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Abstract

This article attempts to point out a need for separation and division, and the need to build a new 

kind of solidarity—more comrades are slowly forming, unseen. It is possible to generate new forms 

of strength without relying on yesterday. To separate is to divorce oneself as much as possible from 

institutions—whether it is the institutions within the institution or another institution outside the 

institution that claims to be independent. This article advocates a return to the individual, rather 

than individualism, where one can move away from the individual/collective dichotomy and build 

‘islands’. The archipelago is a multitude. The first step to becoming a multitude is to return to the 

individual, to dismantle the ‘collective’, which is both convenient and illusory.

Part I

Critics and researchers often attempt to create an overall picture of their area of expertise. ‘Chinese 

independent film’ (Chinese and independent), ‘independent cinema since year X’, and ‘overall trends 

in film since year X’ are a few examples. They create this picture, but it does not exist in reality, 

because the picture is constantly updating and it cannot be captured in such a linear fashion. To 

put it another way, the thing that is captured is a dead, static image. It is an out-of-date snapshot 

of a dead teenager that cannot wait to get the picture over with. People are eager to perform the 

collective funeral of the past, burying it as hastily as they can; at the same time, they are intensely 

focused on the arrival of the future. However, time and history are interwoven, like a large piece of 

fabric that folds in on itself again and again. This fabric can be opened and refolded in an unlimited 

number of ways. History is assumed to be ‘in the past’ but it is always being recreated. It is constantly 

encroaching on the future. Although it is fuzzy and indistinct, many eager historians have raked the 

barren land of contemporary history countless times.

Critics depend on reviewing big names in order to become sought after. Not many critics can intuit 

the works that are being created or detect the subtle changes in the atmosphere. Most critics are only 
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able to smell the stiffening corpses of recently dead works. People hope to turn things into specimens 

as quickly as possible, by soaking them into formaldehyde or mounting them in a museum, so that 

they can be crammed into so-called contemporary art history/film history. People don’t worry about 

art history thawing once it has been frozen into a solid block. Instead, people worry that it will fall 

apart, or will bounce like a bad cheque. History needs to be carefully protected, otherwise it will 

cause a tsunami of career crises, life crises, and economic crises.

Rather than focusing on art itself, people focus on art history. Art is living and cannot be fixed in one 

place, while the books on art history tend to cement the subject so that it can no longer change. It is as 

if the subject is alive but is digging its own grave at the same time.

More than a few critics merely want to acquire the specimens of dead dinosaurs. They want things 

that are predictable and have been recognised by art history, so that they are safe. In contrast, artists 

are only interested in the unknown.

People are more concerned about the systematic, the monolithic, and the familiar because these 

are conducive to interpretation. They would rather avoid contrasting things. Art history without 

contrasting elements, or art history that has replaced the progressive tense with past perfect tense, is 

a warm and fuzzy history that puts readers to sleep. Most textbooks will be filled with this boring 

stuff. 

The formation of culture is a simultaneous process of reterritorialization and deterritorialization, 

but we prefer to look at those who are passionate about reterritorialization rather than those who are 

passionate about deterritorialization. People love to conclude a matter on the spot, to immediately 

find the unifying theme, to immediately make a conclusion on an era, so much so that it seems that 

the current era no longer belongs to the people living in it. The current era is not important—people 

are eager to push history as close as possible to the present. 

Part II

I remember the feeling I had when I attended my first independent film festival in China, in 2007. 

Before attending that event, I knew nothing about the community. That was my first time meeting 

many people who later became my friends—I suddenly felt like I had met many comrades. In the 

years between my first film festival and the period when film festivals were banned in China, the 

sense of camaraderie was very strong. This feeling has dissipated, and a lot of people are not (or are 

no longer) my comrades. I feel a need for separatism and division; at the same time, I feel a need to 
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build a new kind of solidarity. More comrades are emerging from places where they were previously 

unseen. They do not rely on yesterday, and they are capable of building new forms of power.

I only identify some people as sharing the same views as me. Even if we share the same views, there 

is a distance between us. Our ideas are different and as a result, we form an archipelago. Rather 

than taking a distant view and seeing one continuous area in a vast ocean, we recognize that each 

part is not only independent from the others, but also, due to an appropriate form, linked together. 

Rather than calling it a collective, it makes more sense to call it an archipelago. So I prefer the term 

‘archipelago’ to ‘camp’ (see my previous article ‘Archipelagos: In support of separatist film’ posted 

in my WeChat account on 16 January 2018). The establishment of a collective is linear and two-di-

mensional, while the establishment of an archipelago is multidimensional. Individualism extends in 

different directions, which allows for the creation of a space of difference.

