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Abstract

Looking back on my filmmaking journey, I’m very fortunate to find an ideal way of expressing 

myself. For the past dozen years, many people have influenced me and changed my perception of 

this society. The production of each work allowed me to grow, develop, get closer to the audience, 

have more interactions, and impact one another. I still have something to say about this society with 

anger and hope. In my non-for-profit films, I have sought to contemplate questions about what I am 

angry about, what I hope for, and what kind of society is my ideal. Not only do I think about these, 

but I also hope to bring thoughts to the audience.

It has been a decade or so since my series of works were termed ‘public-interest film’. I can’t recall 

who it was that influenced or inspired me to do so, and I don’t remember when it was exactly that 

I started calling my documentaries ‘public interest documentaries’. It’s actually appropriate to call 

my works ‘independent documentaries’, because basically none of my documentaries have passed 

censorship, and some of them have 

never been submitted to censorship 

at all. I don’t like to play games with 

censorship, this feeling of resistance 

is growing stronger and stronger now; 

and I don’t want to humiliate myself, 

because I feel that filmmaking is part 

of my freedom of expression. Yunjie 

矮婆 (dir. Jiang Nengjie, 2018) is 

my first feature film that has been 

publicly screened in mainland cinemas, 

as a matter of fact it is the only one 

that has acquired the dragon seal. It 

was released in 2021 and it is a film 
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focusing on rural and left-behind children. It is a film of public-interest matters as well.

People always ask me what it means by ‘public-interest film’. It is actually pretty close to the 

connotation of ‘public interest’, which is to focus on the disadvantaged and the underprivileged. 

Public welfare institutions and the public-spirited activists would explore, improve, advocate and 

actually try to solve social problems, while what public-interest films should do is to record, speak 

and advocate with moving images. In mainland China, lots of disadvantaged and underprivileged 

people find it difficult to make their voices heard, so public interest film should not just to record, 

moreover, it should make a sound, to be seen, so that the wide public could notice and face up to the 

existence of the problems; and this, is how improvements and changes start to take place. 

My career started in 2008 and I made my first documentary in 2009, which is Road 路. This film 

was shortlisted for the China Documentary Film Festival (中国纪录片交流周) in 2010. I attended 

the film festival in Songzhuang and watched many of my peers and predecessors’ works – it was an 

inspiring journey, and I was deeply impressed. My earlier works, Road and Children at a Village 

School 村小的孩子 (dir. Jiang Nengjie, 2014), both focused on people and events in my home 

village. If we have to categorise them, then both films focused on left-behind children and rural 

education. Children at a Village School was completed in early 2014, the environment was better at 

that time, which means, the space and freedom for expression was much better than today. This film 

was screened in hundreds of universities, and there were many private independent screening venues 

back then. This would be very difficult to realise today, especially in universities – even works of 

public-interest matters would be pretty difficult to be shown in higher education institutes.

On the shooting of the documentary Jia Yi 加一 (dir. Jiang Nengjie, 2016)
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My early works are related to my own origin and upbringing. It’s probably because I went to univer-

sity and spent some time in the urban, so, after experiencing that, when I look back at my hometown, 

I became less accustomed to the realities there. Why are there so many left-behind children in my 

hometown? Why is the rural education still undeveloped? Why are the school buildings always 

jerry-built? And why can’t the temporary substitute teachers get regular payment and get the pay 

arrears fixed despite repeated petitions? I know that it may be difficult to disseminate and promote 

my works if they focus on these contents and matters, so I thought of such a title: the public-interest 

documentaries. I am really concerned with issues in the public sphere, which in fact, are regards to 

the interests of a large group of people. Adding the word ‘public-interest’ on it was largely due to the 

purpose of desensitisation, in this way, it would be easier to facilitate dissemination and publicity.

Later on, due to my interest in history, I produced a trilogy of films on war veterans. And in recent 

years, I started to pay more attention to subjects such as mental disorders and homosexuality. In 

terms of subject matter, most of my works are basically of public interest, and the organisations we 

work with are also public welfare organisations. Even though public welfare organisations cannot 

offer us much money, but they have no problem providing a few tens of thousands of yuan to start 

up. Their support mostly lies in thorough assistance, such as recommending a number of cases that 

can be filmed, providing basic accommodation and food, as well as contacting and arranging the 

filming, sometimes they even help take care of the licensing of the portrait rights... they basically 

have done half the job of a producer.

Main poster of the documentary Miners, the Horsekeeper, Pneumoconiosis
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My documentaries have always been shot and run on a low budget, averagely at a cost of a hundred or 

two hundred thousand yuan per piece, but it’s more about time cost. I’m often asked how much one 

of my documentary costs. Actually, I can’t give the answer because, I don’t know how to calculate 

the cost of my time, how much is my daily salary, how many days did it take – I have no answer for 

all of these questions, and I have never thought about them. Sometimes, in order to save money I 

would pick up the camera and shot materials myself. My hands would be itchy if I hadn’t held the 

camera for a while; but it’s more about the familiarity to the materials: if I knew what I had shoot, it 

would be more efficient. Because if I knew the contents I wanted and the direction I wanted to take, 

it would be much easier for post-producing.

