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The Preconditions for Chinese Independent Cinema in the 1980s
Chris Berry

Abstract
Reflecting on my experiences working for China Film Export and Import Corporation in Beijing in the mid-1980s, this 

short essay identifies pre-conditions for the emergence of Chinese independent cinema in the 1990s. They include: the 

loss of faith in the command economy model of socialism; curiosity about the outside world in general and the out-

side film world in particular; the continued job and housing security of the danwei (单位work unit) system; emergent 

private enterprise; the introduction of a market-driven ‘manager responsibility’ system into the state-owned sector, 

including the film industry; the model provided by independent artists; and support from foreign friends in Beijing.

I arrived in Beijing in the middle of 1985 and left three years later, in mid-1988. During the first two years of my stay, 

I worked for the China Film Export and Import Corporation (中国电影输出输入公司), a branch of the state-owned 

China Film Corporation (中国电影公司) that formed the nucleus of what is today the China Film Group Corporation 

(中国电影集团公司). I was their sole full-time foreign employee, assisting with the English-language translation of 

subtitles, publicity materials and a magazine, as well as trying to do the research for my own PhD thesis. Just before 

my arrival, Yellow Earth (黄土地 dir. Chen Kaige 陈凯歌, 1984) had announced the arrival of the Fifth Generation to 

the world when it premiered at that year’s Hong Kong International Film Festival. Suddenly, global interest in Chinese 

cinema exploded. Not many festivals or distributors had been attracted to the old socialist films in the ‘boy loves trac-

tor’ genre. My workload went through the roof. But China Film only had a quota to employ one foreigner. Therefore, 

after two years, I transferred to the more manageable working pace of the Foreign Languages Press for my final year. I 

worked on the English edition of China Reconstructs (中国建设), a monthly magazine with lots of colour pictures and 

not too much text. But I also continued to do a lot of freelance translation work for China Film, who were still strug-

gling to cope with demand.

If you had told me that within a few years of my departure China would have an independent film sector – defined in 

China as the production of films outside the state-owned economy and not submitted to the China Film Bureau for 

censorship or release in Chinese cinemas –I would have said you were mad. But it did happen. Wu Wenguang’s (吴文光) 

documentary Bumming in Beijing – The Last Dreamers (流浪北京：最后的梦想者, 1990) is conventionally recognized 

as the first Chinese independent feature film. I certainly was not aware of any earlier independent Chinese films being 

made while I was living in Beijing. At the time, I doubt if anyone was thinking about making films independently. I 

was mixing with Chinese film critics, producers, and directors on a daily basis and often asked all kinds of questions 

about filmmaking overseas – many of which I had to confess I did not know the answers to. But I do not remember an-

yone ever talking to me about independent production.

However, with the benefit of hindsight, can we see preconditions for Chinese independent cinema emerging in the 

1980s? I think we can. At the very end of the decade, there are two clear trigger factors behind the appearance of Chi-
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nese independent cinema. One is the notorious suppression of the Tiananmen Democracy Movement in 1989. The stu-

dents are reputed to have sung the theme song from Zhang Yimou’s (张艺谋) Red Sorghum (红高粱, 1987) as a sort of 

anthem. So, perhaps it is not surprising that it was made clear to filmmakers after 1989 that they were expected to tow 

the Party line or stop making films. The other factor was the decline of the Chinese film industry and the lack of jobs 

in the state-owned studios for the so-called Sixth Generation, who graduated from the Beijing Film Academy, China’s 

only film school at the time, in 1989. But what pre-conditions were already emerging earlier in the decade? 

Emerging Post-Socialism

I believe that the unique combination of characteristics constituting early Chinese post-socialism provided the right in-

gredients for independent filmmaking to emerge when they were ignited, so to speak, by these trigger events. What do 

I mean by ‘early Chinese post-socialism’? I mean the conditions that pertained between the end of the Cultural Revo-

lution decade (1966-1976), when faith in socialist ideology had substantially diminished, and prior to Deng Xiaoping’s 

famous ‘Southern tour’ in 1992, which launched full commitment to the market economy and Chinese participation in 

globalisation. During this period, although faith in socialist ideology was fading, the everyday working and living con-

ditions that had prevailed in the People’s Republic since 1949 continued to be taken for granted by most of its citizens. 

