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Abstract
This article analyses a series of ‘Desiring China: Sexuality and Female Subjectivity’ screening and
discussion of Chinese independent documentary films at the University of Hong Kong in 2016.
It explores a feminist positionality in Chinese independent documentary film to deal with privacy, gender, violence, and trauma, including: 1) the filmmaker’s position on the ethics of care and
(intimate) solidarity with protagonists; 2) the protagonist’s position of confession and appeal in
reclaiming autonomy from gender based violence and discrimination; 3) the filmmaker’s and the
protagonist’s different positions on reducing documentary’s negative impact on protagonist’s personal life through controlling distribution; 4) the evolving positions of protagonist and filmmaker on
self-transformation and re-opening for screening; 5) the activist position of representation in politics
and filmmaking’s position of representation in arts; and 6) tensions between theory and practice
that require scholars, filmmakers, and activists to situate and contextualise ethics for discussion and
practice.
This article argues for the need to adopt a feminist
ethics of care when producing, exhibiting, and critiquing documentaries about women and social margins in contemporary China. It promotes equal power
relationships among documentary participants, and
innovations of cinematic language, to deal with ethical dilemmas and the potential limitations of filmmaking and of exhibiting Chinese independent documentary films.

‘Desiring China’ poster (designer: Wang Wo 王我), which was

designed based on feminist Ye Haiyan’s (叶海燕) nude performance
photo of advocating for women and children’s rights
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1. ‘Desiring China: sexuality and female subjectivity’
I curated with Sik Ying Ho ( 何式凝 ) ‘Desiring China: Sexuality and Female Subjectivity’, a se-

ries of screenings and discussions of Chinese independent documentary films at the University of
Hong Kong (HKU), on Saturdays between 15 October and 19 November 2016.1 This series was
inspired by two books, Desiring China (Rofel 2007), and Sex and Desire in Hong Kong (Ho and
Tsang 2012), to discuss sexuality, gender, and the representation of female subjectivity in Chinese
independent documentary films. In the book Desiring China, detailing the neoliberal logic of governance dominated by the market economy through a Foucauldian lens, Lisa Rofel particularly scrutinises the pervasive, discursive, and disciplinary power being taken upon by individuals in everyday
practice (2007). Desires of material, sexuality, and affection have been subjectified in public culture
in the process of state reconfiguring Chinese citizenship (Rofel 2007). The second book, on the
experience of sexuality and desire in Hong Kong and across China (Ho and Tsang 2012), illustrates
how the individual’s sex and desire is conditioned by (post-)colonial, transnational, and social-political forces in the broad Chinese context. Adopting a Foucauldian approach and being informed by
studies of desire in Chinese society and Hong Kong (Rofel 2007; Ho and Tsang 2012), this series
explored the discipline of sex as the deployment of social powers on individuals, and desire is seen
as a resistant power that ‘transforms one’s self, and reforms the society one is living in’ on screen.2
In this article, my Foucauldian enquiry centres not only on the power relations among documentary
participants, but also on scrutinising the reproduction of power structures in intellectual activity and
representational politics, distinguishing the of seizure power, as well as partnership and resistance
as positive forces.
Increasing numbers of Chinese independent documentaries on the theme of desiring (as subversive
agency) and female subjectivity (which has been suppressed in worldly life and cultural/knowledge
production) have been produced since the late 1990s (Yu and Lebow 2020). However, due to concerns around privacy, on-going ethical controversies, or tensions between filmmakers and protagonists, the series managed to select and screen eight documentaries/video documentations according
to relevance to the series’ theme, filmic significance, and availability. Bao Hongwei（包宏伟） has
discussed the queer space of Women Fifty Minutes 女人 50 分钟 (dir. Shi Tou 石头 , 2006) (Bao

2019) and queer feminist memory in We Are Here 我们在这里 (dir. Zhao Jing 赵静 and Shi Tou,

2015) (Bao 2020), screened in the series, therefore, amongst these eight films, the following six
ones serve as basis for discussing feminism in Chinese documentaries in this article:
1. Nightingale, Not the Only Voice 夜莺不是唯一的歌喉 (dir. Tang Danhong 唐丹鸿 , 2000)
2. The Love Life of Lao An 老安 (dir. Yang Lina 杨荔钠 , 2008)
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3. A Song of Love, Maybe 恋曲 (dir. Zhang Zanbo 张赞波 , 2010)

4. Hooligan Sparrow 流氓燕 (dir. Wang Nanfu 王男栿 , 2016), screened together with Ai Weiwei’s
Interview with Ye Haiyan on August 26 2010 2010 年 8 月 26 日 对叶海燕（流氓燕）的采访 (dir.

Ai Weiwei 艾未未 , 2013)

5. The short 3D animation A Poem to Liu Xia 致刘霞 (dir. Trish McAdam, 2013) was screened before each event’s main schedule.