Many people may know me for my work Miners, the Horsekeeper, Pneumoconiosis 矿民、马夫、
尘肺病 (dir. Jiang Nengjie, 2019), a documentary on the subject of pneumoconiosis. In 2020, the 

unintended COVID-19 pandemic took place. During the lock-down, my fellow countrymen were 

idle, we had to stay at home, which means that we were unable to go shopping, unable to go out, 

unable to date and unable to go to cinemas... we spent a lot of time playing with the mobile phones 

and were addicted to the Internet. Also, during that time, those WeChat official accounts of film and 

television contents had to rest on the shelf because there weren’t new films to promote; there wasn’t 

any new film in the cinema, and you just couldn’t keep selling the same old stuff. So when my film 

appeared through the Netdisk, it spread out immediately. The tone of promotion was sad-fishing. 

Indeed, it is really difficult to live as an independent documentary maker, it is rather miserable. And 

there are not many people who insist on creating independent images, especially in recent years. The 

Main poster of the documentary We Will Have Everything 一切都会有的 (dir. Jiang Nengjie, 2020)
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control is tightened, it is not easy to create freely, plus the atmosphere and environment in market are 

pretty depressed. Even if there are some good works in the industry, it is still hard for them to reach 

the audience and cinephiles.

As for the dissemination of public-interest films, a good subject matter has its advantages. First of all, 

the public might be interested in them, and there could be scholars and institutions researching them. 

Take the subject of mental disorders that I am concerned with as an example, there are people such 

as social anthropology scholars, social work majors and those who work in social work agencies 

who would pay attention to it; in addition, people who studies psychology, medicine and works in 

disability associations would also be interested in it. Also including those who have mental disorder 

patient(s) in their family, they would also be interested and would seek to see it. For another example 

– the film I shot on sexual minorities – the sexual minority is, in fact, a huge group, so even when 

we were still filming, there were already lots of people asking when the film would be ready to view. 

After seeing the film, they would spread it around if they liked it. And I always encourage them to 

spread, because the process of spreading over is, in fact, the process of making a sound and making 

it heard. Although the video sites are strictly censored, it is just as possible to spread it via Netdisk. 

The two groups, the mentally challenged and sexual minorities, are very large, but many people 

find that there are not many of them around. It’s mainly because of the unfriendly environment, the 

overwhelming prejudice and discrimination make them step back and not be able to be their true 

selves, besides, they are not allowed to enjoy the sunshine and freedom like the others. I guess how 

a nation treats the disadvantaged and minority groups tells the level of its social civilisation, right?

I have never thought that my series of public-interest films were awesome, what made them good 

were the subjects, as well as the perspective; because what I focused on were the ordinary people 

and mundane occurrences... those are good subjects, and besides, these kinds of subjects are easier 

to get involved, to keep a low budget and to raise money. Moreover, a good subject matter has its 

natural attraction towards the public, it would be easier for the audience to connect to the story, and 

the media would be willing to report and publicise it. It is a huge advantage.

I hope that my public-interest films can promote understanding and trust between people and 

eliminate prejudice and discrimination. For example, after watching our documentary on left-be-

hind children, I hope people could be kinder to these kids – they are the future after all. If the large 

number of left-behind children in the village are not allowed to grow up healthily, there will be bad 

consequences that society has to bare. For example, I hope that we can be kinder to the parents of 

the left-behind children, that is, be kinder to the migrant workers in the city, and try not to hold their 

payments in arrears. It would hit my nerve whenever I heard about people saying that somebody’s 
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‘maliciously asking for their salary’. Is wage arrear out of good will? But this society is lack of 

common sense, which makes it easy to confuse right with wrong. My parents themselves used to be 

rural migrant workers. I get very angry at the end of the year whenever I see the news of demanding 

payments because it would make me think of the elderly parents and young children behind these 

unpaid migrant workers. Anger drives my creating, but I don’t have that much hatred in my mind, 

and I hate teaching hatred; hatred makes me lose my mind. And my works don’t promote hatred, it’s 

more about understanding and love.

I was totally a science major student, so I am actually 

not good at doing art and playing with the fancy 

concepts when making films, what I can only do 

is to tell stories with honesty. Long time span is a 

feature of my works, I usually spend several years to 

follow a project, sometimes even a decade. The main 

reason is that instead of shooting one film at a time, I 

often work on several films at the same time; that is, 

when there are money-making commercial commis-

sions, I would work on that, but when there is not, 

I would work on my own stuff. I often shoot a film 

for a while, let it go for a while, and then continue to 

shoot it for some more time. It’s because shooting 
While shooting, Jiang Nengjie participated in work during 
the busy farming season 

Picture of Jiang Nengjie shooting in his hometown
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costs money, and if I run out of money, I would have to make some money first. Making documenta-

ries is very interesting, as time goes by, you can witness a lot of changes in the people and events you 

are filming, and this is a very interesting thing to document.