At the same time, reforms made small-scale private enterprise possible and introduced the principles of profit and loss 

into the state sector. Finally, after a long period of isolation in which only foreigners from similarly organised socialist 

societies visited, Chinese people in the big cities were beginning to meet foreigners from the rest of the world, like me. 

And, going by my own experience, they were very eager to find out everything they could about the world we lived in. (I 

got so tired of being asked to practice English at every stop light when I was cycling around Beijing that, after a while, 

I sometimes pretended to be Norwegian and answered in nonsense-talk!)

The socialist revolution had promised a road to material plenitude and political fulfilment, as portrayed in all those 

films full of happy farmers and smiling factory workers. By the end of the Cultural Revolution decade, it was clear to 

everyone that this goal was not getting any closer and, if anything, it was receding into the distance. Meanwhile, the 

consumer revolution had happened in the West and the ‘Tiger economies’ were booming closer to home in East and 

Southeast Asia. By the time I arrived in Beijing, interest in the West, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Japan was very strong, 

along with the desire for change. At the time, informal and possibly illegal roadside booksellers who laid their wares 

out on sheets sold editions that were hard to find in the state-owned Xinhua bookstores. I remember that translations 

of Sigmund Freud sold like hot cakes, along with books about humanist philosophy. This was the so-called ‘cultural 

fever’ (文化热) period. Everyone was very open to new ideas and very eager to try new things. 

Curiosity about the Outside World

Maybe nobody had heard of ‘independent cinema’ and so they did not think to ask me about it. But they did ask me 

about a lot of other things. Officially, I was a ‘foreign expert’. As a doctoral student in my twenties, this seemed absurd 

to me. However, it was the result of how foreigners were employed in China at the time. We were few and far between, 

and our salaries and conditions were at the top end of what was available in the country at the time. In theory, only 

very prestigious people should be allowed to take these jobs – ‘foreign experts’. But by international standards, the pay 
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and conditions were not so great. My monthly pay would not cover more than a couple of dinners in a foreign-owned 

hotel, one of the few places with restaurants back then. Furthermore, prestigious people were not necessarily the right 

people for the job. After I got to China Film, I discovered that I was their first foreign expert who had any Chinese lan-

guage skills. This helped me to understand some of the translation problems in the subtitles of films I had seen before!

Although I was not much an ‘expert’ in anything, coming from the West at a time when few if any of the people I 

worked with had lived outside China meant I got asked a lot of questions. Some of them were everyday questions. 

What sort of car did I own? People were disappointed to find out I did not even have a driving license. Other questions 

were to do with the film world. For example, it was very hard to explain to people that showing films that were critical 

of conditions in China in international film festivals was good for the image of China as a society that was opening up, 

becoming more confident, and so on. 

During this period, every director in China had to bring a print of their freshly completed film to the Film Bureau in 

Beijing to be inspected, i.e. censored. After they had shown the film in the Film Bureau, they would show the same as 

yet uncensored print in a number of state film institutions, including China Film, on the basis that we needed to know 

what would soon be part of our workload. I got to meet many directors, and I tried to answer their questions about film 

festivals and possible sales overseas and so on. 

I was also asked to participate in roundtable discussions about the films at the China Film Association (中国电影协

会) and even at the China Film Archive, which was next door to China Film Corporation, but the least accessible of 

the film institutions. These two organisations were responsible for bringing in specialised seasons of foreign film for 

screening tours. This practice had developed since the 1949 Revolution, and before the 1980s had mostly consisted of 

exchanges of ‘film weeks’ with so-called fraternal socialist countries. But now they were worked with organisations 

like the British Film Institute and the Cinémàtheque Française to build up the knowledge of people in the Chinese film 

world about non-socialist cinema. Almost any information I could provide was useful to my Chinese colleagues trying 

to grasp the cultural context of the films they were seeing. But there were limits I remember the China Film Archive 

asked me to participate in a session to accompany a Fassbinder season. I considered myself too ignorant to talk about 

anything in these roundtables and, besides, my Chinese was not good enough. But, somewhat exasperated at always 

being expected to speak on these occasions, I spent about fifteen minutes explaining why I thought that one of the fun-

damental keys to understanding Fassbinder was his homosexuality. I did not get any questions and I did not get asked 

to speak again.

