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Abstract

In this film review, I mainly focus on selected scenes of negotiation in Feng Yan’s (冯艳) documen-

tary Bing’ai 秉爱 (2007), treating independence as a form of philosophical affect and using this as 

a basis for analysis. Using the narrative of the documentary, decisions regarding the camera angle, 

and interviews with director Feng Yan as evidence, I argue that the independent spirit of the subject, 

Zhang Bing’ai (张秉爱), and Bing’ai, the independent documentary, have a mutually complemen-

tary and reflective relationship. Through in-depth analysis of the secretly filmed negotiation scene, 

I propose that independence serves as an affective link between the subject and the documenta-

rist. The unpolished, powerful sense of participating in the action helps to affect the audience and 

strengthens our understanding and acceptance of independent films.

In the second half of Bing’ai (2007), directed by Feng Yan, there is a roughly eighteen-minute-long 

negotiation scene (1:22:59-1:40:21). The water levels of the Three Gorges Reservoir are rising, and 

Zhang Bing’ai, the subject of the film, has been ordered by the local government to resettle to a 

location halfway up the mountain, where the land is poor. In this scene, Zhang and her husband 

Xiong Yunjian (熊云建) are squatting on the land that may become their future home. They are 

animatedly debating various topics with the local cadres, including their resettlement compensa-

tion, their requirements for building a house, and land redistribution. It is important to note that in 

this scene, the filming technique uses a hidden camera to provide a view of the debate. The angle 

is skewed and the camera has troubles focusing on the people involved in the debate. At the start of 

the scene, the camera lens is temporarily blocked and everything goes black after one of the cadres 

warns ‘No filming, OK?’ An interview with Feng Yan after filming took place confirms what the 

viewer can already imagine: the shot was constructed in that way due to the intervention of another 

person—the director had no choice but to use that shot (Shi 2009).

Keyword: Independent 
Independence as Affect: 

A Discussion of the Negotiation Scene in Bing’ai

Author: WEN Hao 闻豪   Translator: Michelle DEETER



300

As mentioned in the opening paragraph, the negotiation scene does not merely present the intratex-

tual feelings and responses of the subject as she faces contradictions and difficult situations. There 

is also an extratextual or intratextual force that causes the person behind the camera to be drawn 

into the story. Thus, the process of filming becomes a part of the negotiation. In this film review, I 

attempt to analyse both the story of Zhang Bing’ai, and Zhang and Feng’s involvement in the negoti-

ation scene, to re-evaluate the possible scope and the multiple layers of the meaning of ‘independent’. 

The general public tends to consider the word ‘independent’ without careful thought, assuming it is 

a word that represents positivity, resistance, and correctness. For this reason, the discussion about 

the aesthetics and the political possibilities that the word contains remains inadequate. I hope that 

by analysing specific passages of Bing’ai I can provide an affect theory approach to independence 

that can escape abstract clichés and can increase awareness and inspire future actions. Given that 

documentaries aim to discuss and explore the boundaries of reality, it is important to discuss how 

independence can become an affect that influences the relationship between the person behind the 

camera, the subject, and the viewers. 

The first twenty-seven minutes of Bing’ai describe events that occurred in 1996. Guilin village, a 

village located in Hubei province in the Three Gorges Reservoir Region, faced resettlement at that 

time. The cadres mobilized the people to move away in order to prepare for the construction of the 

Three Gorges Dam. Young documentary director Feng Yan was conducting research in the Three 