In addition, the ethical dilemmas raised by Sister 姐姐 (dir. Hu Xinyu 胡新宇, 2007) and Wheat

Harvest 麦收 (dir. Xu Tong 徐童, 2008) are also discussed in this article, though the two documentaries
were not screened in the series due to ethical concerns to be discussed in details later (Sniadecki 2014
and 2015; Edwards 2015b; Lu 2018).
Reflexive conversations with documentary participants — filmmakers, protagonists, or both identity
holders — have opened up spaces for examining key ethical concerns in Chinese independent
documentaries, including the treatment of protagonists before, during, and after filming; the question
of informed consent; solidarity and the filmmakers’ commitment to activist causes; the ethics of
distribution and exhibition of films about domestic violence and other types of abuse; and, general
concerns about the balance between privacy and the public right to know. These conversations have
addressed the complexity of documentary participants’ positions while privacy (inner; personal;
family; and si (私) meaning profit si li (私利) or ‘immoral’ desires si yu (私欲), not appropriate for
the public to view [McDougall and Hansson 2002, pp. 3-24], pain, and trauma are represented in
documentary films. In this article, a feminist point of view is employed to understand sex, genderbased violence, and the representation of female subjectivity in documentaries, and filmmakers’
ethic concerns. This feminist perspective differentiates gendered asymmetries of representation in
the ethos of masculinity and domination (Evans 2009, pp. 29-40), even in the documentaries and
literature regarding subaltern/vulnerable groups (such as in the ethical controversy over Wheat
Harvest). It recognises femininity and the experience of disadvantaged documentary participants in
representation and reasoning.
Theorising the positionality of documentary participants requires us to consider the practice of
ethics being situated in specific cases (Nash 2012, pp. 318-331). Analysing my conversations with
documentary participants, documentary film texts, and transcripts of after-screening discussions
during the series of ‘Desiring China’ at HKU, this empirical study of local practice and filmmaker
reflexivity, is my effort to theorise the position of a filmmaker, protagonist, curator, scholar, and
feminist activist, and to advance constructive conversations on film ethics among documentary
144

participants and researchers.
This article provides different perspectives to discuss a feminist positionality
in Chinese independent documentary
film: 1) the filmmaker’s position on the
ethics of care and (intimate) solidarity
with their protagonists; 2) the protagonist’s position of confession and appeal
in reclaiming autonomy from gender
based violence and discrimination; 3)
the filmmaker’s and protagonist’s different positions on reducing documentary’s
negative impact on the protagonist’s
personal life through controlling distribution; 4) the evolving positions of protagonist and filmmaker on self-transformation and re-opening for screening; 5)

In Outcry and Whisper 喊叫与耳语 (dir. Wen Hai 文海/闻海, Zeng

the activist position of representation as

save myself from breaking down under surveillance due to memories of

Jinyan 曾金燕, and Trish McAdam, 2020), me talking to the camera to

in politics and filmmaking’s position of

house arrest and the severe pain caused by political and gendered violence.

representation as in arts (Spivak 1988);

and protection of a young women’s privacy, dignity, and strength while

and 6) tensions between theory and prac-

This repeated self-whispering, a form of video diary, carries the haptic care
vulnerable, and her desire for kindness and love while in desperation.

tice that require scholars, filmmakers,
and activists to situate and contextualise
ethics for discussion and practice.
I argue for the need to adopt a feminist ethics of care when producing, exhibiting, and critiquing
documentaries about women in contemporary China. This article promotes equal power relationships among documentary participants, and the innovation of cinematic language, to deal with the
ethical dilemmas and potential limitations of filming and exhibiting Chinese independent documentary films.

2. Positions of care and feminist solidarity
Filmmaker-scholar Sniadecki encourages us to put ‘care’, along with ‘sense of responsibility’ and
‘humanity’, at the centre of the filmmaker-protagonist relationship, especially in response to the
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documentation of violence, suffering, and injustice in Chinese society at large (Sniadecki 2014,
p. 54, p. 57). Care, a key quality of feminist solidarity, is seen in ground-breaking studies of
Chinese feminist filmmaking, with the first-person camera documenting women’s experiences in
response to the interplay of patriarchal, authoritarian, and transnational power (Marchetti 2020; Yu
2020; Yu and Lebow 2020; Zhang 2020). As Zhang Zhen (张真) illustrates in her study (2020),
the veteran filmmaker Wen Hui (文慧), pioneering dancer, choreographer, and multi-media artist,
has been living under the long term shadow of her ex-partner Wu Wenguang (吴文光), and Wen
Hui’s intellectual and artistic contribution to the co-initiated Caochangdi Studio (草场地工作

站), and its noted Folk Memory Project (民间记忆影像计划) has been largely undermined.3 In
this context, Wen Hui directed Listening to Third Grandmother’s Stories 听三奶奶讲过去的

事情 (2012) and Dancing with Third Grandma 和三奶奶跳舞 (2015). Wen Hui transforms her

‘forgotten’ Third Grandma and her own bodies into an everyday stage, to activate, perform, and
archive autobiographies in reconstructing female kinship beyond the patriarchy as well as healing
Wen Hui’s present and Third Grandma’s past traumas. Women’s expression is centred in these two
documentaries and the protagonists’ family connections re-built through the female experience of
birth, family relation, memory, and everyday life. Haptic care of each other is delivered in Wen
Hui and her Third Grandma’s daily conversations, play, joy, and bodily movement/performance
with domestic stuff, in front of the camera. Therefore, the two documentary films open up intimatepublic space (Zhang 2020), a new kind of cinematic social spaces beyond the public, semi-public,
and the private (Berry and Lü and Rofel 2010; Robinson 2010; Robinson 2012; Edwards 2015a).
In Hooligan Sparrow, which is about the feminist fight against child sexual abuse and political
haunting of activists (Marchetti 2020), the young New York-based Chinese filmmaker Wang Nanfu
did not include her filmmaking experience in the early editing drafts (Zeng and Tan 2019, pp. 126133). In the end, she presented her filmmaking process as one storyline of the film, a documentation
of the self’s feminism awakening, a witnessing and testimony of her homeland’s local feminist
activists’ fight against rape culture and dysfunctional government systems, as well as a feminist
activist and cultural broker between realms of activism and art, China and world.4 On-screen, she is
the feminist filmmaker as the protagonist. Off-screen, she managed to not only bring the film story
to the world, but also bring the teenage protagonist Yaxin ( 雅 欣 ) — daughter of protagonist Ye