The Danwei Model

Although in general the atmosphere in the 1980s was open and full of curiosity about the non-socialist world, it is im-

portant to remember that Chinese ‘post-socialism’ is not the same as the Eastern European post-socialism that followed 

in the 1990s. In China, although there was a falling a way of faith in the ideology of socialism, the one-party state 

governance model is still in place today, and in the 1980s, the organisation of society remained largely unchanged from 

the Mao era. There was no overnight collapse, as there was in the former Soviet block at the end of the 1980s and into 

the 1990s. What that meant is that the danwei model was still largely intact. Danwei means unit, literally translated. 
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Chinese society was organised into work units, and every citizen of the People’s Republic was born into their parents’ 

unit and then assigned their own unit when they finished their education. The unit provided your job, your housing, a 

clinic, schooling for your children, and so on. People had a strong sense of belonging to their unit and of unit identity. 

But they also had a strong sense that their unit belonged to them. 

When independent film and television production began in China in the 1990s, I believe danwei thinking was impor-

tant. Why? Because the assets of the danwei were perceived by its members as belonging to all of them. This is very 

different from the private company thinking that dominates in liberal democracies and in China today. With private 

company thinking, the company’s assets belong to it and employees have no rights over those assets. But in Chinese 

state-owned television stations and film companies well into the 1990s, that way of thinking did not exist. Unit mem-

bers often felt they had a right to borrow the unit’s equipment, especially if it was just sitting in a storeroom over the 

weekend or not in use because of the downturn in the film industry. Because this way of thinking was almost taken 

for granted, few people questioned it when someone working for a film or television unit borrowed a camera for the 

weekend. After I left China in 1988, I was discouraged from returning for a while by former colleagues who felt the 

situation was unsafe after 1989. But when I did meet the first independent filmmakers outside China and asked them 

how they had been able to get their equipment, they casually replied, ‘jie de’ (‘borrowed it’). 

The Beginnings of Private Enterprise

However, it is also true that there was probably a limit to how much equipment you could borrow and how long for. 

This must have become even more true once the films started to make their way into the international film festival 

circuit and, eventually, get the attention of the Film Bureau. This is how the emergence of private enterprise in the 

1980s becomes relevant to any account of the preconditions for the emergence of independent filmmaking a few years 

later. However, this importance is not because any of the filmmakers thought they were engaged in private enterprise. 

Indeed, the education they were given at the Beijing Film Academy had not moved from a socialist pedagogical model 

of acting as a mouthpiece for the Party to the promotion of Hollywood-style commercial filmmaking. Rather, it had 

turned to the European model of auteurism and cinema as art. 

However, although independent filmmakers may have identified as artists and absolutely not as businessmen, that did 

not prevent them from doing a little private enterprise on the side to support their filmmaking. A good example of this 

modus operandi is Zhang Yuan (张元). By the time I got to know him in the mid-1990s, he was making the most rapid 

headway among his peers as an independent filmmaker. One of the reasons for this success was that he owned his own 

Beijing Jeep, along with his own filmmaking equipment. He had earned the money to buy these things by making mu-

sic videos, advertisements, and company videos. In the early 1990s, people who knew how to use a video camera were 

few and far between in China, and they were able to command a good price for their talents. 

One-person individual private enterprises such as Zhang Yuan’s small company are called getihu (个体户) in China. In 

the late Mao era, they would have been condemned as ‘sideline’ (副业) activities and were outlawed. But they were ini-

tiated as legal activities and licensed beginning in the late 1970s. I am not sure if the roadside book sellers I mentioned 

earlier had a license, but certainly everyone spoke of them as getihu. 



92

The Manager Responsibility System and Wu Tianming

A bit later, in the early 1980s, the so-called ‘manager responsibility’ system was introduced into the state-owned econ-

omy. This extended the profit and loss thinking of the market economy that shaped all private enterprise to the entire 

society, which was an important preparation for the emergence of independent filmmaking in the 1990s, including the 

state-owned sector. Filmmakers began to take responsibility for funding their own work, however modest their budg-

ets. 

Before the introduction of the manager responsibility system, the state-run economy was a central command one. That 

meant it operated with five-year plans developed in Beijing, and resources to carry out various activities as part of the 

plan were allocated to each danwei unit. Some danwei, such as China Film Corporation, where I worked, made a lot of 

money for the state. In their case, a national monopoly on film distribution and exhibition combined with a monopoly 

on film exports and imports was almost a license to print money. But other players in film sector did not earn much. 