Gorges Reservoir Region when she met a group of villagers seeking compensation for leaving their 

homeland. This was how Feng ‘discovered’ Zhang Bing’ai. The latter was in her home, energetically 

arguing with the cadres and the villagers while protecting her husband, who had trouble with his legs 

and would have difficulty moving to a new home. From the very beginning, the independence champi-

oned by Bing’ai was contradictory and ambiguous. On the one hand, she bravely steps in front of her 

husband to protect the livelihoods and the 

land of her small family, demonstrating her 

fierce personality throughout the film. But 

on the other hand, as an individual, she had 

already dealt with many restrictions in her 

life. Her family forced her to separate from 

the person she loved and marry Xiong 

Yunjian, in the expectation that marrying 

into a family that owned land along the 

Yangtze River would be an opportunity to 

improve her financial situation. In 1996, Zhang Bing’ai argues with the cadres and the 
villagers who try to convince her to move; her husband is 
seated in the foreground with his back to the camera
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Feng Yan revisited Guilin village six years later (this makes up the rest of the film, after the twenty-

seven-minute mark), and found Bing’ai looking more distressed than before. Bing’ai decided to stay 

in her home rather than participate in the first wave of the resettlement programme. She also had 

to represent her family while negotiating their participation in the second wave of the move. The 

portion that was filmed in 1996 was mainly filmed in Zhang’s home, while the portion filmed in 2002 

contains more outdoor scenes. This was partially because Feng and Zhang had become more familiar, 

and Feng felt it was important to focus on Zhang’s determination. This was also because Zhang had 

once again taken it upon herself to be the spokesperson and link between her family and the outside 

world. As a result, the second part of the film portrays emotional elements including multiple scenes 

of Zhang walking on her own. Zhang is unable to gain the acceptance of the majority, and as a result 

of her independence she is forced to act alone. There are two layers to Zhang’s loneliness. She did not 

move with the other villagers in the first waves of resettlement, causing her to become a marginalized 

person in society. At the same time, because her husband is unable to take responsibility to care for 

the family or negotiate with the outside world, Zhang must take on this burden.

Somewhat counterintuitively, these restrictions in Zhang’s life gave her the ability to act and think 

independently, which influenced others to be more independent. She clearly understands the problems 

that she faces and she fights tirelessly for the tiniest shred of rights for her family. The viewers see 

scenes of her going to a temporary office based at the side of a major road, asking for permission 

to rent a bit of land to act as a temporary staging ground. The viewers also watch her attending 

resettlement meetings, calmly observing the villagers as they share their ideas and opinions. She 

actively participates in plans for her family’s future by fully supporting her son going to university 

but respecting his wishes and not giving him unnecessary pressure. She flatly refuses to move to the 

city, where she knows that the living conditions would damage her daughter’s mental and physical 

health. She protects the current and future interests of her family; at the same time, she never stops 

looking back and reflecting on her life. She trusts her true emotions from that time and she has never 

doubted herself or made compromises due to the passage of time. The fact that she can face the 

camera and candidly describe the wonderful period when she loved someone that she chose herself 

while expressing the bitterness that she holds because she was not free to choose her own husband 

shows that she has an accurate understanding of her situation.

In an interview, Feng said:

The thing that makes Bing’ai different from other Chinese women is that she does not passively 

accept her fate. She has her own opinions and she is fully capable of assessing the overall 

situation. The reason why she decides to stay is because she wants to lead a life with dignity…
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She often says, ‘When I get old, I want to get an education and write down my life story.’ This 

shows a certain consciousness. At the risk of sounding hyperbolical, I can see the awakening of 

the Chinese farmer in Bing’ai (Cui 2007).

Feng’s comment not only shows that Zhang is aware of her independent spirit, but shows that the 

reason for this independence is the affect resulting from the interaction between the documentarist 

and the subject. This in turn influenced the documentarist’s understanding of herself and others. The 

independent Zhang thus becomes the complement and reflection of the independent film, Bing’ai. 

Zhang’s firm insistence on retaining her homeland is the reason that the film exists. Interviews with 

Feng show how the inexperienced director must have been shocked by the farmers in the Three 

Gorges Dam Region who were willing to give up their homeland for a bit of cash and how Feng felt 

‘close to and equal to’ (Cui 2007) Zhang, who fought resolutely to keep her land but was neither 

conciliatory nor arrogant. According to Feng, the reason why she returned to Guilin to shoot in 2002 

was partly because Zhang’s son wrote to her about the plight of the family (Shi 2009). We should 

not hold the oversimplified view that the relationship between Feng and Zhang is ‘the one holding 

the camera and the one in front of the camera’ or ‘the one discovering and the one being discovered’. 

