, in communication with 

each other.  

 

During the screenings, the community experiments in a kind of consumption of a self-

owned media that speaks their own language and talks about issues they know. It does 

not only bring together the community, but it also helps include rural and migrant 

populations in their public sphere of discussion and the advancement of a collective 

sense of citizenship, as I described in reference to the rural population along the Nu 

River Valley (see section 5.4). PV projects can be described as a truly ‘citizens medium’ 

(see Rodríguez 2001). In sum, community documentary screenings are able to create 

physical public spheres of discussions, enhancing the perceived role of the audience as 

part of the community who can reflect and take measures to change a given situation.  

 

 

Conclusion 
 

 People watching independent documentary films in China can be seen as an 

active audience in the way alternative media studies understands it, that is, as 

respondents emotionally engaged, and willing to participate in political and social 

discussions and civic action. Documentary films are not seen as entertainment. Instead, 

the audiences consciously watch films in order to know more, treating these films, 

therefore, as a medium of information considered more reliable than mainstream 

because it is being made by ordinary citizens.  

 

The response of individual viewers can be emotional at first, but also have an extreme 

impact on the social aspect, and it often moves them to share their concerns and search 

for more information on the subject matter. Discussions among the public can be 

engaged in either after the screening or online, where the topics discussed touch only 

marginally on the documentary subject, and more on social and political and social 

issues that arise from the content. The practice of watching documentary films might 

also lead netizens to get to know specific happenings and to take collective action, such 

as public demonstration. Finally, community screenings represent times of collective 

reflection about the condition of the community, building consciousness about menaces 

and problems, suggesting solutions, helping the community members to build a sense of 

collective identity and self-consciousness of their own culture. 
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Documentary viewing—and especially the post-screening online and offline 

exchanges—create public spaces where people feel compelled to discuss civic matters. 

In so doing, we could again describe these enviroments as ‘public spheres’ because 

opinions are exchanged, critical views on public matters are shared and those 

discussions can evolve into civil actions and direct social change. 

 

From this brief analysis, the documentary films I discussed in Chapter Four emerge as 

an interesting catalyst not only for publics interested in independent cinema, but 

especially for people who share social concern and civic consciousness, and it helps in 

developing these aspects. Documentary viewing is therefore a fundamental moment 

where a network of social actors are engaged and create relations with each other.  
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Chapter 8:      Conclusion: Beyond the Chinese Documentary-

Making Network 
 

 

 

 
 

8.1 The significance of independent documentary-making in 

contemporary China 
 

 In the first decade of the twenty-first century China gained acclaim as the 

world’s most dynamic economy. Such rapid economic development, coupled with the 

party-state’s control on political and social life, exacerbated several deep conflicts and 

inequalities in terms of social class, the urban-rural divide, ethnicity, and gender, among 

others. However, in an apparently immobilized and controlled environment, legal and 

civic rights awareness is becoming part of Chinese citizens’ discourse, while grassroots 

dissent and resistance take place in the streets, in courts, and on the Internet. It is within 

this context that the present research examined a part of independent documentary-

making as a companion to the formation of public spheres where critical thinking on 

society and on the state is formed. This thesis proffers an understanding of how 

independent documentary films are alternative media which empower citizens as social 

actors, helping raise social consciousness and provoking change.  

 

My thesis sheds light on this ongoing digital video phenomenon which is not yet 

thoroughly covered by academic research. Scholars and journalists have showed a 

growing interest in independent films in China, but they have mostly focused on film 

texts and their significance in the ‘post-socialist’ film production process (see Berry 

2007). What still needed to be explored were the implications and relations in terms of 

social impact that documentary-making had within contemporary Chinese society. For 

this reason, I firstly contributed to this goal by enriching the data with several case 

studies, offering updated knowledge on recent documentary films and filmmakers from 

2004 up to the present day. Secondly, I provided information on how these films are 

produced, used and consumed for social purposes. Thirdly, I framed my results in a 
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theoretical background of social and media studies, which put this Chinese phenomenon 

in the wider context of worldwide independent media and social change.   

 

My major conclusion is that these video works emerge not only as an alternative 

representations of Chinese society, as other publications already pointed out, but as 

modest contributors to the development of a modern and more pluralistic society, where 

citizens recognize their role in participating in social life and civil society. My results 

show that a part of the independent documentary production in China stands out as a 

form of communication that bypasses the traditional media gatekeepers, and hence it 

establishes itself as an alternative and/or citizens’ driven media. Alternative media can 

be described as spaces of interaction and production where citizens can exercise their 

voice, an aspect crucial to their possibilities in acting as citizens (Couldry, cited in 

Harcup 2011, p. 17).  

