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Abstract  

In the 2000s, Chinese film industry, the most important propaganda apparatus of the 

Chinese Communist Party, was transformed into a commercial culture industry and 

became the second largest film market in the world. This project is a formal, cultural and 

industrial analysis of the transformation of the Chinese film industry and the 

corresponding changes in production culture due to a new wave of movie industry 

reforms starting in the late 1990s. By placing Chinese cinema in the world scene within 

globalization, this dissertation addresses the following research questions: How did the 

Chinese state undertake movie industry reforms and accelerate them in the 2000s? How 

did industrial transformation and commercialization influence filmmaking practices in 

terms of mode of production, genre, and narrative? To what extent were Chinese 

practitioners impacted by these state-directed reforms and shaped by market forces? To 

what extent did Hollywood’s commercial films influence Chinese cinema? With an 

integrated framework combining political economy, cultural studies, media industry 

studies, and film studies, Commercial Revitalization of Chinese Cinema considers 

China’s movie industry reform and industry transformation as culture phenomena. Three 

case studies of the industrial transformations in this project reveal China’s unique 

approaches to reviving its national film industry and building film as a type of soft power. 

It also illustrates an interesting media reform model substantially different from that of 
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Hollywood and other national cinemas. I argue that China’s political economy and its 

special political, social and cultural histories are determinant in enabling the movie 

industry reform to develop a hybrid culture industry model that combines China’s 

experience in SOEs (State-Owned Enterprises) reform and Hollywood’s commercial film 

business model. As a result of industry transformation and structural changes, the 

emerging Chinese blockbuster production became a dominant mode of production, which 

localized and transformed generic and aesthetic conventions found in other film cultures 

as a dynamic interaction between global and local cultural exchanges.  
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Introduction 

 

With the enormous changes of the last 30 years or so, the state-controlled Chinese 

film industry has been transformed and effectively reborn in a new era of economic 

reform. This transformation process demands serious scholarly attention to charting the 

industry’s transition from a socialist propaganda apparatus into a commercial film 

industry, and to assessing film practitioners’ struggles and a changing production culture.  

The contemporary Chinese film industry has been consistently neglected by film 

historians and scholars in the United States; therefore, the purpose of this study is to 

begin to redress this neglect with an analysis of the industrial aspects that have affected 

and reshaped film production and culture in contemporary China. I examine the Chinese 

film industry’s transformation from the late 1990s through the first decade of the 2000s, 

situating it in the context of economic reforms and media globalization. More specifically, 

the aim of this dissertation is to examine China’s economic reform of the movie industry, 

identifying the key factors that have enabled the successful restructuring of the industry 

and the steadily increasing competitiveness of Chinese commercial films in the early 

2000s.  China’s movie industry reforms demonstrate a unique interplay of China’s 

political, social, and cultural factors, providing an illuminating case study of media 

reform.  

In 1978, China entered into a new period of social, cultural, and historical 

development, due to the economic reforms and open-door policies launched by Deng 

Xiaoping. China's transition from a planned to a market economy with its special political, 

social, and cultural trajectories have determined its distinctive approach to reforming the 



2 
 

movie industry, which has always been treated by the Chinese government as its most 

important propaganda apparatus. Therefore, we witnessed a slower transformation over 

almost 20 years within the film industry as compared to other industry sectors. In other 

words, even though the Chinese state announced the beginning of the movie industry 

reform in the early 1980s, the industry’s centrally planned economy did not experience 

significant changes in the 1980s and 1990s, due to the state’s conservative attitude 

towards media. It wasn’t until the late 1990s and early 2000s that the state eventually 

enacted film deregulation plans because of many factors. This deregulation has fostered 

the rapid growth of the domestic film market and Chinese cinema in the 2000s.    

However, its uniquely Chinese approaches to reviving its national film industry have not 

yet been systematically examined. In particular, the course of the movie industry reforms 

and the contours of the Chinese blockbuster boom in the new millennium are as yet not 

well researched and understood. My dissertation specifically addresses the following 

research questions: How did the Chinese state undertake movie industry reforms and 

accelerate them in the 2000s? How did industrial transformation and commercialization 

influence filmmaking practices in terms of mode of production, genre, and narrative? To 

what extent were Chinese critics and intellectuals impacted by these state-supported 

reforms and shaped by market forces? To what extent did Hollywood’s commercial films 

influence Chinese cinema?  I argue that China is in the process of forming an alternative 

commercial film industrial model that is administrated by the Chinese state. This model 

displays unique Chinese characteristics that demonstrate a combination of China’s own 

reform experiences in other state-owned industry sectors and international media practice, 

including media conglomeration and modern enterprise structures.  Influenced by China’s 
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political economy and supported by the Chinese state, China’s commercial mode of film 

production has replaced the socialist film mode of production and become dominant 

within the film industry.  In the course of this industrial transformation, Chinese 

filmmakers gradually adapted to the changing cultural environment and have struggled to 

reestablish China’s commercial film culture with its own cultural identity, thus 

attempting to appeal to both domestic and international markets. 

 

The Journey of Movie Industry Reforms in the Era of Economic Reforms 

 

The so-called movie industry reform (dianying gaige) in China started in the early 

1980s, and has been a top-down movement conducted under the broad social context of 

economic reforms. The exploration of the marketization of the movie industry aimed to 

decentralize the socialist film industry and modernize its practices. However, compared 

to other industries, the film industry reform progressed slowly due to the state’s 

insignificant reform measures in the 1980s and 1990s. The reasons the state took a 

conservative approach to the movie industry reforms were film as a significant medium 

for ideology, the impact of the socialist legacy, and the remaining one-party regime. 

Collectively cultivated under socialism for 60 years (whose many policies are still 

functioning in various ways), the Chinese government, film authorities, filmmakers, and 

film critics have struggled with political and market forces as China has begun to open up 

and integrate with the rest of the world. The struggle over marketization and 

commercialization is related to how these key players have effectively functioned and 

responded to economic reforms, market forces, and cultural changes. This has also 
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determined the process of its film industry reform, which has been by no means a smooth 

road.  

During this industrial transformation, there have existed roughly five kinds of 

specific conflicts inherent in the process: (1) the state’s resistance to radical media reform 

and its internal struggles over the extent of media liberation and control; (2) complicated 

conflicts between the state and filmmakers over censorship; (3) debates among film 

authorities, filmmakers, and film critics within the film industry regarding the concepts of 

cinema, commercialization, and production strategy; (4) the lack of integration between 

the production, distribution, and exhibition sectors; and (5) increasing demand for movie 

consumption and the difficulties inherent in the poorly-equipped exhibition sector. These 

conflicts have existed since the beginning of the reform of the movie industry in the late 

1980s, and have continued to the present, although in the process some of these conflicts 

have been partially resolved. Thus, I envision my project as an investigation of five 

primary issues: the role of the state, industry discourse, media conglomeration, 

blockbuster practices, and film exhibition.  

In light of how well these conflicts were addressed, the film industry reform can 

be roughly divided into three important phases. The first phase was from the early 1980s 

through 1992; some scholars call this phase xiubushi gaige, which roughly translates to 

“the patch up style” (translation mine) (Tang, 2009; Wan, 2013), which means that the 

state’s movie policies were limited to small reform measures. For example, the state 

adjusted the price of movie tickets and increased rental fees (Tang, 2009); however, those 

measures did not solve the conflicts between film studios and distribution and exhibition 

companies. The industry’s infrastructure and the operational model of the command 
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economy did not experience significant changes. It was not surprising, therefore, that the 

movie industry reforms could not keep abreast with the changing cultural market that was 

influenced by new technologies and Western cultural products entering China after its 

doors were opened to the world.  

The second phase extended from 1993 to 1999. In the spring of 1992, Deng 

Xiaoping made his famous southern tour of China that became a major turning point for 

China’s economy. His theory of the socialist market economy cleared away the 

ideological obstacles hindering in-depth market-oriented reforms in China. In October 

1992, at the 14th National Congress of the Communist Party of China (CPC), the 

government clearly declared that a socialist economy is a market economy based on 

public ownership. For the first time, China's economic reforms had a definite goal—to 

establish a socialist market economy (Qian & Wu, 2003, p. 36). The components of the 

transition to a socialist market economy became clearer one year later. In November 1993, 

a significant document titled “Decision on Issues Concerning the Establishment of a 

Socialist Market Economic Structure” was announced by Third Plenum of the Fourteenth 

Party Congress. “The essence of the November 1993 decision was to replace China’s 

centrally planned system with a modern market system and eventually to incorporate 

international institutions recognized as ‘best practices’” (Qian & Wu, 2003, p.36). The 

acceleration of economic reforms impacted the film industry as well. The state issued 

three important documents to accelerate the movie industry reforms: Order No. 3 in 1992, 

Order No. 348 in 1994, and Order No. 001 in 1995 (Tang, 2009).  

The year 1993 also saw a breakthrough in movie industry reforms, when the state 

implemented a significant measure allowing film studios to distribute their films directly 
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to local distribution companies and theaters. This measure attempted to resolve the 

conflict of interest between film studios and the distribution and exhibition sectors. 

Although this policy aimed at breaking the monopoly of the China Film Corporation and 

its provincial divisions, due to complicated administrative barriers and local 

protectionism, the interaction between the film studios and the distribution and exhibition 

sectors still experienced many problems.  In addition to the reform measures in the 

distribution and exhibition sectors, the state also granted a co-production permit to 

private organizations as long as their investment reached 70%, which encouraged private 

capital to invest in film production and increased the variety of financial resources 

available to film studios (Tang, 2009).  Moreover, to support the film industry through 

TV programs, the CCTV Movie Channel (‘Film Satellite Channel Programme Production 

Centre’) was launched by the state and began broadcasting in 1995 (Zhu & Robinson, 

2012, p. 429). This was the state’s first significant effort toward realizing horizontal 

integration between the TV industry and the film industry.   