Haiyan who has been repeatedly censored, forcibly evicted from her home, and prohibited from
traveling internationally as state punishment for her activism (Ye 2021, pp. 153-156) — to the US
for middle school study. Afterwards, Wang Nanfu edited short videos to advocate for the release of

then imprisoned lawyer Wang Yu ( 王宇 ) and amateur filmmaker Huang (activist Deng Chuanbin

[ 邓 传 彬 ], aka Huanghuang [ 晃 晃 ], named Huang in the film), who are part of the feminist
activism in Hooligan Sparrow. The feminist fight, of the protagonist ‘mine’, protagonist ‘hers’, and
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protagonists ‘theirs’, become a fight of ‘ours’ with support and care to each other, on-screen and
off-screen, in solidarity (Marchetti 2020).
The haptic visual representation in Wen Hui’s documentaries centres care in women’s expression,
as well as the minjian (among the people, non-official, non-institutional, see Veg 2019) construction
of history and female kinship. The filmmaker’s commitment to her protagonists’ life and feminist
activism in Hooligan Sparrow demonstrates the ethics of feminist solidarity. The title Hooligan
Sparrow is taken from the protagonist Ye Haiyan’s pen name. Ye Haiyan’s video confession in Ai
Weiwei’s interview appeals to the interviewer and audiences by reclaiming women’s autonomy,
though suffering from gender based violence.

3. Protagonist’s position of confession and appeal
Ai Weiwei’s Interview with Ye Haiyan on August 26, 2010 (The Interview for short) was made
in a context in which ‘there were many controversies about her [Ye Haiyan] and I wanted to
understand her’, stated Ai Weiwei.5 The documentary was released on YouTube on 3 June 2013,
during Ye’s detention in the midst of protesting against the child sexual abuse documented in
Hooligan Sparrow. The two were screened together in the ‘Desiring China’ series for an enriching
representation and discussion of Ye Haiyan, enquiring into gender-based violence, sex, sexual
capital, desire, and documentary representation (Zeng 2016a). The Interview is a talking head-style
video documentation. Ye Haiyan is sat on a chair in Ai Weiwei’s Beijing Studio, facing the camera
which is in a fixed still position. Ai Weiwei’s interview questions are presented via subtitles, which
makes Ye Haiyan’s talk similar to a personal monologue. Ai Weiwei’s interview questions invite
Ye Haiyan to introduce herself; explain her divorce and perception of marriage and aging; share
other women’s similar experiences of sexual violence; recall her gender awakening process; detail
sex work payment and strategies; discuss her single parenting practice; discuss explicit attitudes on
discrimination against women; tell stories of violence against sex workers and police response; and
explain her advocacy for legitimatizing sex work and the state crackdown on sex workers.
In The Interview, Ye Haiyan narrates and reflects on her life history of lived experience fighting
against the stigmatization of sexual violence victim. She details her identity as a sex worker, an
activist advocating sex workers’ rights, and a ‘slut’ who is a pioneer of sexual liberation and
enjoying sexual pleasure. She sees herself a self-motivated activist speaking for other sex worker
‘sisters’ who experience sexual violence and discrimination, a self-educated NGO worker who is
capable of civil organizing and independent thinking, and an open-minded independent woman who
liberates herself in all dimensions. In telling her experiences of openly transforming herself into a
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sex worker, she recalls a question from a Hong Kong sex worker activist: ‘Can you accept yourself
as a sex worker? If you cannot accept yourself as a sex worker, how do you pursue your antidiscrimination work?’ (my translation). She explains that in order to do a campaign for sex workers
who come from poor families and work under violent and insecure environments, she started to do
sex work and publicly announced herself a sex worker.
In my 2016 interview with Ye Haiyan, Ye said that she is more than an admirer of Ai Weiwei,
who is her ideal type of man for a romantic partnership. She also openly said as a playful ‘joke’
that one day she might sleep with Ai Weiwei, a way of ‘retweet[ing]’ Ai Weiwei’s jester artist
role (see [Callahan 2014] on Ai’s jester’s role, and see [Qian 2014] on ‘retweet’). The Interview,
somehow, is Ye Haiyan’s nuanced video love letter to Ai Weiwei. Sharing her self-understanding
of the separation of mind and body while doing sex work (Ning 2002 and 2004 and 2006), this is
a message about her ability to keep her self-autonomy, and her desire to look for a soulmate like
Ai Weiwei. The imagined and actual relationship between interviewer Ai Weiwei and interviewee
Ye Haiyan, pushed Ye Haiyan to present her innermost authentic self during the video interview,
creating intensive appeals to the interviewer and audiences. She became a confessor in this semipersonal and semi-public video letter, under Ai Weiwei’s gaze — male and powerful in terms of
social position, and desiring for the interviewer’s reciprocal responses.
Nonetheless, Ye’s confession in The Interview is powerful, for it adopts an NGO empowerment
approach and depicts grassroots women’s collective suffering, and their vulnerability to sexual
violence in particular. Her position of appeal is grounded in demonstrating woman’s agency in
recognising female desire, dealing with sexual violence, and establishing their own autonomy.
Though experiencing sexual violence and facing discrimination, a woman like Ye Haiyan is able to
heal, to organise others for self-help and mutual support, to mobilize the public for social change,
and to advocate equality for everyone, girls, women, and sex workers in particular.
The Interview is circulated on the internet as Ye Haiyan has been openly campaigning for sex
workers, women, and children online. Some other filmmakers, to be discussed in next section, have
concerns about the negative impact of their documentaries on their protagonists’ ‘unconventional’
desires and intimate life, and therefore take rigorous control of distribution.