 

In section 2.2 I looked at some specific carachteristics of the documentary network 

which might suggest that documentary-making can be coupled with the formation of 

public spheres. The actors participate in the network as a matter of their own choice, 

and in so doing they show an active concept of citizenship. They participate in public 

life exchanging opinions, expressing critical views on public matters and on the 

government (power) in a space which is external to both the authority (the party-state) 

and the market. In Chapters Five, Six and Seven I described the discussions among film 

practitioners, distributors, and the audience who all build strategies to cope with or 

collaborate with the state and the market. Moreover, actors create events for such 

discussions to take place, they show concern and will to create such video works for the 

civil society. Finally, documentary-making take also part into direct involvement into 

civil actions, both as a true medium of alternative information and as direct guerrilla 

filmmaking.  

 

As a quality of any democratic system, an active and informed citizenry is often 

translated as having agency in the political arena. It is difficult to retrace such powerful 

agency in Chinese alternative media because the theorization of the public sphere and 

active citizenship describe alternative media in western democracies. In these different 

social and political scenarios, freedom of expression and a thriving private media sector 

are coupled with a powerful civil society and emerging autonomous grassroots self-

made media. In contrast to these contexts, Chinese documentaries are the result of 
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individual and small-scale collective efforts. They lack a structure behind film 

production, an organized movement or strong political beliefs, which are all supporting 

other militant documentary film movements overseas. Thus Chinese documentary, 

compared to overseas social-issue documentaries, look fragmented in their production 

and social impact.  

 

In my view, these differences do not downsize the contribution of Chinese independent 

films. In this thesis I have shown how participation in alternative media and 

consumption is also beneficial for Chinese society. Moreover, it is exactly the lack of a 

proper film or social movement and a strong organization that makes these films 

nonetheless thrive in a controlled and censored media panorama. Some documentary 

films are becoming more militant forms of alternative media, partly because of the 

foreign influence of political documentary cinema, and partly because of the contingent 

Chinese situation, generating an impact on some groups of citizens and their networks. 

These groups of citizens are negotiating with authority spaces for documentary film 

festivals, claiming social justice with video documentary, collaborating with 

mainstream media, and discussing community issues. As I demonstrated in Chapters 

Five and Seven in discussions with filmmakers and audience members, they even reflect 

and discuss their role as citizens in Chinese society. 

 

Even if independent documentary cinema is not a film nor a social movement per se in 

China, it seems to contribute nonetheless to what Mertha (2008) indicated as 

‘alternative issue framing’, that is, the presentation of an issue to the general public 

outside the ‘official state framing’. Alternative issue framing, as presented in alternative 

media, is quite compatible with the evolving non-democratic but increasingly pluralistic 

political processes of authoritarian regimes, provided the goal of critics is not 

fundamental regime change (Mertha 2008, p. 13). Documentary films and their 

productions seem to me the visual counterpart of these alternative issue framing where 

the supremacy of the one-party-state is not discussed, but where citizens aggregate, 

make claims, and actively work for a common aim, that is, a more open, more inclusive 

and transparent society. In doing so, Chinese citizens are able to exercise a small yet 

significant degree of agency. Without fulfilling any state agenda or seeking commercial 

benefit, citizens autonomously and collectively work towards a common aim.  
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Consequent to these reflections, my other major conclusion is that documentary-making 

is therefore not merely a technological tool, but, more significantly, a complex 

networked space included in the bigger network of active citizens and civil society. 

Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network Theory (ANT) gave this research the ability to describe 

the people and institutions involved in such networks as actors whose contribution is 

vital to the existence of the network itself and the creation of public spheres. As 

Gershon and Malitsky (2010) noted, the ANT perspective on documentaries refuses 

sharp distinctions between documentary production, distribution and reception, and 

instead understands all aspects as central. The key to investigating documentary films as 

alternative media is to look at them in terms of their organizational processes (the 

production phase), along with their front-end content (the final product and the audience 

consumption). These interactions will in turn take the form of political impact. As 

Whiteman (2007, p. 68) notes:  

 

Political impact is most likely to occur when at least one element of the issue network 
puts the documentary to work within the network, using the documentary to approach 
other elites, to mobilize their own and other groups, to mobilize individual citizens, and 
ultimately to change public policy.  