Instead, we should view the relationship as one that is mutually informative, interactive, and mutually 

empowering. In the negotiation scene of Bing’ai, viewers see how Feng’s presence provides a degree 

of physical and spiritual support to Zhang. At one point, Zhang asks Feng for paper and pen to record 

evidence of the results of the negotiation.

The energy resulting from negotiation is not only found between the documentarist and the subject, 

but between the recorded image and the viewers. In Images in Spite of All, scholar Georges 

Didi-Huberman discusses photographs that were secretly taken by Sonderkommandos, Jewish 

inmates who were forced to exterminate fellow Jews during the Holocaust. Didi-Huberman uses the 

four photographs taken by Sonderkommandos at Auschwitz to discuss the relationship between the 

composition and the ethics of recorded images. According to Didi-Huberman, these images were 

‘snatched from hell’ and should not exist in the world. Not only did the images portray scenes of 

bodies burned by Nazis that were unable to be seen otherwise, but their skewed composition showed 

that the photographer faced physical limitations and possessed incredible tenacity. As a result, the 

viewers can use these traces of evidence to experience the truth of the Holocaust—a historical period 

so terrible as to be ‘unimaginable’ (Didi-Huberman 2012, pp. 3-17). Compared with the simple 

argument that the camera is more important than the subject, these distorted scenes complicate the 

intricate relationship between the documentary auteur, the camera, the subject, and the heteroge-

neous elements within the subject. By viewing and experiencing these rare images that were captured 

at great risk, we, as the audience, are further influenced by the affect of the shooting process, and 
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even absorb it as our own political nourishment.

Similarly, in the negotiation scene of Bing’ai, we may use Feng’s imperfectly aimed composition of 

the subject and the secretive nature of the shooting to experience her fear at that moment.1 But unlike 

the ‘primitive human impulse’ that compelled the photographer to record the atrocities of the Nazis, 

it was the uncovering of Zhang’s true emotion, her hatred at being oppressed by a strong power and 

her sadness at being in such an unbearable situation, that compelled Feng to record. This was an 

invitation to join in a conspiracy that caused Feng to look past the risks and document this fleeting 

moment. In the first issue of the Chinese Independent Cinema Observer, Feng provided an attesta-

tion to her mental state while filming the scene: ‘At that time, I was worried that Bing’ai would 

be impulsive and make a poor choice, 

and at the same time, I was worried that 

my actions would be exposed. My legs 

were shaking’ (Feng 2021, p. 121). Both 

the subject and the documentarist are 

completely and utterly affected. At this 

point an outward-facing, community 

was briefly formed that provided support 

and help in life and in the creative work. 

When this energy reaches the audience, 

the meaning of negotiation is extended.

Perhaps understanding independence as affect helps to explain why, after viewing this independent 

film, so many viewers are strongly affected. Some viewers embark on the journey of watching more 

and more independent film, one after the other, making films an opportunity for solidarity. When 

considering the rich possibilities of the term ‘independent film’, Bing’ai provides an affective interpre-

tation that breaks away from the existing system of symbols. The negotiation scene of Bing’ai tackles 

conflicts head-on and is full of uncertainty; this strengthens the sense of participating in the action, 

allowing the affect between the director and the subject to be directly perceived by the audience.

Feng Yan’s camera angle is skewed in order to capture the secret shot
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Notes

1  In the process of writing, I realized that the risks that the Sonderkommando photographer and Feng Yan took during 
shooting and their situations are not the same. Despite these differences, I wanted to borrow Didi-Huberman’s sharp 
criticism of emotions in the discussion to promote the formation of my point of view.
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