To stimulate film consumption in the domestic market and stop the film 

exhibition sector from a decline in film attendance, the state revived China’s cultural 

exchanges with the United States by allowing Hollywood majors to re-enter the Chinese 

film market.  From 1994 onward, the Chinese government imported ten total imports per 

year on a revenue-sharing basis, and Hollywood blockbusters accounted for a larger 

percentage of the import quotas. In November 1994, The Fugitive became the first 

American blockbuster screened in China.  Hollywood blockbusters soon dominated the 

domestic market, and by the turn of the century, ten imported revenue-sharing American 

mega-productions had about a 70 percent share of China’s film market, whereas 
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approximately 100 domestically made films only earned 30 percent of the market share 

(Su, 2014, p. 100).  Although the state made a concerted effort to accelerate industry 

reforms, a setback (or a contradiction) in movie policies occurring during this phase was 

the promotion of “main melody” films (zhuxuanlü) by the state. At the 1996 Changsha 

National Film Work Conference, the state launched the “9550 Project,” which required 

major state-owned film studios to produce 50 finely made “main melody” movies during 

the Ninth Five-Year plan, from 1996 to 2000, with 10 films produced each year. These 50 

“significant films” would be eligible for far more state financial support. The Film 

Bureau stipulated that for each “significant film,” the domestic studio that produced it 

would be allowed to select one film from among 10 foreign blockbusters to distribute and 

to keep the resulting profits (Su, 2014, p. 102).  The “main melody” film (or leitmotif 

film, zhuxuanlü dianying in Chinese) refers to government-subsidized productions.  Teng 

Jinxian, the director of the Film Bureau, borrowed and proposed the concept of leitmotif, 

originally a German musical term meaning “main melody,” at a national film 

conformance in 1987 as films representing the CCP’s dominant ideologies. To combat 

the increasing dominance of entertainment films in the mid-1980s, the state allocated 

special funds for main melody films and supported their distribution and exhibition.  The 

main melody films aimed to “invigorate national spirit and national pride” (Braester, 

2011, p.181) through re-affirming the glory of modern Chinese history—communist 

leaders as well as revolutionary heroes.  

The promotion of main melody films emphasizing ideological function contrasted 

sharply with commercially viable films like Hollywood blockbusters, which obviously 

posed the greatest threat to Chinese cinema. However, the state did not make an effort to 
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develop high-quality Chinese commercial films to compete with Hollywood for market 

share, but rather emphasized main melody films. However, the ideological emphases on 

patriotism, self-sacrifice, and the CCP leadership in main melody films did not win over 

Chinese moviegoers, and the industry soon plunged into a deep economic crisis. Tang 

defines this phase of the movie industry reform as “comprehensive reform of the film 

system” (dianying tizhi de quanmian gaige shiqi. Tang, 2009). Even though the state 

made more efforts to speed up the reforms than it previously had, the state tightened 

ideological control after the Tiananmen Square protest of 1989, commonly known as ‘the 

June 4th incident.’ The Changsha conference in particular to some degree hindered the 

development of the movie industry in terms of further marketization and 

commercialization. Additionally, the conflict of interest among the three sectors was not 

resolved within these five years, and the infrastructures of the industry still remained 

unchanged. 

The third phase of industry reform began in 1999, which spurred dramatic 

changes in the film industry. Two events triggered this new wave of deregulation and 

media liberalization.  On 3 April 1998, the Hollywood blockbuster Titanic was released 

in China and was a huge hit, taking in 3.6 billion RMB. ‘Titanic fever’ shocked the state 

and the film industry with regard to the lucrative Chinese film market, and Chinese 

filmmakers felt intimidated by the power of Hollywood blockbusters. Another event that 

further deepened this sense of anxiety took place in 1999, when China and the United 

States signed a bilateral agreement on China's entry into the WTO. According to this 

agreement, the quota would increase to 20 revenue-sharing slots after China joined the 

World Trade Organization (WTO).  China’s membership in the WTO, starting in 
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December 2001, posed new challenges to the Chinese film industry. Facing both external 

challenges and an internal industry crisis, the Chinese film industry, like the Titanic, was 

in grave danger of sinking at the turn of the new century.  During this period, the state 

changed its approach and adopted more non-coercive strategies to manage the Chinese 

film industry’s transformation, and to restructure the film system in the hopes of 

revitalizing national cinema.  An obvious signal was that the state redefined film 

production as a business (chan ye) in 2003, making it a significant component of the 

cultural economy (Liu, 2010). Consequently, the Chinese government’s economic 

policies shifted focus to cultural industries in the new millennium. Pursuing a strategy of 

soft power, the state began to utilize culture as a tool of influence and a part of China’s 

global strategy.  Once the Chinese state recognized the value of film as soft power, it 

accelerated film industry reform and sought to expand Chinese cinema’s international 

reach in a positive way through commercial films—in contrast to Chinese art films, 

which often depict China in a negative light or touch upon controversial topics such as 

homosexuality (East Palace, West Palace, 1996) or the Cultural Revolution (Blue Kite, 

1993).  In addition to abiding by the government’s goal of upholding the socialist market 

economy, the state also incorporated Hollywood’ experiences in media concentration, 

vertical integration, and media conglomeration in its efforts to integrate the Chinese film 

industry into global media practices. 

This new wave of media liberalization kicked off an explosive growth in Chinese 

film production and film consumption in the domestic film market in the early-to-mid 

2010s. Mitch Moxley appraises China’s booming film industry as “Chollywood”: 

“2010’s box-office earnings topped $1.5 billion, a 64 percent increase from 2009, making 

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2011/09/chollywood/8596/
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China's movie market on target to be the world’s second-largest by 2015” (Moxley, 

2011).  China proudly announced that it has become the third-largest film-producing 

country in the world, behind only India and America in terms of annual film output.  In 

the exhibition sector, the number of movie screens in China has doubled to more than 

6,200 in 2011, a figure that has been projected to double again by 2015 (Pierson, 2011).  

In contrast, the numbers of screens totaled only 1,906 by the time the circuit chain system 

was implemented in early 2002 (Zhang, 2004).  My dissertation will provide a brief 

review of the first two phases and then mainly focus on the third phase. Due to the state’s 

conservatism and socialism’s legacy, movie industry reforms in the first two phases did 

not result in a shift towards a market-oriented industry model, and thus did not generate 

rapid and sustained growth.  My dissertation will therefore examine the movie industry 

transformation in the third phase from the late 1990s to 2013, which I consider to be ‘a 

transitional period.’  By 2013, the new wave of the movie industry reforms had 

fundamentally changed the industry. The socialist film studio system has transformed 

into a cluster of vertically and horizontally integrated media conglomerates.  Chinese 

blockbusters have become a dominant mode of production, and the market share of 

Chinese cinema has reached 58.65%.  This transitional phase is over, and the film 

industry has become a truly commercial film industry. After 2013, the commercialization 

of the film industry reached a new level of maturity. This study reveals how the state has 

commercialized the three sectors of production, distribution, and exhibition, as well as 

subsequent changes in filmmaking practices, modes of production, and film culture 

during this transitional period.   

 

http://www.theatlantic.com/mitch-moxley/
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Literature review: contemporary Chinese film industry studies 

Chinese cinema scholarship in the United States has consistently neglected the 

contemporary Chinese film industry.  Although there are many different types of 

scholarship on Chinese cinema in the U.S., the academic record of the Chinese film 

industry studies has been scant. In particular, there is very little scholarship on the 

contemporary Chinese film industry in the era of economic reforms. The first coherent 

study of the contemporary Chinese film industry is Zhu Ying’s book, Chinese Cinema 

during the Era of Reform: The Ingenuity of the System. This groundbreaking study adopts 

the integrative approach of the institutional school of political economy and film studies 

to analyze the industry’s transformation from a planned economy to a market economy. 

In addition to examining the evolution of the film industry from the late 1980s to the 

early 2000s, Zhu also explores the Fifth Generation art film directors and how they 

responded to the marketplace as the film industry transformed and headed towards 

marketization and commercialization. In addition to institutional transitions, Zhu also 

explores the stylistic transitions of Chinese cinema from pedagogy to art to commerce.  

Zhu argues that the crisis of the Chinese national cinema is fundamentally an economic 

issue in the context of globalization, providing a more complex picture of Chinese 

cinema that touches upon economic, political, and cultural factors.   

In his dissertation, drawing on perspectives of economic sociology, sociologist 

Seio Nakajima (2007) finds the limits of the market-versus-state framework for studying 

Chinese media, and proposes that the “logic of art” should be considered along with 

political and economic elements when examining the media industry. He argues that the 

interaction of three “logics of filmmaking,” which are based on “political legacy”, 

http://catalog.lib.utexas.edu/search~S29?/azhu+ying/azhu+ying/1%2C9%2C21%2CB/frameset&FF=azhu+ying+1965&1%2C%2C6/indexsort=-
http://catalog.lib.utexas.edu/search~S29?/azhu+ying/azhu+ying/1%2C9%2C21%2CB/frameset&FF=azhu+ying+1965&1%2C%2C6/indexsort=-
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“artistic autonomy”, and “economic visibility,” determines film markets with respect to a 

distinctive social structure. Regarding the Chinese film industry, he asserts that “the very 

specific historical and social configuration of the relationship between politics and 

economy is producing the film industry with distinctive ‘Chinese characters’” (Nakajima, 

2007, p. 8).  He uses a chronological approach to periodize the history of the 

development of Chinese film industry reform from 1978 to 2005, dividing it into five 

phases and analyzing how the industry responded to economic crisis through describing 

the organizational strategies of each phase in each chapter.   Although his dissertation 

takes the role of the state into account, he does not provide an in-depth analysis of the 

state’s engagement in each phase what the strategic changes have meant for the film 

industry. His analysis also does not address human agency and film texts.  Although he 

categorizes Chinese directors into four categories—main melody film directors, 

commercial film directors, international film directors, and independent film directors—

he provides only basic introductory information on the directors and their films with no 

in-depth analyses of directors or of their films.  Moreover, he does not examine the 

horizontal and vertical integration taking place in the new millennium or how 

commercialization has impacted filmmaking practices. However, his dissertation does 

provide a starting point for contemporary Chinese film industry studies in the early 2000s.  

In her thesis, “The Chinese Film Industry’s Soft Power Implications,” Jennifer 

Wing See Chau examines Chinese cinema as a form of soft power, arguing that the 

Chinese government hopes to influence American audiences’ perceptions of China 

through Chinese films. Her analysis draws on Joseph Nye’s concept of soft power and 

Milton C. Cummings’ definition of cultural diplomacy.  Chau notes that the Chinese 
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government has strongly committed to the elevation of Chinese film as an instrument of 

soft power influence.  She investigates the distribution of Chinese cinema in the United 

States through different channels such as film festivals, home videos, American film 

distribution companies, and so on. However, she focuses only on the distribution of 

Chinese films in the United States, and provides no serious analysis of how the 

government developed the Chinese film industry as a soft power or how the state 

encouraged the export of Chinese films to the U.S film market through supportive 

policies. Moreover, her selection of case studies is problematic; for example, she chooses 

Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, a Taiwanese-American co-production that should not 

be considered a film produced by the Chinese film industry.  Another case study focuses 

on the Chinese underground art film Summer Palace, which was banned by the 

government and exported through a non-official distribution channel. These two films are 

not good examples of China’s efforts to export Chinese films to overseas as soft power, 

since the former is a Taiwanese-American co-production, and the latter is an underground 

Chinese film banned by the Chinese government.   