 

In other words, if we want to comprehend how films are able to interact with Chinese 

society we cannot disregard the way filmmakers shoot their films, the activist networks 

they are part of, or even the editing and post-production phases. The market and the 

party-state are important to many of the filmmakers, since much of the digital 

technology vital to the flourishing of the network are often intertwined in mutual power 

relations. For example, the market gives Chinese filmmakers access to digital cameras 

and funding. In other cases, especially in community projects, support from the 

authorities can provide a positive contribution. In China I recognize political impact as 

forms of negotiation with the party-state and mainstream media on the one hand, and of 

connections to wider social issues of civil society, both domestic and international, on 

the other. It is through the documentary-making network that these citizens are 

empowered to discuss, establish connections with civil society and negotiate with power.  
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8.2 Research outcomes  

 
 The data I presented generally agreed with my initial supposition and, in some 

cases, even furthered what I earlier suggested. My principal research question on 

whether documentary films are actively promoting social change and social 

consciousness has been answered in the affirmative, as I demonstrated in accounts of 

audience reception, civic engagement, authority responses, creation of not-for-profit 

institutions, and so forth, which I analysed in Chapters Four to Seven.  

 

I think one of the fundamental concepts that supports my research approach is 

considering documentary films not only as generically ‘independent’ or ‘underground’ 

films in China, but truly as an alternative medium of information. The documentaries I 

take into consideration all have a critical view on social happenings or society, or 

contents or perspectives which can hardly be found in mainstream media. These films 

reveal a different and alternative view on Chinese society, and they are produced and 

consumed by a heterogeneous public, which includes those normally excluded from 

media-making and public debate. In doing so, documentaries propose a sort of citizens’ 

‘counter-propaganda’, as these themes and approaches are all aspects of being an 

alternative or citizens’ media, as Rodríguez points out (2001). This is therefore the 

characteristic which distinguishes these documentary films from other forms of artistic 

expression, that is, their being partisan, socially involved, but also popular, since images 

go beyond gender, class, ethnicity, and educational and technological capacities, 

reaching different strata of society.  

 

According to Atton (2002, p. 27), the alternative media process is characterized by 

several qualities. These include non-commercial sites for distribution; transformed 

social relations, roles and responsibilities; and transformed communication processes. I 

see these qualities all belonging to Chinese documentary films, the potential of which is 

as a democratizing media. As I said before, part of this analysis on social impact has to 

do also with the production process, including the people involved in the making. The 

‘transformed social relations, roles and responsibilities’ regards especially the 

filmmakers, who demonstrated to be not only the men/women behind the camera, but to 

be also profoundly involved in the process of alternative media-making. I questioned 

how filmmaking is able to impact on filmmakers’ perceptions of society and the way 

filmmakers use the camera for social purposes, that is, for the creation of public spheres. 
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The key word that emerged from interviews and personal frequentation with filmmakers 

is undoubtedly ‘citizen’ (gongmin), a concept seen by them as the sum of duties and 

right towards society and fellow citizens. Professional filmmakers exercise their 

citizenship through the spreading of information via their films. Public intellectuals and 

academics involved in filmmaking, on the other hand, undertake civic participation 

through filmmaking as part of their social commitment. Rural villagers and migrant 

workers exercise their citizenship because filmmaking becomes an instrument of 

participation in the public life of their own community. All the people involved in 

filmmaking are highly self-conscious of the social aspect of their activity and, more 

importantly, they are often drawn into activism and participation in public spheres 

because of their filmmaking activity.  

 

Filmmaking is also an important tool in the hands of citizens to maintain a dialogue 

with other powers and aspects of society, such as the market, the party-state, the 

mainstream media and civil society. Independent documentary production, therefore, 

acts like a ‘rhizome’ network that grows and interacts with different aspects of society, 

but retaining still its own independence with no formal attachments to any of these. As 

we have seen, video documentaries are used to make people’s voice heard at the local 

level; as supporting evidence at trials, as material to be exchanged with professional 

journalists and with NGOs and similar institutions. The emergence of funding 

institutions and film festivals are also the proof of the multiple interactions with party-

state and market that documentary-making is able to create.  

 

Finally, this research could not overlook documentary audience reception as another 

integral part of the documentary ‘social effect’. Audience discussions are very much 

focussed on the role that documentary cinema should have in China and on the social 

and political significance of the happenings presented in films. Viewing the 

documentary itself is not a prerequisite for impact, but it can be the first step for some 

of the publics to acquire and distribute information in informal networks, through the 

Internet, in their own communities, bringing them even to action (Whiteman 2007). The 

documentary’s different ‘impacts’ I could observe during my fieldwork reinforced my 

theoretical approach, but in some cases even went beyond my initial theorizations. 