4. Filmmaker’s position on informed consent and the risk of distribution
Do protagonists really understand the impact on their lives of giving filming informed consent to
filmmakers? Do they understand in what kind of context their footage will be used? Do filmmakers,
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ethnographic filmmakers in particular, clearly know during the shooting process what film they
will make? Lastly, do protagonists really have control over how their footage will be disseminated
(online and offline) in the future? Though commentary on ethical questions is hardly heard from
protagonists directly (except those being edited into films), filmmakers indeed bear these concerns
for protagonists. Filmmakers Yang Lina (The Love Life of Lao An), and Zhang Zanbo (A Song of
Love, Maybe) reflected on their documentary ethical dilemmas during the 2016 ‘Desiring China’
series. 6 These two films represent love stories and views from the perspective of ‘unethical’ extramarital lovers—conventionally social defined. Both filmmakers revealed that they had invited the
protagonists to watch the documentary footage during the editing process to enable the protagonists’
understanding of themselves and the footage. Thus, the filmmakers and their protagonists mutually
developed their documentaries with nuanced and evolving informed consent. Both filmmakers took
rigorous control of screening and chose not to distribute their films in the PRC, in order to reduce
the political and social impact on their protagonists’ personal life. Yang Lina clearly stated in the
after-screening discussion of The Love Life of Lao An that (Chinese Independent Documentary Lab's
transcript, 22 October, 2016):
The film’s protagonists do not mind if I screen the film. However, I am clearly aware that
their understandings about media are different from ours. They are not aware of the power of
dissemination.
While the protagonists choose to show the public their ‘immoral’ positions, they provoke the public
or intend to legitimatise their controversial practices from their own perspectives. This perspective
often contradicts the interests of the other protagonists, such as the wives of those having
extramarital relations. If the filmmaker acts in the interest of one protagonist, it may have negative
consequences for the other protagonists, or often both. Therefore, rigorous control of distribution
became the filmmakers’ choice, while the protagonists might not even be aware of such an ethics of
care.

5. Protagonist’s position of prohibiting screening
Privacy conveys the notion of an inner, personal, and family realm (Zarrow 2002, pp. 121-146;
Yuan and Feng and Danowski 2013, pp. 1011-1031), one not allowed to being intervened in
by outsiders, especially for present-day Chinese women in the context of individualisation and
transnationalism (Yan 2003 and 2010; Zheng 2013). Considering privacy matters, the protagonist
of Sister, the sister of the filmmaker, makes it clear to director Hu Xinyu that if Sister is further
screened, he would be in the court.7 Family members regarded Hu Xinyu’s filming as casual ‘play’
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wan ( 玩 ).8 They were not aware of Hu Xinyu’s role as a filmmaker and did not know about the
production of Sister, its sequel documentary Family Phobia 家庭恐惧 (dir. Hu Xinyu, 2008), and

his ongoing work based on family footage.9 For Hu Xinyu, he does not like the camera to be ‘the
eye of the god’ but ‘enjoy[s] the equal relationship in front of and behind camera’ — because
according to Hu Xinyu’s explanation, his protagonists do not know that the footage will be used
for filmmaking. He admits that this way of dealing with documentary filmmaker-protagonist
relationship might be a ‘moral’ question from a new generation’s perspective. But for the ‘old one
like me working in the human realm’, Hu says that he cares about creating a film as a piece of art.
He claims neither the filmmaker nor the film has a standpoint. He calls his private cinema ‘drawer
films’ ( 抽屉电影 ), not for distribution now but to be watched in the future.

Sister details tensions of in a mother-daughter relationship, when a teenage daughter who used
to live with her Chinese father and Japanese step-mother in Japan and China, is newly arrived in
the US to live with her mother and American stepped father. The mother protagonist’s memories
of experiencing long-term domestic violence and its consequence in her previous marriage were
triggered in dealing with these mother-daughter relational conflicts. Sister indeed brings about
healing and redeeming—a correction of actions according to new and modern family values: the
American husband decides not to keep silent anymore, expressing care and love for his wife, ‘[I]
worship[s] this woman’ in his words, in a conversation with the daughter in the manner respecting
her as an interlocutor who can reason. The daughter clarifies that she wants mutual understanding
and recognition from her mother as a daughter, not as an appendage of the father who used to abuse
the mother, and that she cares about her mother (e.g. save money), rather than hurting her mother
by mentioning her life experiences with her father and step-mother. For example, she likes the food
cooked by her Japanese step-mother who is a fulltime housewife, better than the food cooked by
her working mother in the US. The mother promises in conversation with her daughter, to let petty
things (and past traumas) go in daily life in this new Chinese-American family, and correct her own
mistakes, if any, in dealing with mother-daughter relationship.
The mother and daughter protagonists redeem their actions on film, healing each other’s pain and
constructing a new mother-daughter relationship with love and care in a transnational context.
Sister inexplicitly reflects the representation of the traditional aspect of patriarchal culture in
modern Chinese and Japanese societies, especially taking the director’s documentary sequel, Family
Phobia, into consideration, in which we see the arguably violent intimate relational practices of
Sister’s extended natal family. Meanwhile, healing and redeeming are mediated by an American
husband in the film, not the Chinese director’s calm (or cold) observational camera. The filmmaker
occasionally conspired with the newly arrived East Asian teenage daughter’s condemnation of her
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mother’s ‘wrong doings’ in front of the camera. The filmmaker provided emotional support to his
niece from a perspective contradicting his sister’s. While the director filmed another fierce motherdaughter quarrel from a relatively far distance, obviously without protagonists’ awareness, the
sudden enlarged framing of his sister’s face, the shaking of the camera lens, brings to audiences the
sensual trembling of the sister in pain and emotional turmoil, and the sensual feeling of, probably,
the director’s attempt to comfort his beloved sister.10 However, this temporal and rare haptic
gentleness in Sister’s visual representation—such a shot is not seen in Family Phobia with its calm
observational camera—did not change the closure of the protagonist’s decision on distribution.
Considering the risk of the protagonists’ private life being judged by public audiences holding
conventional values regarding domestic violence, family, and intimacy, the mother protagonist
in Sister was determined to ban the film’s screening, backed up by legal means. Off-screen,
reconciliation between mother and daughter is promised by the ethics of care in family practice.