In her book, Cinema of Feng Xiaogang: Commercialization and Censorship in 

Chinese Cinema after 1989, Zhang Rui analyzes the most successful commercial film 

director Feng Xiaogang and his films in the historical context of contemporary Chinese 

cinema. She correctly points out that Feng’s work should be approached and interpreted 

within the specific social and political context of contemporary China. Although she 

traces some important events in the movie industry reforms of the 1990s and early 2000s, 

Zhang’s historical narrative of the transformation of the Chinese film industry lacks deep 

analysis. Drawing on Andrew Sarris’s and Janet Staiger’s auteur approach and Stuart 
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Hall’s concept of “popular culture as a double movement of containment and resistance,” 

she argues that Feng is a unique auteur making films under political and economic 

pressures in a post-socialist state, while still striving to create works with a personal 

socio-political agenda (Zhang, 2008, p. 2).  It is worth noting that all Chinese filmmakers 

are in fact making films under political and economic pressures in post-Mao China; but 

the key is how Feng responded to those pressures in his commercial films. Although the 

title of the book mentions censorship, the book does not actually discuss Feng’s strategies 

for dealing with state censorship. In addition, she provides no in-depth analyses of any of 

Feng’s films, instead simply presenting descriptions of theme, plot, and characterization. 

Stanley Rosen (2002) is a scholar specializing in Chinese politics and society. His 

essay, “The Wolf at the Door: Hollywood and the Film Market in China from 1994–

2000,” provides a good introduction to the Chinese film industry and to the dynamic 

relationship between Hollywood and China from the mid-1990s until late summer 2000. 

The essay explores Hollywood blockbusters’ impact on the local film industry and 

Hollywood’s frustration with its negotiations with the Chinese government. His article 

provides a valuable basis for future research on the Chinese film industry, providing a 

useful view of the American perspective on the Chinese film industry in particular, as 

well as documenting the trade negotiations between China and Hollywood. Rosen notes 

that Hollywood blockbusters caused intense debates among Chinese filmmakers about 

what kind of Chinese films should be made to compete with Hollywood blockbusters in 

the domestic market, suggesting that Feng Xiaogang’s mid-budget genre films could be 

considered a feasible solution to the economic crisis of Chinese films. 
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In general, these previous studies attempt to situate Chinese films and filmmakers 

in a larger industry context. However, these studies have not provided a concrete analysis 

of film polices and how those movie reform measures affected structural changes and 

impacted the production, distribution and exhibition sectors, content production, and film 

consumption as well as human agency when filmmakers struggled with political, 

aesthetic, and market forces.  Despite some scholarly attention paid to China’s growing 

film market and the rapid development of Chinese cinema in the 2000s, not many of 

those scholars have systemically and extensively examined the Chinese film industry 

itself during this time period. Although contemporary Chinese film industry studies is not 

a popular research area in the field of Chinese cinema, a scholarly study of the 

contemporary Chinese film industry in the 2000s will enhance our understanding of 

Chinese cinema’s recent boom and cultural changes in Chinese film production. In 

particular, the movie industry reforms of the last 30 years have resulted in dramatic 

structural changes and consequently impacted content production, due to the exponential 

growth of market forces in Chinese cultural fields.  

 

“Circuit of commercial culture” in the Chinese film industry  

My approach is different from that of textual analysis and cultural studies, which 

tend to dominate both critical and academic discourse in Chinese film studies, as these 

two approaches tend to focus exclusively on filmic texts and overlook the institutional 

dimensions of film.  However, the Chinese film industry has been changing so 

fundamentally that a new critical and historical paradigm is required to comprehend the 

industry’s transformation and subsequent culture changes in Chinese film production.  I 
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use a cultural studies framework, specifically that of du Gay, Hall, Janes, Mackay, and 

Negus’s (1997) “circuit of culture.”  The “circuit of culture” is an attempt to rethink how 

cultural forms work. Differing from the unidirectional and deterministic mode of 

‘production produces consumption’ model, the “circuit of culture” model emphasizes the 

relational interactions among five moments: representation, identity, production, 

consumption and regulation (Du Gay et al., 1997).  According to this notion, the way to 

comprehend a cultural product fully is to take into account all five of these moments and 

their articulation.  Although this model is typically viewed as most useful to analyses of 

the production and consumption of media texts or concrete objects such as the Sony 

Walkman, it can also provide a rich understanding of a cultural phenomenon.  I slightly 

modify du Gay et al.’s five moments by replacing identity with discourse. Thus, I 

examine the five moments related to China’s movie industry reforms: regulation, 

discourse, representation, production, and consumption, which are related to the role of 

the state, industry discourse, production companies, blockbuster practice, and film 

exhibition.  

The “circuit of culture” idea allows us to observe how the movie industry reforms 

created dialogue among the three sectors of the film industry, as the model itself 

articulates the “circuit of culture” process as an ongoing, non-linear, five-way dialogue. 

This articulation of the five moments in the process of the commercialization of the 

movie industry demonstrates some unique Chinese characteristics. In other words, I aim 

to tease out the unique cultural characteristics embedded in China’s movie industry 

reforms by applying the model to Chinese cinema and its transformation.  As du Gay et al. 

(1997) argue, “rather than being seen as merely reflective of other processes—economic 
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or political—culture is regarded as being as constitutive of the social world as economic 

or political processes . . . because all social practices are meaningful practices, they are 

fundamentally cultural” (p. 2). Thus, I conceptualize China’s commercialization of the 

movie industry and the accompanying movie industry reforms as cultural phenomena.  

The ways in which China conducted its film industry reforms and the 

commercialization of the industry bear the traces of China’s past social, political, and 

cultural influences. In Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices, 

Stuart Hall (1997) expresses the view that culture “is not so much a set of things – novels 

and paintings or TV programmes and cartoons – as a process, a set of practices” (p. 2).  

In the Chinese context, the movie industry transformation is a cultural process, a set of 

practices that form a hybrid industry model integrating China’s political economy with 

Hollywood’s commercial business model.  In other words, China’s approaches to movie 

industry reform and its strategies for coping with Hollywood’s local domination 

manifested its uniqueness, which aligns well with the “circuit of culture” model.  

Through an examination of the circulation of commercialization at both the macro-

industrial and micro-industrial levels, I interpret the unique ways China conducted its 

movie industry reforms and examine the various ways in which its subsequent new 

commercial culture has been created, contested and negotiated in the “five moments” of 

cultural practice in the film industry.  To achieve this, I employ an approach that 

integrates industrial studies, film studies, and political economy perspectives, as well as 

cultural studies. This integrated approach and examination of five distinctive cultural 

processes will provide a deeper understanding of Chinese cinema’s recent boom and 

changing film culture.  
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Regulatory politics: state capitalism, state power, and movie industry reform 

To examine China’s national film industry reform, we have to situate it within the 

broader context of China’s political economy and economic reforms. China’s socialist 

market economy is not yet a fully capitalist economy. Drawing on Baumol, Litan, and 

Schramm’s taxonomy of different capitalist economies in the world, including state-

guided capitalism, big-firm capitalism, and entrepreneurial capitalism, the Chinese 

political economy scholar Yasheng Huang (2008) reexamines the economic growth in 

China. He argues that China in the 1990s headed towards state-led capitalism in urban 

China, moving away from the 1980s initial direction of entrepreneurial capitalism in the 

vast countryside (p. 237). Huang argues that the economic liberalization of the 1980s and 

the development of entrepreneurial capitalism were interrupted by the Tiananmen Square 

crackdown in 1989. As a consequence of this crisis, the government changed its 

economic policies and developed a state capitalism, heavily relying on state investment in 

urban industries and foreign direct investment (FDI) for continued growth (Huang, 2008, 

p. 238).   

After the June 4th incident in 1989, China tightened its media policies and 

reinforced its ideological control over Chinese film production in the 1990s. Film’s 

unique power as a tool for propaganda was therefore once again emphasized by the state. 

In particular, the state promoted main melody films at the 1996 Changsha Conference, 

which represented a retreat from marketization of the film industry. However, the film 

industry faced potential collapse when the Hollywood blockbuster Titanic smashed 

previous box-office records in 1998. Chinese media described this unprecedented box 
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office record as the Titanic “miracle,” which created a sensation not only among Chinese 

fans, but also within the Chinese film industry itself. Although the movie attracted 

Chinese audiences with its love story and visual spectacle, this box-office “miracle” also 

brought a feeling of desperation to the local film industry and Chinese filmmakers. Jiang 

Zeming, the CCP president at the time, invited the entire Politburo of the Chinese 

Communist Party to a private screening of Titanic.  He surprised people by interpreting 

the movie as containing implicit communist values and publicly promoting the film at the 

Ninth People's Congress in 1998: 

This film vividly depicts the relationship of money and love, the destitute and the 

prosperous, and the emotions of people confronted by disaster. It was good 

propaganda: the sort people would want (indeed, pay) to see.  I do not mean to 

promote capitalist things, however, we should know both ourselves and our 

enemy well, and thus so we can win numerous battles without jeopardy. We must 

not take it for granted that capitalism is something that lacks ideological 

didacticism. Don’t think it is only us that know how to do an ideological work. 

(Zhang, 1998, p. 5) 

Although the film industry remained strategically important to the Chinese government, 

Jiang’s speech initiated a new direction for media reform from the late 1990s onwards, as 

the Chinese government gradually recognized the powerful influence of popular culture. 

Cinema’s long-ignored nature as a commodity was reconsidered, along with its status as 

an art form and an ideological tool.  Zhang’s speech and the state’s changing attitude 

towards film indicated the possibility of radical movie industry reform, or the formation 

of corporate commercial systems like Hollywood. Since 1999, the Chinese government 
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has begun to apply more open and creative approaches to reforming the film industry 

based on its prior reform experiences and the successful experiences of overseas media 

industries. Thus, the media reforms in China entered a new phase in the new millennium 

that focused on constructing media conglomerates, introducing the shareholding system 

into the film industry, and forming a vertical integration of production, distribution and 

exhibition, as well as implementing a theater circuit system. Once seen as the propaganda 

arm of the socialist machine, the film industry developed and evolved by means of 

market-oriented reforms into a “cultural industry” (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1972).  