As for the fact that I always shoot the underprivileged, it is probably because I was born at the bottom 

of the society. I was born in a remote village. And as a child I liked to read books, which had a great 

influence on me. Later on, when I gained some resources and support from my films, I consolidated 

the resources and started a library in my hometown. My biggest pressure is that I have to raise more 

than 100,000 yuan per year to keep the library running, to cover the rent and the librarian’s salary. 

But in the five years since I started the library, more than 3,000 children have registered for library 

cards and the book circulation rate has been pretty good, which indeed gives me a lot of comfort, 

and I hope that the books will influence the children in my hometown. The documentaries I make 

are more about documenting, 

presenting and speaking out, by 

this I hope more people can see 

where the problems are in the 

society. Starting this library is my 

little efforts on public service. I 

try to make some improvements 

and changes by doing this, and it 

helps relieve some of my guilt and 

remorse.

Documentaries are not that powerful, and there is no need to be afraid of them. They may be able to 

influence a few people, and of course we need that in our lives, but I don’t believe that independent 

film is powerful enough to change the world. But a truly insightful documentary do have a profound 

impact and its power cannot be ignored. I always feel that what is needed for this society to function 

properly is the real rule of law, as well as true civilisation and firm comprehensive strength; and of 

course, the prerequisite for all of that is - freedom.

I’ve always wanted to make some films that would last, that is, films of vitality. Now I think a lot of 

things are mere worldly possessions, and the only thing that would remain, or the only thing I could 

offer to the future generations, is perhaps my film. That’s why I require a high degree of creative 

freedom for my works. The works that I really have some reputation for, or those with high Douban 

ratings, are all made in a free-creating state at beginning. I’m very cautious about the involvement of 

funding, the premise is that it should not interfere with my creative freedom. Otherwise I’d rather do 

Picture of Jiang Nengjie shooting Yunjie
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some purely commercial works, which are mainly to satisfy the needs of my clients, and for me, it’s 

just to earn some money. I just need to be paid and make the clients satisfied, and I prefer not having 

my name appeared, because it is not really my work, and I rarely mention those works to anyone. So 

in the twelve years’ career as filmmaker, I have been balancing the ideal with the reality, sometimes 

I would go a bit more ideal and sometimes less... only with such a balance can life go on in a better 

way.

While my film has its lens fixed on the society, the society also turns to me: in my twelve-year career 

of filmmaking, I have received donations from individuals, as well as a few corporate sponsorship 

and foundation support. Although what they could offer was little, they do not ask for much in 

return; for the most of the times, they just need their names appeared in the film. In most cases, my 

films can be viewed and screened for free, it’s because I own the copyright for most of my works, 

and also because I believe that public-interest films are more valuable when they are widely distrib-

uted; and it may also help them to speak out. But of course, I advocate paying for knowledge and 

rewarding filmmakers for their work – just like those articles published on WeChat public account, 

you may award the author at the end of the article; and what’s the difference between an article and a 

film, the film that I have spent years to produce, and why can’t I put a QR code at the end of the film 

for others’ to reward me? But this is all voluntary. The reward income has become one of my major 

sources of income in recent two years, it’s a virtuous cycle for my works.

The last thing I would like to say is, filmmaking is my way to pursue freedom; documentary is just 

Jiang Nengjie meeting a friend at his studio in Guangzhou
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a tool for me, and it’s the only way I found, for the time being, to express myself. Indeed, the reason 

why I have insisted on creating public-interest films is that I am concerned about the society. And 

the more I stay with the lower strata of society, the more I find them easy to get along with. I hate 

hypocrisy and polite formulas, I hate the false sense of mightiness and glory, and I hate the so-called 

elites who are so shrewd and calculative... but most important of all, I don’t want to become the 

person that I hate.

Human is born with natural rights and human has every right to speak; and filmmaking is a way for me 

to speak. The purpose of making public-interest film is to let the audience see the lives of the others, 

especially those of the lower class. Many of them have difficulties in making their voices heard and 

are marginalised, while the public media acts more as a mouthpiece and does not really shoulder 

the responsibility of the media. Although there isn’t much commercial value in my public-interest 

films, and perhaps it’s still very difficult to speak out their appeals through these films; I hope they 

have some value as documentary archives, and may at least have the potential to give future genera-

tions an understanding of how we lived in the times of change, the era of rapid economic growth, as 

well as what life is like for left-behind children, substitute teachers, the pneumoconiosis patients, the 

mentally challenged and so on.

History has its complexities and cannot be generalised. May independent documentary raise 

questions on the simple and crude conclusions of history, and may my fellow countrymen live with 

more dignity and security in this land.