6. Evolving positions of director and protagonist on self-transformation
Documentary film functions as a mirror for the protagonist to see their own self, memory, and
individual/collective trauma (Jin 2013, pp. 209-222). It can also function as a shield for some
protagonists, and at the same time as a sword for other protagonists in dealing with memory
and pain—especially an protagonist’s (un)willingness to engage in self-acceptance and selftransformation. Tang Danhong, director and one protagonist of Nightingale, Not the Only Voice,
managed to rescreen the film in the 2016 ‘Desiring China’ event. This was after approximately
fifteen years of not screening the
film to ease her pain and to avoid
further tension between Tang and
her parents, though ‘the private pain
is not really private’ (Tang Danhong
in: Zeng and Tang 2021, p. 236). In
the film, Tang Danhong asks for an
acceptable answer from her parents
to explain their abuse of her as a
child. This was during the Cultural
Revolution, when her parents who
were intellectuals suffered from

Tang Danhong watching her own self-image in the 2016 ‘Desiring China’

public political violence. The parents

screening after about fifteen years of not screening/watching the film. Following

explained their own past experiences
in the way that was no different from

the screening, Tang reposted a poem written in August 2002 with this photo
(Figure 3) on Facebook, 17 October 2016, to comment on her on-screen image of
the Hong Kong screening.
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what Tang Danhong experienced as a child being abused. They defended their family relational
practice and their explanations of their political experiences—which of which were violent in
Tang’s view. The parents were hostile toward the documentary film.
Before travelling to Hong Kong for the screening, Tang wrote on her Facebook account on 21
September 2016:11
There are fleeting moments—such as the dazzling white salt shores of the Dead Sea; the arid,
desolate Negev Desert; a market in Tel Aviv filled with colourful fruits, vegetables, cheese,
salted fish, and olives; the child who pulled on my clothes, asking me to buy a chocolate
egg—that make me both incredulous and grateful that the Danhong Tang, who over ten
years ago shot the film Nightingale, is already dead, or perhaps it’s better to say she is finally
reborn…
Do You Know Who She Is?
She is who upon a single human face?
She is what upon a single flower?
She is how in your arms?
She is the light of death getting an erection—
She is what has been cut, sliced disintegrated—
In her own womb—
In the basement of heaven—
I saw you hurdling, pole vaulting.
I saw your blackness and all of your beauty.
Do you know who she is?
She is one of your girlfriends and lovers.
She is I, Danhong—
your cousin or aunt.
She is our family of incest.
Time passed and Tang became a mother herself, living in de-facto exile in Israel. Tang Danhong
recalls her mother writing a memoir and a letter in response to the film Nightingale:
[B]ecause I made Nightingale, accusing her of not protecting me, so she wanted to tell me the
sufferings and struggles she went through, to make me understand… (Zeng and Tang 2021, p. 234)
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Through the memoir, Tang realises that her mother had sealed herself in her childhood for selfprotection and the mother’s traumatic memory has had a long-term impact on their family’s
relational practice. In the memoir, Tang’s mother says that as a child during the 1950s Land Reform
movement, she was taken by the Communist Party cadres to search for her own landlord mother, so
that her mother could be persecuted. At the end of more than one month searching without finding
her mother, Tang’s mother witnessed her grandmother’s head being violently cut and robbed from
the tomb by angry cadres, right in front of the eyes of Tang’s mother, then a young school girl.
Right before the ‘Desiring China’ screening, I re-read my mother’s autobiographic text, and
started to understand the relationship between her fate and mine … She thought everything was
her fault, a sin she was born with. So she cut off her connection with her [landlord] mother and
sisters … (Tang Danhong in: Zeng and Tang 2021, p. 234)
In the family relational practice, the mother admires her husband so much, looking to him for
protection, and interpreting his domestic violence as a form of love for their child, Tang Danhong.
The year-long before-screening conversation between me (the curator) and Tang Danhong, and the
after-screening discussion between Tang Danhong and her audiences in Hong Kong (Zeng and Tang
2021, pp. 228-237), has channelled Tang into re-dealing with her wounds ‘being perplexed stitched’
by the film’s editing and ending.12 Afterwards, Tang worked on family memory in connection
with political trauma in her ongoing writings and filmmaking, about the stories of Tang herself,
her mother, and her natal aunties (Zeng and Tang 2021, p. 232). Her focus attempts to build a new
female kinship in healing personal traumas and revisiting family history during China’s political
movements since the 1949, from the position of female family members and their lived experience
(Zhang 2020, pp. 7, 10, 12, and 17).