As one U.S political economist points out, “media systems are not natural or 

inevitable, but they result from crucial political decisions. These decisions are not made 

on a blank slate or a level playing field; they are strongly shaped by the historical and 

political economic context of any given society at any point in time” (McChesney, 2008, 

p. 492).  Hence, China’s transition to state capitalism determined its distinctive 

approaches to deepening its movie industry reform, as well as hastening the 

commercialization of the movie industry.  The movie industry reform has been a top-

down effort, with the state playing an enormous role in determining and navigating the 

direction of the film industry. It is vital to examine how the state modernized and 

commercialized the film industry, as well as how state policies shaped and determined 

the nature and the direction of the film industry during the industry’s transformation. A 

macro-level analysis of the film industry is an indispensable part of my research method. 

My dissertation will map out movie policies pertinent to media concentration, ownership 

reform, and the media deregulation that took place in the new millennium. 
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In addition, a critical media industry analysis will yield insights into the operation 

of state power and the role the state played in intervening and navigating cultural 

development and transformation.   Chinese scholar Jing Wang (2001) has noted that the 

Chinese state initiated a new discourse regarding popular culture in urban China in 

collaboration with print and the market in the second half of the 1990s (p. 74). She argues 

that the Chinese government co-opted culture as discursive, symbolic, and economic 

capital through certain state policies and strategies governing leisure in the late 1990s 

(Wang, 2001). Wang claims that “the state’s rediscovery of culture as a site where new 

ruling technologies can be deployed and converted simultaneously into economic capital 

constitutes one of its most innovative strategies of statecraft since the founding of the 

People’s Republic.  This proves that all crises have only perfected the state machine 

instead of smashing it—parodying Marx and remembering 4 June 1989” (Wang, 2001, p. 

72).  The state’s inclination towards and eventual cooptation of emergent popular culture 

seems to underscore Raymond Williams’ (1991) contention: “In relation to the full range 

of human practice at any one time, the dominant mode is a conscious selection and 

organization, at least in its fully formed state it is conscious” (p. 418).  During the process 

of cultural incorporation, Williams (1991) claims that although the dominant culture 

incorporates residual culture and emergent culture, the dominant culture itself changes in 

order to remain dominant (p. 420).  In the case of China, it is reasonable to say that the 

motivation behind the state’s cooptation strategy is to retain its hegemony and cultural 

control.  I agree with Wang’s observation that the post-1989 state has metamorphosed 

into a systemic regulatory body of governance from a coercive apparatus in order to 

manage culture better (Wang, 2001, p. 71).  This change has also indicated the ways the 



22 
 

communist state still exerts power over the film industry, which has been under the 

state’s control for decades.  The state has achieved Gramsci’s sense of hegemonic 

influence in terms of leading reform of the film industry through a series of measures.  

For Gramsci, power operates less by coercion than by winning the consent of the mass of 

the population.  This process is not a one-way, top-down process, but rather a complex 

multidimensional process that involves the manipulation of the existing political, social, 

economic, and cultural structures (Gramsci, 1987).  

 

Conglomeration, mode of production, and authorship 

Corporatization and conglomeration of socialist film studios 

The new wave of deregulation in the film industry started when the state 

announced its policies for the “modern enterprise system” and “conglomeration” in the 

film industry in 1999, applying the policies only to state-owned film studios. The 

purposes behind these polices were to modernize state-owned film studios and encourage 

the formation of a vertically integrated corporate structure to achieve economies of scale 

and secure as large a market share as possible.  The privately owned film companies’ 

opportunities to develop a vertically integrated structure depended on the state’s movie 

policy. The private film companies developed different strategies for responding to these 

new larger structural changes and economic goals, and adjusted to the changing cultural 

environment based on their advantages and disadvantages. The scope of this study does 

not extend to a consideration of privately owned film companies because the project 

mainly focuses on how the state commercialized the state-controlled film studio system.   
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This conglomeration policy was first carried out in the press and broadcasting 

sectors, eventually reaching the television and film sectors in the late 1990s. This marked 

the most significant change in the structure of the film industry. The movie policies of 

corporatization and conglomeration demonstrated that the state’s goals for deeper 

industry transformation and commercialization in the 2000s were to modernize film 

studios, encouraging them to form a horizontally and vertically integrated business model. 

Understanding corporate organizational and structural changes is a strong foundation for 

investigating other questions about cultural changes, films produced, and their circulation 

and reception.  Schatz (2009) delineates the three macro-industrial processes that shaped 

the American film industry’s structure: oligopoly, integration, and distribution control (p. 

46).  According to Hardy, vertical integration refers to the acquisition or control of 

companies at different stages of the “value chain,” leading from production to circulation 

and consumption, while horizontal integration refers to the process of acquiring 

competitors in the same industry or sector (Hardy, 2008, p. 177-178). The Hollywood 

studio system in the classical era saw the studios’ vertical integration of production, 

distribution, and exhibition, giving the eight major producer-distributors a lock on the 

movie business (Schatz, 2009, p. 46). The U.S. Supreme Court’s 1948 Paramount 

decision dismantled this structure, forcing film studios to sell their exhibition outlets, but 

there was a reconstruction of a similar industry structure from the late 1970s due to new 

technologies, the easing of antitrust restrictions, and the rapid development of horizontal 

integration (Hardy, 2008, p. 177-178; Schatz, 2009).  According to Jonathan Hardy 

(2014), the trend toward larger media conglomerates in the United States started and 

formed in the 1960s and 1970s, but it was the 1980s that saw an intensifying process of 
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mergers and acquisitions in cultural industries, and another surge of mergers took place in 

the period 2003-7 (Hardy, 2014, p. 82-83). In the American film industry, all of the major 

Hollywood studios since the 1980s have been subsumed by a cartel of global media 

conglomerates, including Time Warner, Viacom, News Corp, Sony, and GE/Comcast; 

even the Disney studio itself became a conglomerate (Schatz, 2009, p. 45).  

The Chinese state apparently followed the Western trend of forming larger media 

conglomerates and Hollywood’s business model as references when reconstructing film 

studios in the 2000s. The distinctive aspect of China’s approach was that its media 

concentration and convergence was a state-directed movement rather than a Western-

style market-oriented movement. In addition to aiming to resolve the disconnection issue 

among the production, distribution, and exhibition sectors, this significant measure also 

served to retain the state’s hegemony over the film industry through establishing a 

monopolistic market structure.  The state-administered mergers and convergence led the 

state to favor state-controlled film studios, and consolidate the strength and power those 

studios with resources and authority in order to compete with private film companies that 

rapidly arose in China.  This dissertation will provide both macro-industrial level and 

micro-industrial level analyses to disclose China’s approach toward reconstructing state-

owned film studios, as well as its taking advantage of mergers and conglomeration to 

retain its control over the film industry.  The case study of the China Film Group Co. 

(CFGC) examines this largest and most influential state-owned media conglomerate 

resulting from the state’s conglomeration policy. I will explore how the CFGC 

monopolized the market through media mergers and vertical integration launched by the 

state, as well as its organizational structure, growth, and business strategies.   
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Mode of production and authorship 

These significant structural changes reshaped industry operations, impacting the 

mode of production and film culture accordingly. Schatz (2009) points out that film style, 

mode of production, and authorship are three key concerns in a film industry studies 

approach. As he puts it: “Authorship, style, and mode of production are always and 

inevitably in process, co-existing in a state of constant change due to myriad external and 

internal industry forces” (p. 2).  This holds true for the Chinese film industry as well.  

Economic and cultural shifts, as well as industrial transformation, shaped how Chinese 

films are produced, distributed, and exhibited. As Tim Craig (2000) observes concerning 

the emergence of Japanese popular culture in post-WWII Japan: “large-scale political and 

economic shifts invariably produce ‘new social conditions,’ including urbanization, 

consumer cultures … and life styles and values that are less purely traditional and more 

influenced by outside information and trends” (quoted in McRoy, 2005, p. 16).   China’s 

economic and cultural shifts also invariably produce “new social conditions” for the 

emergence of commercial mass culture. As a consequence, mainstream Chinese 

filmmaking moved towards the commercial mode of film production, moving away from 

Soviet-style socialist films and the European art films that had influenced Chinese cinema 

for decades.  In addition to Hollywood’s influence, the internal restructuring of the film 

industry and its goals of achieving marketization and commercialization inevitably led to 

the rise of commercial film production in the film industry.  

  Therefore, it is important to examine commercial film production trends that 

emerged in the 2000s so we can see how big structural changes in the film industry, and 

the external influences of cultural changes, and Hollywood blockbuster imports shaped 
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filmmaking practice and film content in the 21st century.  This study will examine two 

kinds of commercial film production: the commercial main melody film and the Chinese 

blockbuster, both of which are new outcomes of the film industry’s adaptation to cultural 

and market forces. The former is exemplified by The Founding of a Republic (2009), 

which was produced by the state-owned CFGC with state-subsidized funding, its 

distribution and exhibition guaranteed in its release to theater chains.  The state attempted 

to commercialize the production of main melody films by using A-list stars, big budgets, 

and nationwide synergetic campaigns to target a younger audience and increase 

popularity with Chinese audiences generally. The Chinese blockbuster production trend 

begins with Zhang Yimou’s Hero (2002), which emerged in the early 2000s as part of an 

industry strategy to compete with Hollywood blockbusters. This soon grew into a 

dominant mode of production in the film industry.   

Chinese film auteurs played a significant role in these two new modes of 

production. This was not only due to their symbolic capital moving quickly into a new 

position, but also because their brand became a tool and industry strategy for the state and 

the industry to promote these two modes of film production.  In his essay “The 

Commerce of Auteurism: A Voice without Authority,” Corrigan (1990) noted the 

significant shift during the 1960s and the 1970s in auteur studies, moving from the 

artistic to the commercial. He points out the “increasing importance … of the auteur as a 

commercial strategy for organizing audience reception, as a critical concept bound to 

distribution and marketing aims” (p. 46). Corrigan argues that “auteurs have increasingly 

become situated along an extra-textual path, in which their commercial status as auteurs 

is their chief function as auteurs: the auteur-star is meaningful primarily as a promotion 



27 
 

or recovery of a movie or group of movies, frequently regardless of the filmic text itself” 

(p.49).  The commercial consumption of the auteur as star has two prominent categories, 

which Corrigan called the commercial auteur and the auteur of commerce. Commercial 

auteurs, according to Corrigan (1990), are defined by a “recognition, either foisted upon 

them or chosen by them, that the celebrities of their agency, to be used to produce and 

promote texts that invariably exceed the movie itself before and after its release” (p. 51).  