Public spheres of discussions are created, as documentary-making satisfies the 

prerequisites of public spheres listed in page 22, but often they are also behind factual 

change and citizens’ mobilizations, as I revealed in Chapter Seven. 
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8.3 Future perspectives of documentary research 
 

 The present research offers a modest contribution to the understanding of new 

dynamics in Chinese society, and finds its place in studies on contemporary China, 

especially those concerning grassroots initiatives and popular critical discourse. 

Although the Internet is the much-celebrated new alternative media in China, I argue 

that the use of digital video cameras and mobile phone technology are also working 

towards the creation of grassroots communication networks. Not only are 

documentaries an integral part of Internet communication in which videos are uploaded, 

shared and commented on, but they are also capable of bypassing the digital divide and 

allowing even remote rural communities into communication spheres. 

 

Moreover, I hope that my contribution will update knowledge on activism and 

independent filmmaking worldwide. I think that one of the main points of such research 

is to have put independent documentary on a transnational perspective when it comes to 

examining the links between documentary and social change. Such research could be 

useful to fill a gap on independent activist videos and grassroots media in non-western 

contexts. Too often studies of China are considered sui generis. Notwithstanding the 

uniqueness of the Chinese political system and society, I suggest that many traits of its 

socially engaged documentaries can be found elsewhere, where information restriction 

and censorship is present. In this sense, I cannot help but notice similarities that Chinese 

independent documentaries have with a body of independent video works in Singapore, 

Japan and South Korea, as I indicated in various chapters concerned with film 

influences and screenings. There seems to be, so to speak, an Asian ‘socially engaged 

mode’ of documentary-making which cuts across Asian countries. Independent films 

which act like alternative media often circulate outside their national borders, where 

they are either censored or where public screenings encounter difficulties.201  

 

Another useful aspect of the present research is represented by the use of first-hand 

sources. Interviews conducted with filmmakers, activists and producers themselves is a 

valid set of data that could add some further understanding on Chinese society. Given 

the instability of the Chinese situation, the data and this project itself are even more 

meaningful and timely. In particular, during the last months of my thesis writing, 

                                                
201 An example are the films presented at ChinaDoc 2010 from Singapore, South Korea and Japan, as I 
mentioned in Chapter Seven. 
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current events had a dramatic impact on the documentary-making network. During the 

post-‘Jasmine revolution’ crackdown,202 most documentary-related websites were shut 

down, including those linked to Yunfest (Yunfest.org) and ChinaDoc (Fanhall.com) 

which compose most of my data from Chapter Seven. At the time of writing these 

conclusions, I have just learnt that the 2011 edition of ChinaDoc has been cancelled by 

the organizers, given the problems they may incur with some documentary screenings. 

Ai Weiwei, whose filming activity has been amply discussed in this dissertation, was 

arrested in April 2011, allegedly for economic crimes, and then released on bail in June. 

The shared belief of journalists and China experts is that his involvement in the ‘5.11 

students’ archive’ (also indicated in this research as ‘Citizens’ Investigation’ project) 

had played a major role. In May, Ai Xiaoming, who uses documentary as the primary 

tool of their participation and organization of civic campaign, has been the target of a 

campaign of harassment. 

 

The involvement of filmmakers and film-related activities in this latest crackdown is 

significant to my argument. It demonstrates that independent documentaries in China 

currently do not belong to an isolated and elitist intellectual film movement, but they are 

confronting social reality even more than before, intertwined with space of dissent, 

grassroots movements and social activism and are subsequently becoming the target of 

government repression.  

 

At the completion of this research project, I am optimistic that the continuation of 

investigation on documentary films will be a fruitful field to examine the evolution of 

citizens’ empowerment in China. New documentary films are being uploaded and 

shared through links on the Internet. Every two years Yunfest presents dozens of new 

community-based projects from all over China, and many more are produced and 

circulated in this and other independent film festivals in China and abroad. The 

production is growing exponentially, as is the filmmakers’ network inside China, with 

stronger links between it and overseas producers, directors, and academics. Some of the 

newest Chinese documentary films produced in 2011 even started facing global issues, 