7. Positions of representing in politics vs. in arts in a digital era
Most Chinese documentary ethical controversies argue for different interpretations of authorship
(auteur attitude vs. partnership), (informal) informed consent, and new values emerging in the film
in contrast to mainstream values or state ideology (Edwards 2015b; Sniadecki 2015). However, the
internal tensions of film’s position of representation in politics versus in arts in the digital era have
not yet been directly addressed, though film scholar Lü Xinyu’s ( 吕新雨 ) 2018 article points at the

problem of feminism in discussing the ethical controversy of Wheat Harvest. The notorious Wheat
Harvest controversy (Edwards 2015b; Sniadecki 2015; Lü 2018), nonetheless reflects a power
struggle between the filmmaker and distribution participants, and protagonists and their supporters
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(sex workers, sex work NGOs in Taiwan and Hong Kong, feminist groups), on the issue of informed
consent, the invasion of sex workers’ privacy, the endangerment of protagonists’ lives through the
exhibiting of the documentary, and the shifting power dynamics around representing sex workers.
Protagonists of the film have claimed that they did not know Xu Tong was shooting a film (they
mis-understood the filmmaker as a [potential] client) until the documentary premiered in 2009 at
Yunnan Multiculture Visual Festival.13 From my feminist point of view, Wheat Harvest provides a
powerful on-screen portrait of a rural woman (protagonist M) gaining her independence and agency
through sex work on the outskirts of cosmopolitan Beijing.14 M’s own subjectivity as a modern
Chinese woman from the bottom social strata emerges through images of her life travelling between
her rural hometown and urban Beijing. However, sex work is illegal in China, and participants are
discriminated against by the public, which poses great legal risks, threats of gender-based violence,
and moral challenges for the protagonists. If protagonists have other choices of work, would they
still choose sex work for financially beneficial sexual pleasure or self-liberation?
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Furthermore,

and distinct from Ye Haiyan’s case, the protagonists of Wheat Harvest are sex workers rather than
activists who have multiple identities and income sources.
Despite three requirements from his protagonists—‘deleting online advertisement, prohibiting
screening in mainland China, screening the film for [protagonists]’, (Nü quan zhi sheng 2012) —
Xu Tong, who is famous in director’s statements for discussing his documentary representation
of vulnerable people in Chinese society, or for taking advantages of the vulnerable protagonists
through his voyeuristic camera (Kraicer 2011), continues to screen Wheat Harvest, with support
from some curators, distributors, and scholars in the independent film realm (Lü 2018). Though
Xu Tong promised the documentary would not be shown in the PRC and on internet (Lü 2018,
p. 303), later on, the film has been uploaded on multiple internet platforms for public viewing
(still accessible now), such as YouTube, Bilibili, and Sohu Video Channel. Sex work and activist
groups have backed up the protagonists’ prohibition of screenings of Wheat Harvest, by interrupting
offline screening events and a 2011 academic conference at Fudan University, documented
in Lü’s article (Lü 2018). Feminists were in fury, for the protagonists’ ‘no’ to screenings as a
principle was interpretated as arguable permission in the name of filmmaking or the academy. Lü
questioned the feminist intolerance of Wheat Harvest based on ‘moral judgement’ or ‘moral trial’
by hostile attitudes, and an unwillingness for open discussion (Lü 2018, pp. 296-308). Back to the
documentary: it is regretful and questionable that director Xu Tong and his supporters refused to
recognise his protagonists’ deep anxiety as connected to sex workers’ off-screen social status on
the social margins, not to mention not showing the documentary to the protagonists. Xu’s rejection
of his protagonists’ requests, partially a reaction toward feminist hostility against the film, is
also reflected in the documentary’s representational strategies and the filmmaker’s arrogant and
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exploitative attitude toward his protagonist’s request in the digital era. For example, it is not a
documentary narrative challenge to remove a protagonist’s detailed home village address from the
film (protection of privacy), not to mention striking the balance between the risk of online streaming
and the desire for distribution.
Furthermore, the tension between sex workers’ subjectivity in Wheat Harvest, and activist groups’
political actions in supporting protagonists’ pleas for banning the film’s screening, illustrates the
aesthetic and political dilemmas of social activism. Ye Haiyan, protagonist of Hooligan Sparrow,
felt relief when the documentary did not receive an Academy Award, which, in her everyday life,
would not relieve her political oppression and isolation (Marchetti 2020, p. 42). Ye Haiyan uses
‘silence’ as a strategy of (self-) censorship (Ristivojevic 2021, pp. 165-169; Ye 2021, pp. 153-156),
a practice of activism with a long-term vision prioritising everyday survival under political isolation
and oppression (Cui 2012, pp. 79-94). Representation of the oppressed in politics, using the political
logic of social activism and the practical goals of worldly life, might partially sacrifice the voice
of the subaltern; in philosophy and in arts (Spivak 1988; Zeng 2013), it is vice versa. The Wheat
Harvest controversy nonetheless invites filmmakers to reflect on their care for their protagonists’
worldly lives. It also urges activists to problematise the political representation of the subaltern,
therefore, to discover and represent the voices of deprived groups, as in arts and in philosophy.
A Poem to Liu Xia was made with the motivation of representing Liu Xia as in arts and in politics.
Liu Xia is, first of all, a forbidden artist (poet, photographer, and painter) in China, and the widow
of Nobel Peace Prize laureate Liu Xiaobo ( 刘晓波 ), who passed away in 2017 while serving his