In other words, auteurs’ star billings and publicity images become the main commercial 

selling points instead of their film styles, themes, or modes of expression.  The auteurs as 

stars and the commercial branding of film auteurs have functioned as key elements of 

Chinese commercial film production as well. Such commercial auteurs in the Chinese 

film industry include Feng Xiaogang and Fifth Generation director Zhang Yimou. Their 

star status is acknowledged as a brand name and integrated into the commercial 

infrastructure, which is used to promote distribution and reception of their films, their 

public images thereby anchoring consumption of their commercial blockbusters. Chinese 

directors, who were nurtured as representatives of socialist culture or elite art film culture, 

have struggled with marketization and commercialization for a long time. Confronted 

with shifting industry conditions, Chinese film directors have had to face the long-

ignored fact of film as a business, as compared to their romantic perception of film as an 

art form and a vehicle of individual expression. As the commercial film mode of 

production was gradually adopted as the primary mode within the industry, the romantic-

artistic notion of the auteur had already transcended its original application, and its 

connotation was reformulated to fit the new context.   Meanwhile, in the new millennium, 

the state has changed the ways it interacts with Chinese film directors. I would argue that 
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the state adopted a cooptation strategy in an attempt to incorporate Chinese art film 

directors back into the film production system, to participate in commercial film and 

propaganda film productions by means of their talent and brand recognition. At the same 

time, the state hoped through this strategy to reduce the production of underground 

movies and the possible damage to China’s image caused by such films when presented 

in international film festivals. Under the pressure of the market and the irresistible 

tendency towards marketization and commercialization, Chinese art film directors such 

as Zhang Yimou, Chen Kaige, and Lu Chuan have struggled with the commercialization 

of the film industry for a long time, and eventually participated in commercial film 

production or commercial propaganda films.  

 

The field of Chinese cinema, film debates, and cultural struggles 

The industrial transformation and Hollywood’s reentry into the Chinese film 

market brought great challenges and uncertainties to the field of Chinese cinema. Under 

new social, cultural, and industrial conditions, the film industry and its practitioners have 

had to face market forces, which they did not have to confront previously under the 

socialist film studio system.  One of the major focuses of this dissertation is to provide an 

account of how political, aesthetic, and market forces played out in the cinematic field 

and how film agents (meaning film practitioners involved in the dissemination and 

consecration of Chinese cinema, including filmmakers, film critics, and scholars) 

struggled with political, aesthetic, and market forces during the industry’s transformation.  

Since the Chinese film industry was nationalized and the socialist studio system was set 

up in the 1950s, mainstream socialist film had become a dominant mode of production 
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from the 1950s through the mid-1980s. The main task of the film industry during the 

Maoist era (1949-1976) was to disseminate socialist ideology, and this agenda was 

strongly internalized by film agents.   

In the era of economic reforms, new modes of production have arisen, notably art 

films and commercial films. Art film began to emerge in the early 1980s when young 

Fifth Generation directors were granted the opportunities to make films. The emergence 

of the Chinese art film, which revolutionized Chinese cinema in terms of imagery and 

cultural expression, was an outcome of “cultural fever movement” and relatively “open” 

political, cultural, and industrial environments. The Fifth Generation directors soon 

earned cultural and symbolic capital in the cinematic field, thanks to their fame in 

international film festivals.  Chinese commercial films became prominent in the mid-late 

1980s with the industry’s efforts to respond to market forces, but their economic capital 

could not be converted to cultural capital due to their low status.  Both art films and 

commercial films can be considered as what Raymond Williams calls “emergent culture” 

in an era of economic reforms.  The emergence of art films and commercial films 

challenged the absolute authority of mainstream socialist films (which morphed into main 

melody films in the late 1980s) as the dominant mode of production in a variety way. 

Compared to art films and commercial films, socialist films achieved political legitimacy, 

but fell short of acquiring significant cultural capital and symbolic power.  

The formation of the three modes of production--main melody film, art film, and 

commercial film--caused filmmakers and critics to reposition themselves and struggle 

with the different political, aesthetic, and market forces associated with each mode of 

production.  If we employ Raymond Williams’s notions of dominant, alternative, and 
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oppositional cultural formation to describe the three modes of film practice, we can 

regard the main melody film as representative of dominant culture, the art film of 

alternative culture, and the commercial film of oppositional culture in the 1980s. 

However, from the 1990s through the 2000s, these three artistic positions experienced 

structural changes due to their interaction with the society’s field of power, especially 

emerging market forces. In other words, the hierarchy of these three artistic positions 

shifted due to the changing strength of the society’s general field of power with regard to 

the cinematic field. Consequently, the commercial film has become a dominant mode of 

production, while the art film remains a mode of alternative culture and the main melody 

film has degraded into residual culture. To some extent, the industrial transformation and 

commercialization of the movie industry could be understood on one level as a wrestling 

match among these three modes of production, and film agents occupy these three artistic 

positions for discursive power and domination in the larger space.   The struggle among 

these three artistic positions was on display in three major film debates at different points 

in the era of economic reforms, rising and falling due to enormous changes in the larger 

political, social, and cultural environments. My dissertation will examine how 

filmmakers, film critics, and film scholars occupying these three artistic positions 

interacted with one another and with these broader forces of change over the past three 

decades.  

I found the work of Pierre Bourdieu on the “field of cultural production” to be 

useful in analyzing these three artistic positions and their struggles in the field of Chinese 

cinema from the 1980s through the early 2000s.   Although Bourdieu’s field theory 

primarily focuses on literature and art, the approach can be applied fruitfully to a wide 
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range of cultural phenomena, including media production such as journalism by media 

studies scholars (Benson & Neveu, 2005). As David Hesmondhalgh (2006) points out, 

“Bourdieu’s model of the two sub-fields, mass and restricted production, offers the 

potential to make sense of a whole series of everyday actions and discourses in the 

making of symbolic goods” (Hesmondhalgh, 2006, p. 217). Bourdieu’s field theory 

provides us with the theoretical tools that allow for an examination of film discourse and 

human agency during the movie industry’s transformation, although his theory needs 

refinement in the context of Chinese culture production.  According to Bourdieu, the field 

is a system of different positions determined by distinctive properties that can lead an 

agent to occupy a specific position and successfully handle the game in the field. He 

claims that “the literary or artistic field is at all times the site of a struggle between the 

two principles of hierarchization: the heteronomous principle, which favors those who 

dominate the field economically and politically, and the autonomous principle, which 

leads its most radical defenders to make of temporal failure a sign of election and of 

success a sign of compromise with the times” (Bourdieu, 1996, p. 217). He goes on to 

argue that, “The degree of autonomy of a field of cultural production is revealed to the 

extent that the principle of external hierarchization there is subordinated to the principle 

of internal hierarchization: the greater the autonomy, the more the symbolic relationship 

of forces is favorable to producers who are the most independent of demand, and the 

more the break tends to be noticeable between the two poles of the field; that is, between 

the subfield of restricted production, where producers have only other producers for 

clients (who are also their direct competitors), and the subfield of large-scale production, 

which finds itself symbolically excluded and discredited” (Bourdieu, 1996, p. 217).  
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Bourdieu’s observations regarding the literary field as well as the “economic 

world reversed” of culture production are also relevant to the field of Chinese cinema, 

especially when market forces became a significant factor in shaping film production.   

The exponential growth of market forces in the field of Chinese cinema and its impact 

were clearly manifested in the film debates of the mid-1980s, the mid-1990s, and the 

early 2000s.  The field of Chinese cinema had special characteristics, given that the 

Chinese film industry was state-run and film production was under government control. 

Hence, unlike the late nineteenth-century French literary field described by Bourdieu, 

Chinese film production did not operate under its own rules, but rather under those of 

governmental power. This heteronomous principle was fundamental to Chinese film 

practice, even though different periods saw different degrees of autonomy since the PRC 

was founded and established a Soviet-model film industry. In this heteronomous context, 

before movie industry reforms were enacted, politics was the major external force rather 

than economics (profit, box-office success, etc.). As a consequence, socialist films 

comprised the dominant production mode and could be categorized as the large-scale 

mass production mode favored by the field of power. After China launched movie 

industry reforms and film studios were required to transform into independent market 

entities, socialist propaganda films were still financially supported by the government 

throughout the 1980s and 1990s.  

The marketization of the film industry invited economic forces into the 

heteronomous principle of hierarchization.  This caused commercial films to flourish in 

response to the external demand for entertaining, non-political profitable films in hopes 

of achieving better box-office returns. According to Bourdieu’s thinking, when the film 
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industry was decentralized and commercialized, the external dominants (politics and 

economic reforms) “have an effect through resulting transformations in the structures of 

the field” (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 181-182). As the economic dominant became an increasing 

law of function, the structure of the cinematic field transformed as agents in different 

positions defended and preserved their positions through different forms of struggle, 

including film debates. The struggle among positions like main melody films, art films, 

and commercial films highlight Bourdieu’s argument that “it is inseparable from the 

struggle within the dominant class (with the opposition between ‘artists’ and ‘bourgeois’) 

to impose the dominant principle of domination” (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 41).  The film 

debates are cases in point that will show how agents of restricted production defended 

their position when emerging “large-scale” mass production as a new position tried to 

occupy a dominant position in the field. The film debates of the mid-1980s, the mid-

1990s, and the early 2000s manifest the dynamic interaction between the cinematic field 

and political and economic power, as well as the dynamic relationships among film 

agents, their actions, and changes in the structure of the field as a result of the film agents’ 

actions. 

