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Abstract

The meaning of the idea of being ‘independent’ varies according to the context. To put it another way, 

'independent' is defined according to what something is independent from. This short essay explains 

the definition of the term in the People’s Republic of China when it first appeared in the early 1990s; 

why there had been no independent cinema prior to the early 1990s; why it did appear then; and how 

it changed in the years that followed. These later changes include the proliferation of audiovisual 

material that might be understood as independent made possible by the availability of DV cameras 

and the internet; the pressure on successful and high profile independent directors to come into the 

mainstream system; and the suppression of independent cinema cultural activities in recent years. 

This suppression has continued to the point where ‘independent cinema’ has become a toxic brand 

for many in the film world in China and filmmakers often prefer to characterize the kinds of films 

once seen as ‘independent’ as ‘arthouse’.

When Chinese ‘independent cinema’ was first named and noticed at the beginning of the 1990s, 

the definition of ‘independent’ was clear – films that had not been submitted for state censorship. 

A specific combination of circumstances had made the appearance of such films impossible earlier, 

but those circumstances had changed. As time went on, there were further changes, and the defini-

tion of ‘independent cinema’ became more unstable. However, it has never shaken off its original 

definition in relation to the state, and in the Xi Jinping (习近平) era of high state control, that means 

‘independent’ has become something of a toxic brand.

Wu Wenguang (吴文光)’s 1990 documentary Bumming in Beijing—The Last Dreamers 流浪北京—
最后的梦想者 was the breakthrough film that was led to the global recognition of the existence 

of something called ‘Chinese independent cinema’. Independence is, ironically, a relational term; 

something is defined as independent from something else. Whereas ‘independent cinema’ in the 

United States meant films made outside the Hollywood studio oligopoly, in the context of the People’s 

Republic of China ‘independence’ was defined against the state. Bumming in Beijing had been made 
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without being submitted for or passing the Chinese Film Bureau’s censorship procedures, and yet 

it made its way into international film festivals. In 1990, this was the straightforward definition of 

‘independent cinema’ – a film that had not gone through Film Bureau censorship.

Why had no independent films appeared before and what combination of circumstances led to their 

emergence in the 1990s? Until the mid-1980s, the entire economy was state-owned and controlled, 

and it was impossible to make a film outside the state system. The market economy was gradually 

introduced in the 1980s. Not only did private enterprise enable access to equipment and facilities 

outside the state system, but also mentalities changed. Instead of waiting to be told what to do by the 

command economy, people began to take the initiative. 

Without passing censorship you cannot release a film in movie theatres in China. But taking it 

overseas was a grey area, legally speaking. The success of the Fifth Generation filmmakers in the 

1980s meant that foreign festival programmers and distributors were actively looking for new and 

exciting Chinese films. Tight censorship and control after the 1989 Tiananmen Massacre made some 

filmmakers more willing to try independent production and making their money back overseas. In 

the early 1990s, Chinese independents began appearing regularly on the international cinema circuit. 

In the early 1990s, videomaking was confined to a small circle of professionals. However, the internet 

was launched in China in 1994 and the Mini-DV camera arrived in 1997. In 1998, Jia Zhangke (贾
樟柯) proclaimed in his famous essay of the same title that ‘the age of amateur cinema will arrive’. 

Suddenly, there was a huge quantity of audiovisual material that was never going to be submitted to 

the Film Bureau, and not all of it could qualify as ‘independent film’.

By the end of the 1990s, independent cinema was becoming, in the Bourdieuian sense, an artistic 

field held together by taste. Independent film clubs were operating more or less formally in bars and 

other venues in Chinese cities. In the new century, a network of independent film festivals grew up, 

such as the Beijing Independent Film Festival（北京独立影像展） (BIFF, established 2006) and the 

Yunnan Multiculture Visual Festival （云之南纪录影像展） (Yunfest, established in 2003). Being 

selected for screening at these events became the way for an audio-visual work not submitted to the 

Film Bureau to win recognition as an ‘independent film’.

Moving into the new century, the definition of ‘independent cinema’ in the Chinese context was 

also destabilized from the opposite direction. On the one hand, there was too much uncensored 

audiovisual material for all of it be ‘independent cinema’. On the other hand, people began to 

think about whether some material that had been submitted for censorship should be regarded as 
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‘independent’. This second trend was a long-term effect of pressure from the government and, more 

recently, the mainstream industry.

The authorities put pressure on independent filmmakers as soon as they achieved any prominence. 

Sixth Generation figures like Lou Ye (娄烨) and Zhang Yuan (张元) were pushed to leave independent 

production behind in the 1990s. This was seen as a sad loss by members of the independent scene, 

but it did not challenge the definition of independent cinema. However, it was different with Jia 

Zhangke. After Unknown Pleasures 任逍遥 was in competition in Cannes in 2002, the Film Bureau 

gave him no choice but to submit his films for censorship. 

Jia was by then the embodiment of Chinese indie cinema and by far its most prominent director. His 

new ‘above ground’ status began to make people ask if some films that had gone through censorship 

could still be considered as ‘independent’. Was there some set of stylistic characteristics or combina-

tion of topics and style that made films recognisable as independent regardless of their censorship 

status? For hardliners, the answer was negative, but others have been more flexible.

A few years later, this question came up again when the first Tibetan feature filmmaker, Pema Tseden 

(万玛才旦), emerged around 2005. Everything to do with Tibet is so sensitive in China that it would 

be impossible for a Tibetan filmmaker to operate outside the system and not submit his work to the 

Film Bureau. Yet, Pema’s films are far from mainstream in style. Could they be said to be at least 

‘independent-style’ films? 

The pressure on the independent cinema scene in China got worse after Xi Jinping came to power in 

2012. Events like BIFF and Yunfest were forced out of existence soon afterwards. At the same time, 

the mainstream industry was burgeoning and diversifying. Unlike the early 1990s, where making 

films independently was almost the only way for young Chinese filmmakers to operate with any 

freedom at all, there were many more opportunities to find funding within the system, and almost no 

way to operate without submitting feature films to the Film Bureau. The independent scene rapidly 

dwindled and attracted fewer new filmmakers.

Some independent filmmakers left China, moving to Hong Kong, like Ying Liang (应亮), or the 

United States, like Cui Zi’en (崔子恩). The production scene has dwindled in recent years. But 

younger filmmakers have started within the system from the beginning, rather than being forced into 

it after finding festival success. Bi Gan’s (毕赣) Kaili Blues 路边野餐 (2015) was one of the earliest 

and highest profile examples, and it has been followed by many others. Are these a new kind of 

‘independent-style’ cinema inside the system? Or has the term ‘independent’ become a toxic brand in 
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Xi’s China? Certainly, in the Chinese press, films like Bi Gan’s are usually referred to as ‘arthouse’ 

these days. 

The hesitation about continuing the use of ‘independent’ to refer to new art film directors emerging 

within the system maybe safer for them. But it also confirms that, despite all the changes over the 

years, the term ‘independent cinema’ in China is still associated with films that operate outside the 

system. Although contrast to the genre-driven commercial industry that has grown up so quickly in 

recently years is also important, ‘independent Chinese cinema’ remains primarily defined in relation 

to the state.  