eleven years prison term for ‘inciting subversion of state power’. Liu Xia had been living under
house arrest since Liu Xiaobo’s last detention in 2008 until her exile to Germany in 2018. However,
over the past decades, she has been mentioned by NGOs, media, and the general public as merely
‘the wife’ of a political dissent, while her own subjectivity has faded and even been erased from
such discourses. I wrote a script and used Liu Xia’s own photography, collaborating with visual
artist Trish McAdam and her 3D animation team, to represent Liu Xia as if she speaks for herself
through her own art, first of all, as a forbidden artist, a victim and survivor of political violence,
and then as the wife of Liu Xiaobo. The decision to use 3D animation was based on controlling
political risks for my interviewees—interview footage became my research material for the initially
proposed feature. The short animation was released on 2015 International Women’s Day online, in
a gallery and at Irish Arts Council events, to deliver a message to Liu Xia that she and her art are
not forgotten, and she is very much being loved and cared about by friends around the world. The
short animation, together with a small camera to facilitate her photography work while under house
arrest, were successfully delivered to her through activist means which cannot be detailed at this
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moment.
The feminist solidarity forged around Hooligan Sparrow and A Poem to Liu Xia on/off-screen, care
and support in particular, manifests in the aesthetic rejection of the violent aspects of social activist
logics, the representation as merely speaking for in politics, and the camera’s intrusion into the
protagonists’ vulnerabilities in real life—all in the name of filmmaking.

8. Tensions between theory and practice
Discussion of documentarian’s positions often triggers tension between filmmakers and scholars
(Kraicer 2011; Sniadecki 2014; Edwards 2015b). This tension reveals feminist questions regarding
1) gendered asymmetries in intellectualism regardless the biological sex of debate participants (Evans 2009; Kirkpatrick 2019); 2) the suppression of female documentary participants’ voices and the
insensitivity of gendered bias and violence in representing feminine experience; and 3) a duplication
of dominating-being dominated and interpreting/representing-being interpreted/represented relationship in scholar/critic-filmmaker-activist, filmmaker-protagonist, protagonist-activist interactions.
Criticisms of film scholar Lü Xinyu (though biologically a woman), in general reflect the tension
between documentary ethics theory (with masculinity) and practice (with fluidity, individuality, di-

versity, and discontinuity). At the eighth China Independent Film Festival （中国独立影像年度展）
in 2011, filmmakers felt alienated by scholar Lü Xinyu’s analytic language when discussing the representation of subaltern diceng ( 底层 ) in Chinese documentary, while filmmakers did not have op-

portunity to speak for themselves on the panel (Kraicer 2011). This tension provoked the directors’

emotional statement ‘Shamans · Animals’ in the form of big character posters ( 大字报 ), detailing

the variety of directors’ positions, in their own language (Kraicer 2011): rejecting the projection
of filming the ‘low’ (diceng) from a superior ‘high’ position (directors’ addressing equal position),
denial of recognising protagonists as mutually creative participants (directors’ dominant attitude toward authorship), and (practitioners’) denouncing the relevance of 1990s and early 2000s’ theoretical approaches for current discursive documentary practice. At the 2011 Fudan University academic
conference, which planned to screen Wheat Harvest, feminists (the leading voice was Lü Pin [ 吕频 ],

editor in chief of Feminist Voices [ 女权之声 ], exiled to the USA after the detention of the ‘Feminist
Five’ in 2015. See Karl et al. 2015; Wang 2015) and scholar Lü Xinyu debated on who has the right

to use ‘we’ and attacked the opposite numbers for their (and the filmmaker’s) middle-class representation of sex workers (Lü 2018). Their debates on the one hand attempted to open a space for the
reconfiguration of intellectualism, and on the other hand attempted to seize the power of representation for intellectuals. The film’s sex worker protagonist’s simple, clear, and principle voice of ‘no’
against screening was faded out by the rhetoric of academy and filmmaking, and inaction of specific
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distribution control in the digital era. Lü Xinyu intends to resume ‘class’ and ‘socialism’ theories in
feminist debates and to question ‘Why there is no feminist Chinese female director’ (2018). This is
another example that the communication between certain feminist filmmakers and certain schools of
scholars somehow fail. Practitioners are reluctant to use abstract, grand, or arguably class struggle
concepts in independent filmmaking – often individual, from the perspective of margins and personal, and enquiring history in dis-contiguousness (Veg 2019). Nuanced strategies are used by many
female filmmakers and scholars, to deal with the pressure of working in male dominated intellectual
and filmmaking communities (Wang 2021).
My question for filmmakers, critics, scholars, protagonists, and activists encountering documentary
ethics controversies is what and how to provide specific techniques of care (as in worldly life and
as in cinematic language) to documentary participants in practice, situated in relation to specific
cases and contexts, rather than generalising abstract concepts as the tools of problem solving
and theorising.16 As a feminist scholar, I am aware that the cancelling of gender categories
and the ambiguity of gender in visual arts and in theory could be used as a strategy to critique
essentialism. In doing so, biologically different humans do not need to perform their behaviour
according to gender norms (as ideally stated by Judith Butler). However, documentary film is an
art involving real people in real life who are sustained with an ethics of care. People are the ends
of documentary filmmaking rather than tools of the art. Furthermore, historical and contemporary
social structures of intellectualism cannot deny gendered relations with knowledge by not ‘seeing’
gender (Evans 2009). Mary Evans' provoked question ‘Can Women be Intellectuals’ has pointed
out the institutional ‘marginalisation of women and the feminine in intellectual traditions’ (Evans
2009, p. 39). So it is in the documentary realm. My feminist approach toward the question is to
further open up as many public spaces and alternative spaces as possible, and to problematise the
relationship between gender and theories of documentary ethics.