 

Structure of the dissertation 

This introductory chapter introduces the topic, conducts a literature review, and 

lays out a theoretical framework and methodology, paying special attention to China’s 

political economy and its impact on the ways the state administered the 

commercialization of the film industry, as well as introducing Bourdieu’s conceptions 

related to analysis of the cinematic field in terms of struggling with political, aesthetic, 
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and market forces.  Chapter 1 focuses on the film debates that occurred in the mid-1980s, 

the mid-1990s, and the early 2000s in the cinematic field. I choose these three key 

moments in that they indeed marked the key points of commercial film development in 

the contemporary history of Chinese cinema. In the mid-1980s, entertainment films 

began to emerge in a relatively open social and cultural context, which caused film 

practitioners to adopt a more open and positive attitude towards emerging entertainment 

film production and Hollywood’s commercial film culture, as well as voice their desire 

for further understanding of this new mode of production. However, the industry 

environment in the mid-1990s tended to be conservative, due to the state’s tight control 

after the June 4th Tiananmen Square incident in 1989.  Meanwhile, Hollywood 

blockbusters reentering the Chinese film market since 1994 were considered by the 

Chinese as a ‘wolf at the door,’ which contributed to a further economic downturn in the 

film industry.  The industry crisis and influx of Hollywood blockbusters divided film 

practitioners into two oppositional camps—commercialism and anti-commercialism.  The 

debate of the mid-1990s exposed the discursive tension and power struggle between these 

two groups, which was also related to the future development of Chinese cinema.  The 

debate in the late 1990s through the early 2000s turned in a more practical direction and 

sought a solution to the industry crisis by discussing the feasibility of the blockbuster 

practice for Chinese cinema to compete with Hollywood.  The analysis of these three 

major film debates provides interesting insights into the state of the field of Chinese 

cinema during the industrial transformation from the beginning of the reform era through 

the first decade of the new century. The trajectory of film debates in the cinematic field 

exposes how filmmakers, critics, and intellectuals responded to the movie industry’s 
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transformation and global commercial film culture, as well as how much the field of 

Chinese cinema and film practitioners have changed. This chapter aims to demonstrate 

the complex interplay of the socialist film culture legacy, the emerging elite film culture, 

and commercial culture principles in the field.   

Chapter 2 examines the state’s movie policies regarding corporatization and 

conglomeration of the socialist studio system in the national film industry that was 

announced in 1999, taking the state-owned media conglomerate, the China Film Group 

Co. (CFGC), as a case study.  The year 1999 can be considered the landmark year for 

China’s entry into the WTO, and for the film industry at an important crossroads.  On 

November 15, 1999, with many years’ efforts and negotiations for membership in the 

World Trade Organization (WTO), China and the United States signed a bilateral 

agreement that paved the way to China’s WTO entry.  On December.11, 2001, China 

formally became a member of the WTO.  In addition to the entry into the WTO posing 

new challenges for the Chinese media industries, the big ship of the movie industry was 

in grave danger of sinking after Titanic was released in China in April 1998.  With these 

new challenges and the industry crisis, the state changed its conservative approach and 

aggressively moved to follow Western media practices. The industry’s integration into 

the worldwide media seemed like an inevitable reality for the Chinese media industries.  

To prepare for these challenges, there had been some experimental practice with 

conglomeration in the journalism industry beginning in 1996.  This policy of 

conglomeration eventually manifested itself in the film industry in 1999. Its purpose was 

to modernize film studios, realize a vertically integrated industry structure, and 

consolidate resources in order to enlarge the scale of film production and strengthen the 
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production sector. The China Film Group Co. is the most influential state-owned media 

conglomerate, and its formation demonstrates the state’s ambition to control the film 

industry continuously through the dominant status of the state-owned media 

conglomerates. The CFGC not only became an important producer of Chinese 

blockbusters, but also a major producer of commercial propaganda films, as well as 

playing a significant role in coopting young talent on behalf of the state through state-

approved programs.  

In Chapter 3, I explore the transformation of the film exhibition sector and the 

development of the multiplex cinema in urban China in the 2000s.  The film exhibition 

sector became a vanguard site for the state to accelerate movie industry reform. The new 

theater chains replaced the socialist-planned distribution and exhibition system in 2002 to 

improve efficiency and productivity in film distribution and financial returns. The theater 

chain system and the emergence of the multiplex significantly changed how film was 

produced, distributed, and exhibited. This chapter provides a brief history of the old 

distribution and exhibition system, and delineates the ways the state conducted reforms in 

the exhibition sector. The second half of this chapter turns to the multiplex, which was an 

outcome of the state’s movie policy and the new theater chain system.  I examine the 

multiplex phenomenon in the broader social and industrial context of movie exhibition 

reform, the rise of new public space, and urbanization in China. The chapter considers the 

multiplex as a cinematic heterotopia, and takes the state’s support for the development of 

the multiplex as a case study of China’s strategy of “controlled commodification,” which 

attempted to recreate through the commodification of cinematic space the social relations 

between the government and the film industry, as well as the relations between cultural 
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regulation, public life, and human behavior.   This chapter argues that the phenomenal 

growth of the multiplex not only contributed to the rapid growth of the Chinese film 

market, but also drove the Chinese film industry towards a deeper level of marketization 

and commercialization.   

Chapter 4 examines the Chinese blockbuster phenomenon that emerged in the 

early 2000s.  This chapter considers the Chinese blockbuster as an industry strategy to 

compete with Hollywood blockbusters and revive the domestic film industry.  The first 

Chinese blockbuster was Hero (2002), which was made two years after the release of 

Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000).  The worldwide success of Ang Lee’s martial 

arts masterpiece created the global film market for the martial arts genre and became an 

effective catalyst for the Chinese film industry and the Chinese government to recognize 

the power of popular film and gain confidence in making Chinese blockbusters for 

domestic and international film markets. Due to the financial risks involved in making 

big-budget blockbusters, internationally well-known Fifth Generation art film directors 

once again became pioneer figures, anchoring the direction of Chinese cinema at the 

crossroads of survival from competition with Hollywood blockbusters. The auteur 

strategy not only helped reduce financial risk, but also created more and better 

opportunities for Chinese blockbusters to enter the international film markets in order to 

recoup production costs. This chapter examines how big-name filmmakers such as Zhang 

Yimou and Chen Kaige took the lead in making Chinese blockbusters, addressing their 

visual, narrative, and marketing strategies. The success of the early Chinese blockbusters, 

including Hero, House of Flying Daggers (2004), and Curse of Golden Flowers (2006), 

helped establish the blockbuster as an effective production strategy and bolstered 
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confidence in the industry on the part of potential financial investors, who were still 

taking a wait-and-see approach.  I argue that Chinese blockbusters became a significant 

and successful stimulus to the rapid growth of Chinese cinema in the domestic market.  

Finally, in the conclusion, I provide a summary of my research findings and reflect on 

the strength of my approach and significance to contemporary Chinese film industry 

studies. The new millennium saw the film industry’s dramatic transformation, and this 

transformation is still under way—not only of the film industry, but also of new 

generation of moviegoers. Therefore, the chapter will conclude with a discussion of future 

research areas that need further development, including audience studies, genre studies, and 

media corporation studies.   
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Chapter One 

Commodification of film: film debates in the cinematic field 

 

Introduction 

In China, Deng Xiaoping’s open-door policy and economic reforms caused 

massive social, cultural and economic changes, including the renewal of China’s cultural 

exchange with Western countries. Specifically, the cultural exchange with Hollywood 

ushered in Chinese cinema’s new journey to reestablish China’s lost commercial film 

production and culture.  This journey was filled with resistance and conflict, starting with 

the state’s decision to stimulate film consumption by importing ten Hollywood 

blockbusters each year, beginning in 1994.  On one hand, this new movie policy enriched 

the Chinese people’s film experience and pleasure. On the other, it overwhelmed the 

national film industry, which soon faced perhaps its biggest challenge in foreign film 

competition since 1949.  

  As a significant part of the national propaganda apparatus, the film industry 

played a complex role in the wave of economic reforms. The state’s two top-down 

measures in the era of economic reforms—movie industry reforms, and Hollywood’s 

reentry into the domestic film market—have worked in a complex manner over the past 

three decades to transform the national film industry from a propaganda apparatus to a 

profit-seeking culture industry. The state’s role in media marketization has drawn 

scholarly attention (Zhao 2004; Yeh 2008). However, film practitioners’ bottom-up 

responses to global culture and market forces have received surprisingly little attention in 
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Chinese film studies.  Although movie industry reforms have been state-led top-down 

reforms, some attention to micro-level phenomena and human agency will enhance our 

understanding of the dynamic process of cultural exchanges, local-global interactions, 

and industrial transformation in the Chinese film industry.  Filmmakers and film critics 

are first among the many agents of change during this industrial transformation.  It is 

worth examining how the film communities - including film critics, film scholars, and 

filmmakers - struggled with economic and market forces.  Thus, special attention to the 

role of human agency and discursive struggles in the field of film production is a key 

component of this chapter, for they seem to represent the locus of a constellation of 

crucial issues that are related to production strategies, ideological struggles among film 

practitioners over the commodification of cinema, and the direction of the Chinese film 

industry during the process of marketization.  

The film industry was upended by changes in the larger Chinese economy as well 

as movie industry reforms and Hollywood imports.  Faced with such challenges, 

individual filmmakers were struggling to reposition themselves in the cinematic field.  

Although the state announced movie industry reforms in the early 1980s, these reforms 

progressed very slowly over the next two decades. During the industrial transition, 

Chinese cinema was compelled to negotiate the socialist film legacy, dominant art film 

mentality, and emergent market forces in a highly politics-permeated field of cinematic 

production.  Confined by the state’s administrative management, long-term socialist 

cultural influences, and the nearly fifty-year absence of a commercial culture, the film 

industry was at a loss to determine an effective response to their industry crisis.  All these 
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factors inevitably led Chinese film professionals to a struggle over the global commercial 

film culture.   

My goal here is to delineate how political, aesthetics and market forces played out 

in the field of Chinese cinema, as articulated through the film debates of the mid-1980s, 

mid-1990s, and early 2000s.  I examine these three time periods because they represent 

key moments for both the development of commercial film production as a new mode of 

production and for film practitioners’ conceptual struggles with this mode of production, 

due to internal or external influences, including the marketization of the movie industry, 

and Hollywood’s return to Chinese territory. In the mid-1980s, entertainment film 

production began to emerge as the industry’s response to the marketization of the film 

industry, and competition with the TV industry. In 1994, the government allowed 

Hollywood to reenter China’s film market through the annual importation of 10 foreign 

films.  In the early 2000s, with the deeper commercialization of the movie industry, 

Chinese blockbusters emerged and gradually became a dominant mode of production. 

The term “Chinese blockbuster” should be distinguished from Hollywood blockbuster 

movies in light of production scale and technology.  