Because they only got a per-print fixed fee from China Film Corporation, most film studios struggled to earn as much 

as they spent. But, so long as the command economy was operating, losses did not matter, because resources were cen-

trally allocated regardless of revenues generated and could compensate for those losses. 

The manager responsibility system changed all that. The managers of units were told they were responsible for their 

unit’s profitability, and that the days of central subsidies were coming to an end. This transformation was introduced 

slowly. In China, Xi’an Film Studio (西安电影制片厂), run by the late and much-lamented Wu Tianming (吴天明), 

was one of the first to try it out, beginning, I believe, in 1984, after his appointment to head the studio in 1983. Wu was 

already a famous film director and so there was a lot of buzz around him and his new role. One of my jobs, thanks to 

my supposed expertise, was to write a column for each issue of China Screen (中国银幕) the publicity magazine that 

China Film Export and Import Corporation produced in multiple languages in the 1980s. So, I decided to interview 

him for the column.

What made me really curious about Wu Tianming was he was using the manager responsibility system to support the 

young Fifth Generation filmmakers. Their filmmaking was so radical by the standards of the time and place that nei-

ther critics nor audiences inside China knew what to make of them. Until Red Sorghum, the first bona fide Fifth Gen-

eration hit, their films did not make money. I wanted to know why someone operating in a new system that emphasized 

the market would support filmmakers who were considered to be box office poison. Wu told me that his strategy was 

three-pronged. First, he made films to satisfy the government and their expectations for pedagogical entertainment. 

Second, he made commercial films in the new genre-based cinema that was emerging, in order to generate more in-

come for the studio. And third, he used the profits as a kind of research and development budget to support new kinds 

of filmmaking and put himself at the cutting edge. That was how Chen Kaige, Tian Zhuangzhuang (田壮壮), and other 

members of the Fifth Generation came to be working at Xi’an. 

The combination of the getihu system and the manager responsibility system made a major contribution to transform-

ing the attitudes of Chinese people, which I witnessed during my time in China. In the days of the old command econ-

omy system, people had become accustomed to accepting their assignment to a certain unit that would have certain 
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work for them but would also look after them. Many units, including China Film, had large numbers of people on the 

books who drew a salary but were not needed and never actually came in to work. The new way of thinking introduced 

both opportunity and risk. You might go bust, but you might do well if you came up with a good idea. Everyone had a 

side hustle by the time I was there, except for an older generation that could not adjust to the brave new world. So, per-

haps it makes sense that once they were backed into a corner by the combination of very strict government control and 

lack of job opportunities in the state-owned sector, quite a few young filmmakers would have the problem-solving and 

go-it-alone mentality required for independent filmmaking.

Precursors: Independent Artists

Indeed, it is also important to note that the 1980s also gave them examples to follow, when they needed to later. I have 

already noted that at the Beijing Film Academy, the students were not encouraged to think of themselves as commer-

cial or state pedagogical entertainers, but rather as artists. For a filmmaker to step outside the state system and start 

working by themselves was daunting back then, precisely because before the digital they did need access to equipment, 

editing rooms, laboratories, and so on. That is a major reason why independent filmmaking was not happening in 

any regular way before 1989. But the same is not true for many other artists. Surely, it is no accident that Bumming in 

Beijing: The Last Dreamers was precisely about a group of painters and writers who had become getihu and were try-

ing to find a way to survive outside the danwei system? They provided the model of what independent art production 

might really mean. And their roots went deep. As early as 1979, a group of artists had staged The Stars Art Exhibition 

(星星美展) on the railings outside the China Art Gallery. Although the police closed them down, they had shown that 

artists could operate outside the system. 

In the mid-80s, Chinese contemporary artists were facing difficulties not unlike those faced by young filmmakers 

after 1989. Their work, neither traditional nor socialist realist, found no favour with the art establishment. Approved 

painters were admitted to the China National Art Workers Association (中国全国美术工作者协会), attached to a unit 

such as a provincial level gallery or an art school, and put on salary for life. But contemporary art was not accepted or 

understood by this mainstream. So, contemporary artists had to look elsewhere, and some members of the small com-

munity of foreigners living in China did understand contemporary art, and some of them had enough money to buy 

paintings. Those foreigners might also have collections of books and other useful materials. By the time I was living in 

Beijing, there were many contemporary artists hanging out with foreigners and eager to sell their work to anyone who 

was interested. Had I known what would happen to the prices of Chinese contemporary art, I would have bought some!