9. Toward a feminist positionality
This article has analysed the different positions of documentary filmmakers, protagonists, scholars,
and activists in dealing with desire, privacy, self-transformation, violence, trauma, memory, the
vulnerability of social groups on the margins, as well as tensions between theory and practice. A
feminist approach of care, support, and solidarity will serve future documentary relational practices
and representation strategies, thus democratising the filmmaking process—documentary as a
method of social investigation—and equalising the relations between filmmakers and protagonists,
as well as scholar-filmmaker and activist-protagonist relations. This article promotes a feminist
positionality, respecting protagonists equally as filmmaking partners, even if their voice might be
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low; mutually developing protagonist’s subjectivity on-screen and documentary authorship in defacto collaborative filmmaking; centring care and support if violence will further penetrate into the
protagonist’s everyday life due to the making and distributing of the documentary film; situating and
contextualising theories rather than directly applying theory to a specific case study. On the issue of
representational strategies, as a filmmaker and writer, I believe all the limitations of documentary
shooting and editing can be transferred into potential elements for the innovation of cinematic
language. This feminist positionality responds to the classical question of ‘Can the Subaltern
Speak?’ (Spivak 1988), by advancing the representation of the social margins, women in particular,
both as in arts and as in politics.
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Notes
1 The series was curated by me (then a PhD candidate in Gender and Sexuality) and my PhD advisor Professor Sik Ying
Ho, Department of Social Work and Social Administration, the University of Hong Kong (HKU). It was organised by the
Chinese Independent Documentary Lab (CIDL, Hong Kong, 2014-2020) and sponsored by several film and university
bodies: HKU, the University Service Centre for China Studies at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, CNEX (Chinese
Next and See Next) Hong Kong, and CCFD-Terre Solidaire (Paris). The series transcript and editing was sponsored by
the China Media Project, HKU.
2 Words from curators in the 2016 ‘Desiring China’ catalogue. Related citations from Chinese are translated by me,
except those with additional explanations.
3 For discussions on how women’s cultural/intellectual work being shadowed, undermined, and arguably erased by
their male partners, see (Evans 2009; Kirkpatrick 2019). This dimension is to be further discussed in the section on the
relationship between theory and practice.
4 The role of ‘broker’ is discussed regarding Ai Weiwei’s position as an activist and artist (Callahan 2014; Cheek 2014).
Ai Weiwei serves as the inspiration for Wang Nanfu’s filmmaking and transnational activism (Marchetti 2020).
5 Personal communication, 15 April 2021. Ai Weiwei purchased Ye Haiyan’s belongings which were abandoned by the
police during her forced eviction in 2013 after Ye’s protest, and made a ‘Ye Haiyan’s Belongings’ 2014 Brooklyn Museum
installation.
6 Zhang Zanbo also reflected on The Interceptor from My Hometown 有一种静叫庄严 (2012), which documents a
local government official intercepting hometown petitioners in Beijing in the context of a dysfunctional legal system.
‘Petitioning is a phenomenon dating back to dynastic times in China, when any subject theoretically had the right to
petition the emperor if he or she felt an injustice had been perpetrated by officials in their local area’ (Edwards 2015b,
p. 145). The practice of interception, arbitrarily along with violence, is widely accepted in Chinese context as an extralegal means of achieving the government’s pressing political agenda: stability maintenance (Lee and Zhang 2013). For
example, Ai Weiwei’s 2013 documentary Stay Home 喜梅 depicts local government officials living with the woman
protagonist Ximei—an HIV/AIDS patient and activist—to stop her petitioning. Male officials even sleep on the same bed
kang (炕) as her. The protagonist interceptor in Zhang Zanbo’s documentary offers details of interception and his own
criticism in the documentary, which might have a devastating impact on his life and work, including public criticism of
the unethical and extra-legal practice of interception, and government punishment for his ‘private’ criticism on the widely
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practiced interception. Edwards’ article discussed ethics issue in the documentary Petition 上访 (dir. Zhao Liang 赵亮,
2009). On-screen petitioners mother-daughter relationship, and the tension between traditional Chinese womanhood and
woman petitioners’ quest for modern citizen rights (e.g. director Feng Yan’s [冯艳] 2007 documentary Bing Ai 秉爱), are
discussed in my book (Zeng 2016b).
7 Hu Xinyu’s explanation to me (the curator) for why Sister could not accept the invitation to be part of the 2016
‘Desiring China’ series.
8 Hu Xinyu, personal communication, 16 April 2021. This is the same source for the quotations that follow in this
paragraph.
9 Except Hu Xinyu’s brother knows he is making film and his sister knows of the documentary film Sister.

10 Filmmaker Zhao Liang said in an after-screening discussion of Petition, his extra-ordinary enlarged framing of an
aged petitioner’s face and another sickness’ legs and eyes, is the filmmaker’s ‘gentle touch’ of his protagonists when they
are in pain and difficulty. An audience member argued that the enlarged framing of the protagonists’ cruel reality is the
cruelty of the documentary camera in reproducing suffering and the cruelty of filmmaker in representing his relationship
with the film’s protagonists. CIDL’s after-screening transcript, 25 July 2015.
11 Consent for using her two Facebook posts for this article is given by Tang Danhong. I am grateful to poet and artist
Ian Boyden. He translated Tang’s two posts from Chinese into English for this article.
12 Poet Zhai Yongming’s words, cited in (Zeng and Tang 2021).

13 See discussions in (Edwards 2015b; Sniadecki 2015; Nüquan zhi sheng 2012).
14 For discussions on sex worker’s agency, see (Ding 2008 and 2012; Ding and Ho 2012)
15 Sex liberation and sex work rights advocator Ye Haiyan has given accounts of the complexity of representing female
sexuality and the identity politics in advocating for sex workers. See (Zeng 2016a; Ye 2021).
16 Technique is a term used by Michel Foucault in relation to the study of the Greek ethos of care. See (Foucault 1988b
and 1988a and 1999; Heubel 2010).
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