The establishment of the blockbuster in China should be credited to the success of 

Zhang Yimou’s Hero (2002). This film created a new modal for Chinese cinema with 

regard to international film finance, distribution, exhibition, and marketing. Hero’s 

production costs, production values, the breadth of distribution, and the scale of the 

marketing campaign reached their highest levels since 1949. The success of Hero was a 

cultural, economic, and industrial phenomenon, paving the way for subsequent 

blockbusters.   
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The central theme of these major film debates was commercial film. The time 

span of the consistently recurring debates indicates that film agents and others in the 

cinematic field struggled with this much neglected aspect of cinema for a long time.  By 

investigating these three active and intense debates, it becomes clear that film agents’ 

perceptions of the entertainment aspect of cinema experienced ups and downs, gradually 

evolving from philosophical inquiry to concrete production strategies. In other words, the 

connotation of commodification of film attained epistemological maturity among film 

practitioners from the 1980s through the 2000s. This also indicates that film practitioners 

took a long time to accept commercial film as a dominant mode of production during the 

process of marketization and commercialization.   

  The aim of this chapter is to disclose the internal struggles, conflicts, and 

negotiations in Chinese film communities reflected by these film debates. In doing so, it 

is important to remember that film professionals’ struggles with external market forces 

are part of broader social, economic, and cultural changes.  The broad social and cultural 

shifts no doubt affected, and were also shaped by, the content production articulated by 

these major debates in the field. Thus, the trajectory of these three major debates offers a 

window on the realities of the film industry which at different times operated under the 

long-term socialist influences of top-down control, and the effects of external social, 

cultural, and economic factors. It also shows how the industry and filmmakers eventually 

came to terms with commercial blockbuster production as a sign of the completion of the 

cognitive-struggles in the 2000s.  Pierre Bourdieu’s discussion of the “field” theory is 

particularly useful to help understand the discursive struggles that took place in the 

cinematic field under the force of great external economic challenges, in addition to 
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political and aesthetic factors, as well as power struggles and discursive tensions.  

Bourdieu’s concepts of “field,” “position,” and “taste” are highly relevant to analysis of 

the field of Chinese film in transition.  Bourdieu conceives of fields (or, as Bourdieu 

often terms them, spaces) as relatively autonomous social microcosms, each with its own 

distinctive structures and dynamics, functioning according to their own inner logic. I 

follow Sung-sheng Yvonne Chang’s notion of “artistic position,” a modification of 

Bourdieu’s concept of “position” (Chang, 2004, p.36) and apply it to three film camps in 

the cinematic field. These three metaphorical camps are occupied by film critics, and 

represent the three main artistic positions: socialist film, art film, and commercial film.  

These three artistic modes of production emerged and became dominant at different 

moments over the past sixty years, from the 1950s to the 2000s.    

 Thus, this chapter offers a Bourdieu-inspired analysis of the cinematic field 

through the account of the above-mentioned film debates, and explores the following 

questions: How did these debates encourage film practitioners to rethink the nature of 

film in the context of global cultural influence? How did these debates reflect the power 

struggles and discursive tensions in the field of film production? What can be inferred 

from the debates about the evolution of national film culture and industry transformation? 

What were the internal and external conditions under which the debates occurred? How 

was the institutional condition of film production exposed through the debates? And, 

finally, how did individuals interact with one another and with market forces? My 

explanation and analysis of these debates  (1) demonstrates that the industry’s 

transformation into a profit-seeking culture industry was not without resistance in the 

field; (2) articulates film professionals’ anxiety and struggles over Hollywood 
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blockbusters and the commodification of cinema; (3) reveals the legacies of socialist 

culture and the influences of European film culture on Chinese cinema, as well as the 

production hierarchy and creator-audience relationship within the film industry of the 

times; and (4) traces the gradual acceptance of commercialization in the film industry 

from the late 1980s through the early 2000s. 

 

The cinematic field and hierarchy of film products  

 In his books, The Field of Cultural Production (1993) and The Rules of Art (1996), 

Bourdieu provides a sociological approach to understanding literature and art. Bourdieu’s 

“field” theory builds on his own conceptual terms, such as position, capital, and habitus 

to delineate the dynamic relationships between agents, actions, and social realities.   For 

Bourdieu, the field is a relatively autonomous social space with its own rules of access 

and relations to forces, independent of those of politics and the economy. Any society 

consists of multiple fields: such as economic, political, and cultural fields, among others.  

Different fields are relatively autonomous, but structurally homogeneous (Bourdieu, 

1993). According to Bourdieu, all these fields are subsumed under the field of power. 

The structure of individual fields is determined by the relationships between the positions 

occupied by agents within a specific field. In this dynamic system, any change in an 

agent’s position necessarily entails a change in the field’s structure. Although Bourdieu’s 

field theory primarily focuses on literature and art, the approach has been fruitfully 

applied to a wide range of cultural phenomena, including journalism by media studies 

scholars (Benson and Neveu, 2005). Bourdieu’s theory is particularly helpful for 
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examining the transformation of the Chinese film industry and its interactions with 

society’s general field of power, especially political and economic power, at specific 

moments. In particular, film debates of the mid-1980s, mid-1990s and early 2000s 

manifest the dynamic interaction between the cinematic field and political and economic 

powers, as well as the dynamic relationships among film agents, their actions, and how 

the structure of the field changed as a result of film agents’ actions.  

During the Maoist era, politics played an overriding role in socialist film 

production.  As a state-run film industry operating under a command economy, the film 

industry’s main task was to disseminate socialist ideology through motion pictures.  Mao 

Zedong’s “Art should serve politics” (Mao, 1996) became a major instructional principle 

for the socialist film industry for over the three decades from the 1940s through to the 

1970s. Chinese film production was thus subject to political control and political 

demands. As a consequence, socialist propaganda film became a dominant mode of 

production. The principle was internalized by Mao-era filmmakers, through either 

education or political movements in Chinese film history. Especially during the Cultural 

Revolution, the phrase “focus only on avoiding political mistakes, not the pursuit of 

artistic merit” (my translation of “但求政治无过 , 不求艺术有功”) became a self-

protective and cynical motto among Chinese filmmakers of the era (Li, 2013, p. 32).  

Looking back over the history of Chinese cinema, film criticism became a significant tool 

by which the state exercised influence over the production and reception of films. Film-

related print-media, such as film journals, film magazines and newspapers, were 

supervised by state-run film institutions and were under direct state control. In other 

words, film criticism was a very important propaganda instrument of the Chinese 
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Communist Party (CCP), and film critics functioned as significant gatekeepers and 

arbiters of taste.  Ever since the establishment of socialist film studios, film critics have 

maintained a close relationship with the film production sector, and have exerted great 

influence on film production and reception, due to their history, politics, and the 

prevailing industrial infrastructures.   

The Cultural Revolution, which began in 1966, resulted in a decade of social 

turmoil; China's economic development experienced severe setbacks and its biggest 

losses since the founding of the People's Republic.  The end of the Cultural Revolution 

(1966–1976) brought intellectuals contestation, and a cultural movement gradually 

developed in China from the late 1970s through the mid-1980s, commonly referred to as 

the “thought liberation movement” (sixiang jiefang yundong).  Xu Jilin comments that 

this movement “was actually a public and internal party-related educational process that 

was aimed at freeing people’s thinking from the socialist dogmas of Mao Zedong and 

Stalin” (Xu, 2010, p.171).  The 1980s was a rare period in the history of the People’s 

Republic of China when citizens enjoyed a new relative freedom of intellectual discourse. 

So, this time period is now often referred to as the second large-scale dissemination of 

Enlightenment ideals and modernism after the May Fourth Movement in 1919. “The 

enlightenment-informed intellectual trend of the 1980s was a direct copy of the May 

Fourth Movement anti-traditional radicalism, with its Enlightenment-informed 

endowment of science and reason as supreme values” (Davies, 2001, p.56).  Between 

early 1985 and the eve of the June 4th Movement in Tiananmen Square in 1989, there 

appeared the so-called “Great Cultural Discussion” all over China. Many people call this 

period one of “culture fever” to describe the variety and excitement of cultural activities 
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in that decade. “The large-scale translation and introduction of Western works, especially 

of the twentieth century, not only overwhelmed the intellectual market but also radically 

changed the fabric of contemporary Chinese cultural language” (Zhang, 1997, p.35).  Yu 

Keping calls it “cultural modernization” as a dimension of the overall modernization 

project (Yu, 2011, p.113).  Chi and Wang point out that, “At the center of the ‘Cultural 

Fever’ was a renegotiation of the concept and practice of modernity” (Chi & Wang, 2000, 

p.xxvii).  

The “thought liberation movement” and “cultural fever” generated new creative 

trends in cultural production. In the field of literary production, ‘Scar Literature,’ ‘Root-

seeking Literature,’ and ‘Avant-garde Literature’ indeed initiated “a golden age of 

literature” (Chi and Wang, 2000, p. xxvii). Film production gradually resumed after the 

end of the Cultural Revolution.  Under somewhat loosened regulations and the industry 

environment at the time, a new generation of film directors emerged. The emergence of 

the Fifth Generation directors and their early experimental films, such as Yellow Earth 

(1984), One and Eight (1983), and On the Hunting Ground (1984), represented a new 

artistic position bred in this particularly open social and cultural context.  The term ‘Fifth 

Generation directors’ mainly refers to the 1982 Beijing Film Academy graduates, 

including Zhang Yimou, Chen Kaige, Zhang Junzhao, and Tian Zhuangzhuang (the first 

class to graduate after the academy reopened in 1977 following the Cultural Revolution).  

Their experimental films were a complex outcome of the socialist studio system 

and the broader open social environment.  These young directors were given 

opportunities to make films and reach a level of artistic autonomy that the previous 

generation rarely gained under the socialist studio system. Without any financial or box-
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office pressure, these artists could fully express their artistic ideals. As Lu Shaoyang 

pointed out, “they are strongly influenced by the ideas of ‘doubt everything, overthrow 

everything’ of that era. Entering the Beijing Film Academy with a kind of cynicism, they 

held a skeptical attitude towards all previous works and maintained a rebellious mentality, 

a kind of anti-trend” (my translation. Lu, 2004, p.76).  Well educated in Soviet montage 

theory, André Bazin’s realist film theory, French New Wave films and Italian Neorealism, 

the Fifth Generation directors revolutionized the film language of the Mao era Chinese 

cinema with a strong distinctive visual style.  Hence, their films have characteristics of 

“art cinema”, digging deep into Chinese culture and human nature with innovative film 

language, while employing introspective and retrospective viewpoints. The cinematic 

modernism in the films of the Fifth Generation directors can be considered a filmic 

response to modernism techniques, and a modern awareness that was influenced by 

“cultural fever.”  Hu Ke considers early films of Fifth Generation directors to be “the 

marker of modernist film in Mainland China” (Hu, 1993, p.219).   