The Foreign Community in Beijing

Although members of the foreign community in Beijing were able to buy modestly priced paintings, of course they 

could not buy films! Nevertheless, they also had a role to play in the constellation of preconditions for independent 

filmmaking. Opportunities to travel outside China were few and far between in the 1980s. But ever-increasing num-

bers of foreigners from non-socialist countries were either visiting China or passing through. Chinese filmmakers, 

just like their artist friends, were eager to meet those people and find out what they could about films made in the 

countries they had been cut off from for so long. In his book, Memoirs from the Beijing Film Academy, Ni Zhen (倪震), 
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one of the teachers of the Fifth Generation filmmakers, reminds us that video cassettes barely existed in those days, 

never mind DVDs. Therefore, the collections of 16mm prints held by embassies became a significant resource that the 

Beijing Film Academy drew on to introduce their students to types of filmmaking they had heard about but had little 

opportunity to see.

My apartment at the Friendship Hotel in what was then the Northwest suburbs of Beijing also had its uses for filmmak-

ers. Following the success of Yellow Earth, there was a steady stream of international visitors to Beijing from foreign 

film festivals and so on. Some of them I knew before, others I got to know in the course of my job at China Film. Be-

cause I was seeing almost every new feature film when it came to Beijing for the censorship process, I was a useful 

source of information, and China Film figured I understood what they wanted. Often, they also wanted to meet young 

filmmakers, who were usually happy to meet them, too. But meeting foreigners was still not something one could do 

casually in China in the mid-1980s. I used to go and have dinner with an old Chinese friend at their apartment about 

once a month until they told me they had to go to the local police station and file a report every time I visited, includ-

ing an account of what we talked about. After that, we tried to find restaurants to meet in. 

For filmmakers who did not want to get official permission for a meeting with a visiting foreigner, my apartment was 

a good alternative. True, they were supposed to show their ID card and sign in at the main gate to the hotel grounds. 

But those regulations had been designed before Beijing had taxis that private citizens could use. If my Chinese friends 

came in a cab, it could almost always drive straight in deposit them outside the entrance to my compound, where there 

was no gate guard. Those of living in the Friendship Hotel figured a significant proportion of the staff were there to 

keep an eye on us, so I am confident everyone knew what was going on. But at least it provided a more relaxed envi-

ronment that an official meeting room in the company offices.

In my memory, a lot of the discussion was about film style, themes, aesthetics and so on. But I am sure that young 

Chinese filmmakers were also aware that the film distribution and exhibition world outside China operated in a very 

different way, and talking to film festival curators and journalists from overseas helped to understand it much better. 

However, the way the global film world operated in the 1980s was also very different from how it operates now. Today, 

the explosion in the number of film festivals has eclipsed the old art film cinema networks, most of which have disap-

peared. But in the late 1980s, getting your film shown in festivals overseas was still a step towards selling your film to 

distributors and television stations. So long as they were operating through the state-owned studios and China Film, 

filmmakers did not receive any of that income themselves. But once they found themselves on their own after 1989, 

some of them had the contacts and enough knowledge to begin doing their own deals and take the plunge to become 

independent filmmakers. The budgets for Chinese independent films were notoriously low in the early days, so it did 

not take a lot of income from overseas to cover the costs of production and maybe more.

Conclusion

Looking at the situation from another angle, can we imagine the emergence of independent production without some 

of the conditions that emerged in the 1980s? What if young Chinese filmmakers had been in a situation like that of 

their East European and Soviet counterparts, who went almost overnight from a completely self-contained command 
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economy situation to full privatisation and globalisation? It is difficult to imagine that they would have found the road 

to independent production as quickly or successfully as they did. At the time, it was not at all apparent that this would 

become the direction that China would follow. But now, with the benefit of hindsight, it is clear that a decade of grow-

ing knowledge about cinema in liberal market economy systems emerged during the 1980s along with the development 

of a sense of initiative taking and risk management within the relative security of the danwei system. Together, they 

slowly created the right mix of conditions for triggering Chinese independent filmmaking at the beginning of the next 

decade.