                                                
202 After a call from overseas dissidents through Twitter and Boxun.com, in February 2011 groups of 
people took to the streets in several Chinese cities in signs of protest against the party-state, in what has 
been called the ‘Jasmine Revolution’, inspired by the protest name in Tunisia in December–January of the 
same year. The biggest response to the call, however, seemed to be from the party-state. Soon after the 
protests, the government rounded up lawyers, activists and dissidents, increased online censorship and 
deployed massive numbers of police to quash any demonstrations. For more details, see for example 
Ramzy (2011). 
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hence not only restricted to the examination of Chinese issues.203  

 

Within the limits of this research, I had to focus on a narrow portion of the innumerable 

video projects I encountered in China. However, there are endless possibilities for 

further research on film projects and the way they are used for social purposes. Activist 

video documentary uploads on the Internet need to be considered in research that takes 

into account citizens’ journalism and new grassroots media in China. What Ai 

Xiaoming calls ‘the power of citizens’ images’ is likely to play a more stable and 

consistent role in citizens’ empowerment. Research is still lacking in this area, 

especially regarding films that have a small circulation, such as participatory video 

projects. If criticism only lingers on film text or simply applauds isolated experiments 

with rural filmmakers, without looking at how the use of the camera is impacting on 

these communities, we are losing important insights into Chinese grassroots media 

development.  

 

In addition to the above, we cannot forget that exists hardly any data on independent 

documentary consumption in China. There are still many gaps in research on the 

‘documentary effect’ on the audience—whether this be psychological or social—and 

the kind of public discussion that they initiate, but also on the different ways the public 

consumes documentary films, including the pirate DVD market. This seems to me an 

excellent starting point for the continuation of research into documentary cinema in 

China. 

  

                                                
203 See, for example, filmmaker Jian Yi’s works.  
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Appendix       List of Documentary Films and Documentary 

Film Festivals 
 

 

 

 

This list contains the English titles of all the Chinese documentary films, 

programs and festivals mentioned in this thesis, along with the pinyin transcriptions, 

Chinese original titles, the names of the filmmakers or the production company, and the 

year of release. The titles in quote marks are my translation  from the original Chinese 

whereas the English title is not provided.  
Filmmaker/ 
production  
 

English title Chinese title Year 

Ai Weiwei ‘Mom’s Pork Legs’ 老妈提花 Laoma tihua 
 

2009 

Ai Xiaoming The Epic of Central Plains 中原世纪 Zhong yuan shiji  
 

2006 

Tai Shi Village 太石村 Taishi cun  
 

2006 

Care and Love 关爱之家 Guanai zhi jia  
 

2007 

The Train to My Home 
Town 
 

开往家的列车 Kaiwang jiaxiang de lieche  
 

2008 

Our Children   我们的娃娃 Women de wawa  
 

2009 

An Investigation by Citizens 公民调查 Gongmin diaocha 
 

2009 

Wang Chuan 忘川 Wang chuan  2010 
 

Why Are the Flowers so Red  
 

花为什么这么红 
Hua weishenme zheme hong  
 

2010 

Ai Xiaoming,  
Hu Jie 

Vagina Monologues: Stories 
from China  

阴道独白: 幕后故事 
Yindao dubai: muhou gushi  
 

2004 

Garden in Heaven 天堂花园 Tiantan huayuan 
 

2005 

Bama Mountain 
Culture Research 
Institute 
 

Yunnan Multicultural Film 
Festival (Yunfest) 
 

云之南 Yun zhi nan From 
2003 
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Cao Honghua, 
Xie Chunbo, 
Yunnan Academy 
of Social Sciences 
 

What Shall We Do? - 
Changes of Luoshui Village 
 

我们怎么办? – 落水村的变化 
Women zenmeban? - Luoshui cun de 
bianhua  
 

2009 

CCTV 
 
 