When I say individual, I do not mean degenerate individualism, or individualism as defined in opposi-

tion to collectivism. I want to return to the individual, rather than individualism. We should break 

free from the dichotomy of the individual versus the collective and foster archipelagos. Using this 

term, we can say that the Chinese magazine Film Auteur（电影作者）is not a collective but rather an 

archipelago. An archipelago is a multitude. The first step to becoming a multitude is returning to the 

individual, so that the convenient but illusory ‘collective’ can be broken up.

Being classified by an inappropriate framework is not a pleasant thing. Many years ago, there 

were several film festivals that specifically encouraged the collective construct called ‘Chinese 

independent cinema’. Unfortunately, every festival came to a premature end. Today, the filmmakers 

covered by the umbrella term ‘Chinese independent cinema’ are a disorderly mob; generally 

speaking, they do not have too much in common. Most collectives are really only ‘scattered sand 

collectives’ (to borrow a term from a friend who is currently imprisoned); they are bundled together 

by outsiders, but there is no coherent logic that keeps them together. The ‘scattered sand’ approach 

is vastly inferior to the archipelago approach. Grains of sand rub against each other, becoming 

smaller, rounder and smoother. Every island of an archipelago is solid and substantial. Looking at 

the surface of the water, each island seems independent. Beneath the water, each island is rooted 

into the lithosphere, making a geologic entity that has common geological attributes and is built 

upon the same foundation.

Returning to the individual is a subjective and conscious choice. It allows cinema to return to the true 

situation where limitless numbers of individual differences can be appreciated. 
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Part III

Independent film has never achieved the state of independence that it claims to have. As ‘independent 

film’ gradually becomes inaccessible on public platforms, it has been replaced by film produced 

by young directors. These ‘young’ films do not exhibit any youthful features, in the same way that 

‘independent’ films are unable to find a foothold that allows them to be independent, causing them 

to lose their sense of direction. We associate youth with docility and independence with brilliance—

have the words split from their meanings or have the split from the thing that they are meant to 

represent?

Underground culture is seductive because it is self-taught. Even though underground culture is 

rejected by mainstream culture and has to use non-mainstream cultural resources, it is able to make 

full use of its potential and explore all resources and possibilities. The closed environment and lack 

of information that characterises underground culture can cause misunderstandings, but before the 

information deluge there was plenty of space to digest ideas, imagine and create. At that time it 

was possible to shape the ambitious creativity of the individual. In 1990, young people achieved 

self-awareness by listening to rock music on surplus stock cassettes. By 2000, young people enlight-

ened themselves about world cinema by watching pirated DVDs. It was always about the experience 

of self-education, unrestricted communication, and self-development.

It is only possible to be independent when one is wild and outside of the mainstream, otherwise one 

is guided by the market or by authoritative voices or by trends. Before an individual’s wildness is 

firmly fixed, the individual will be pressured to quickly find their group, and just as quickly lose 

their so-called independence. Individuality is the precondition for affecting society. Of course, this is 

only true if one wants to contribute something new to the overall understanding of society, instead of 

copying the clichés used by others.

Part IV 

The word ‘audience’ guanzhong（观众）does not leave me with a positive impression, because the 

second character in guanzhong, zhong, reawakens that illusion of structure and organization, also 

known as the collective. This collective not nearly polarized enough to oppose the power of the silver 

screen. Compared with the ‘collective’ (which is only determined by arrangement of rows of seats), 

the ‘viewer’ is equipped with individual judgment and is therefore the generator, rather than the 

passive receiver of the images radiating from the screen.
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We should return to individual members of the ‘audience’ rather than a collective that is made up of 

atoms without any personality. Only a group (zhong) that has individuality, or a multitude, is able to 

form a united power that can affect society. A mass of people unable to think for themselves cannot 

achieve this. It is difficult to break down and rebuild a tough continent by relying on external forces. 

It is better to allow water to trickle down; after sustained geological movements, the hard earth will 

be loosened and can become mobile. The multitude can exert a certain kind of power that is similar 

to iron filings in a magnetic field—they quickly line up the direction of the magnetic lines of force.

When ‘independence’ becomes more like hot air than a true ideal, it is actually not as powerful 

as the concept of ‘isolation’. On this piece of land, assimilating into society has been vaunted as 

a supreme ability. Perhaps we should praise and nurture the ability to not assimilate into society, 

instead. Separatism is to separate oneself from the system as much as possible—whether that is the 

real system or a system that claims to be independent of the system.