River Elegy 河殇 Heshang  1988 
 

Oriental Horizon 东方时空 Dongfang Shikong  from 
1993 

Tell It Like It Is 实话实说 Shihua shishuo  1996 - 
2009 

News Probe 新闻调查 Xinwen diaocha 
 

from 
1996 

Focus 焦点访谈 Jiaodian Fangtan  
 

from 
1998 

 
Cui Zi’en 
 

 
Queer China, ‘Comrade’ 
China 
 

 
志同志 Zhi tongzhi 
 

 
2009 

Dong Jun Flood 大水 Da shui  
 

2008 

Duan Jinchuan  
 

No. 16 Barkhor South Street 八廓南街 16号 Bakuo nanjie 16 hao  
 

1996 

Duan Jinchuan, 
Jiang Yue 
 

The Storm 暴风骤雨 Baofeng zhouyu  
 

2005 

Feng Cong 
 

Doctor Ma’s Country Clinic 马大夫的诊所 Ma daifu de zhensuo 
 

2008 

Feng Yan 
 

Bing Ai 秉爱 Bing Ai  
 

2007 

Gu Tao 
 

Aoluguya... Aoluguya 敖鲁古雅… 敖鲁古雅 
Aoluguya... Aoluguya 
 

2007 

Jian Yi 
 

Super, Girls!  超级女生 Chaoji nüsheng 2007 

Hou Wentao, 
Yan Enquan, 
Yunnan Academy 
of Social Sciences 
 

Funeral Rites of Qing Miao 
in Lannidong Village,  
Wenshan  
 

文山烂泥洞青苗丧葬仪式 Wenshan 
Lannidong Qing Miao sangzang yishi  

2009 

Hu Jia  Prisoner in Freedom City 
 

自由城的囚徒 Ziyoucheng de qiutu 2008 

Hu Jie In Search of Lin Zhao’s Soul 
 

寻找林昭的灵魂  
Xun zhao Lin Zhao de linghun  
 

2004 

Though I Am Gone 
  

虽我去世 Sui wo qushi  2006 

East Wind National Farm 
  

国营东风农场 Guoying dong feng 
nongchang  
 

2009 

He Yang 
 

Emergency Escape Shelter 应急避难场所 Yingji pinan changsuo  
 

2010 

Li Hong 
 

Out of Phoenix Bridge 回到凤凰桥 Huidao Fenghuang qiao  
 

1997 

Li Xianting Film 
Fund 
 

China Documentary Film 
Festival (ChinaDoc) 

中国记录片交流周  
Zhongguo jilupian zhaoliu zhou 

from 
2003 

Lü Bin, Mei Lan, 
Yunnan Academy 
of Social Sciences 
 

Soul of the Corn 谷鬼 Gu gui  
 

2009 

Luorong Jicheng, Our Jiabi Village  我们佳碧村 Women Jiabi cun  2009 
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Cili Zhuoma,  
Yunnan Academy 
of Social Sciences 
 
Pan Jianlin 
 

Who killed our children? 谁杀我们的孩子？ 
Shei sha women de haizi? 
 

2008 

Shi Lihong 
 

Voice of Nujiang river/ 
Voice of Angry River 
 

怒江之声 Nujiang zhi sheng  2004 

Yang Lina (a.k.a. 
Yang Tianyi)  
 

Old Men 老头 Lao tou  1999 

Wang Bing  West of the Tracks 铁西区 Tiexi qu  
 

2001 

Wang Dezhi  
 

‘A fate-assigned life’  命题人生 Minti rensheng  2008 

 Pi Village 皮村 Pi cun  
 

2009 

 ‘Making it in the city’ 顺利进城 Shunli jincheng  
 

2009 

Wang Libo 
 

Buried 淹没 Yan mo 2009 

Wang Wo  ‘Tossing and Turning’ 折腾 Zhe teng  
 

2010 

Wang 
Zhongrong, 
Yuanjie Yang 
 

A Day of Happy Games 玩一天 Wan yi tian 2009 

Wu Wenguang 
and ten village 
filmmakers  
 

China Village Self-
Governance Film Project/ 
(also known as) China 
Village Documentary 
Project 
 

中国村民自治影像计划  
Zhongguo cunmin zizhi yingxiang jihua  
 

2006 

Xu Tong Wheat Harvest 收麦 Shou mai  
 

2010 

Xu Xin Karamay 克拉玛衣 Kelamayi  
 
 

2009 

Yang Yuanjie, 
Zeng Qingxin, 
Zhang Zhongyun, 
Wendy Erd, 
Yunnan Academy 
of Social Sciences 
 

Training on the Community-
Based Video 

社区影像培训 Shequ yingxiang peixun  2009 

Zhang Dali Looking for the Lost 
Veterans of 1979 

寻找 79 越战消逝的老兵 
Xun zhao 79 yue zhan xiao shi de lao bing  
 

2008 

Zhang Ming  
 

Insect 苍蝇 Cangying  
 

2009 

 60 60 Liushi  
 

2009 

Zhang Weijie Butterfly 蝴蝶 Hudie 
 

2006 

Zhao Liang  
 

Crime and Punishment  
 

罪与罚 Zui yu fa  
 

2006 

Petition 
 

上访 Shangfang  
 

2009 

Zhou Hao Senior year 高三 Gao San  2005 
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