Cultural subjectivity and aesthetic experimentalism demonstrated in the films of 

the Fifth Generation had a large influence on the industry and the younger generations of 

directors. A number of their productions brought international fame and recognition, 

thereby granting them, in Bourdieu’s terms, a form of symbolic power.  It is worth 

mentioning that film critics also played a significant role in elevating the Fifth 

Generation’s artistic position and symbolic power in the field.  Influenced by “cultural 

fever,” they introduced Western film theories.  From 1984 to 1988, the Beijing Film 

Academy and the China Film Association co-sponsored international symposia and 

workshops for five consecutive years.  They invited American big-name film scholars 
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including Nick Brown, Andrew Dudley, David Bordwell, and Janet Stagier to the Beijing 

Film Academy to introduce contemporary film theories (Li, 2012, p.32) to their Chinese 

colleagues. This had a large impact on the new generation of film scholars and critics, 

who then applied Western film theories and methodologies in their analysis of films from 

the Fifth Generation directors.  In other words, the modern film movement was supported 

and promoted by film critics who sought to shape understanding of the artists' works in 

distinct ways.  However, the modernistic strands of the 1980s and the “art for art’s sake” 

production trend did not last long. As Zhang Xudong (1997) has pointed out, “I see the 

post-1989, internationally oriented Fifth Generation as a departure from, if not a betrayal 

of, the Fifth Generation as modernist experimentation” (p.207). In addition to 

continuously seeking autonomy of artistic expression and avoiding China’s stricter film 

censorship, the creative turn of the Fifth Generation and their dependence on overseas 

capital led to many consequences, including the emergence of entertainment film 

production trends and the increasing influence of market forces in the 1980s.  

 At that time, economic reform policy reached the film industry and the state 

announced the onset of movie industry reforms. In 1984, the state re-defined film studios 

as enterprises and pushed them into the market, where they were required to operate 

independently and assume sole responsibility for their own profits and losses (自主经营，

自负盈亏) (Ni, 1994, p.47).  Some studios began to produce occasional entertainment 

films in an attempt to respond to market forces. Several popular entertainment films, such 

as Romance on Lushan Mountain (1980), Shaolin Temple (1982), Mysterious Buddha 

(1981), and Wu Dang (1983), achieved handsome box-office returns; however, these 

films encountered harsh criticism from film critics and film scholars. For example, Zhang 
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Huaxun’s Mysterious Buddha was criticized for its “artistic deprivation” and use of “a 

bizarre plot to deceive the audience, as well as using vulgar images and gimmicks to ruin 

people's appetites” (my translation. Li, 2011, p.245). These sharp criticisms discouraged 

many directors from making entertainment films. Zhang Huaxun, the director of 

Mysterious Buddha, claimed that he no longer wanted to make such films (Li, 2011, 

p.245). 

As economic reforms in China progressed, no one could completely sweep away 

the influence of economic and market forces.  In the late-1980s, most film studios began 

to produce entertainment films in order to survive against stiff competition from the TV 

industry, which produced more TV programs, dramas, and shows for Chinese households 

than in the early 1980s.  By the end of that decade, over 90 percent of urban households 

owned at least one television set (Shue, 1995, p.94). The popularity of television led to a 

significant decline in cinema attendance. For a typical Chinese urban resident, movie-

going declined from once every two weeks in 1979 to once every four weeks in 

1985(Wang, 1995, p.159). The diversity of leisure activities thus forced the film industry 

to face the financial need to make popular films.    

In 1987, entertainment film production reached a small climax, which is often 

referred to as the “1987 entertainment film craze.”  That year, the industry produced 

many entertainment films, including The Magic Braid (Shen Bian), The Last Frenzy 

(Zuihou de Fengkuang), Golden Dart Hero (Jinbiao Huang Tianba), and Soccer Heroes 

(Jingdu Qiuxia) and so on. This production trend continued, and 1988 became a key year 

for the film industry as it turned to entertainment film production on a large scale. An 

iconic phenomenon in 1988 came about when the famous pop literature writer Wang 
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Shuo’s four novellas were adapted into movies: The Troubleshooters (dir. Mi Jiashan), 

Samsara (dir. Huang Jianxin), Da Chuanqi (dir. Ye Daying), and Half Flame, Half Brine 

(dir. Xia Gang). This so-called Wang Shuo Movie Year ignited people’s interest in 

entertainment films, mainly due to Wang Shuo’s huge influence at that time.  

 Confronted with the rapid development of entertainment films, in the year 1987, 

the Ministry of Radio, Film, and Television officials (MRFT) criticized the trend of 

moving “away from politics” in the production trend of entertainment films, and 

contended that film as a part of the political superstructure should bear the responsibility 

for disseminating dominant socialist ideology. Soon after, the MRFT encouraged film 

studios to make “main melody” films and specifically promoted those with themes of 

invigorating national spirit and glorifying the achievements of the party and the army 

(Wan, 2013, p.117).  On July 4th 1987, approved by the government, a special leadership 

team was established to promote and monitor main melody film production in the film 

industry.  In January 1988, the State Administration of Radio, Film and Television 

(SARFT), and the Ministry of Finance decided to provide funding for main melody films. 

Since 1987, the film industry has made many main melody films including WeiWei 

Kunlun, Kaiguo Dadian, Kong Fanshen, and Deng Xiaoping.  By the end of the 1980s, 

three artistic positions existed in the field: main melody films funded by the state, 

entertainment films mostly funded by private capital, and art films of the Fifth Generation 

directors funded by private or overseas capital.  Among these three artistic positions, 

entertainment film’s low quality, poor box-office returns, and low-reputation led to a 

shortage of symbolic, cultural, and economic capital.  Its professional social status was 

quite low, and this type of film was not respected by the industry in the 1980s.     
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Liberal cultural context, entertainment film, and film debate of the mid-1980s 

In the mid-to-late 1980s, the field began to take entertainment film more seriously, 

since about 70% of film studio productions were of this type. However, lack of funding, 

experience, and technical skill in making entertainment films caused the majority of 

1980s entertainment films to have low production budgets and values resulting in many 

box-office flops.  The film industry suffered a sudden economic decline in the mid-1980s. 

In 1984-1985, film attendance declined by 5.2 billion people. In 1979, movie attendance 

in China was 29.3 billion (Ni, 1994, p.47). Members of the film industry widely 

recognized that many professionals knew little about commercial film production (Shen, 

1986, p.8). To solve the problems of entertainment films, and discuss their low status 

(which was often blamed as “a shameless money-digger”), leading film journal 

Contemporary Cinema, in October 1986, December 1986, and February 1987, invited 

film scholars, film critics, filmmakers, and heads of film studios to participate in the 

“Dialogues: Entertainment Film” seminar. Their conversations were then published in 

three issues of the journal in 1987. This marks the beginning of an ongoing debate about 

entertainment film that continues today. This debate could be considered a conscious 

effort by filmmakers, critics and intellectuals to understand this new production trend, 

and an attempt to find a means to improve its production values.   

The debate was a significant part of the overall “culture fever” movement, and the 

discussions were quite open-minded. The emergence of entertainment film impelled 

participants to reflect on socialist film culture and reevaluate the entertainment function 

of film. Interestingly enough, film practitioners preferred to use the word “entertainment 

film” (yu le pian) rather than “commercial film” (shang ye pian) to describe 
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entertainment-orientated films. Their definition of entertainment film emphasized the 

weakening of political articulations, while highlighting film’s entertainment function.  

However, they were reluctant to link this to the market and the box office.  This can be 

seen in film scholar Chen Xihe’s (1987) speech: 

I think ‘entertainment film’ (yu le pian) sounds better, because we are talking 

about it through the angle of psychological aesthetics; even though, as a kind of 

consumer culture, it is also better to use the title ‘entertainment film.’”  Once a 

film enters the channel of consumption, it may achieve higher box office revenues, 

thereby becoming a kind of commercial film.  However, we are not exploring 

how film helps accumulate more funds for the society. We don’t discuss it from 

this perspective. Previously, ‘wenyi zaidao’ (literature transmits the Way) was 

emphasized, but now we promote the entertainment function of art. As a matter of 

fact, what is truly involved is the issue of the function of art. So, it is better to use 

the title “entertainment film. (my translation: p.59)  

Of course, other people promoted the use of the term “commercial film.” Fifth 

Generation director Tian Zhuangzhuang (1987) expressed his thoughts about this 

nomenclature:  

Speaking of commercial films, I have a few comments of my own. Western 

societies have a high-consumption lifestyle, high standards of living, and thus a 

high level of consumption, so they can produce high-budget commercial films. 

However, in our country, the box-office value is fixed, like that of rural areas, so 

no matter if it is one million people, thousands of people, or hundreds of people, 

box-office revenue remains the same. This distribution and exhibition system and 



54 
 

the economic laws are not suitable for the development of commercial films. I 

think it is inaccurate to use the term commercial film in light of reality in our 

country. (my translation: p.32) 

What Tian Zhungzhuang indicated is that entertainment films produced in socialist film 

studios were not the same as commercial films produced by the western commercial film 

industry. So, entertainment film became the preferred buzz word to label emerging 

entertainment film production.  The long-time socialist-planned economy cultivated 

filmmakers without any concept of the market and took a fragmented approach toward 

understanding entertainment films. This indicates that entertainment film as a new mode 

of production in the Chinese film industry of the time was still in a primitive stage, and 

film agents are still seeking to understand this change, even after its 30-year 

disappearance from the Chinese cultural scene.   

I particularly focus on three main topics within the debates, which truly revealed 

the actuality of entertainment film production in the 1980s.  First, the participants 

discussed the significance of entertainment film production that emerged under the new 

historical conditions of the Reform Era.  Some reflected the emergence of entertainment 

film as another force supplanting traditional Chinese culture. As Li Tuo (1987) pointed 

out, “the emergence of entertainment film should be linked with the transformation of 

Chinese culture. Its appearance was related to the emergence of consumer culture in 

China and is in fact a rebuttal to Chinese feudal culture.  It also indicates a struggle 

between the new and old cultures” (my translation.p.59).  Yao Xiaomeng made a similar 

claim: “Entertainment film as a popular culture is a kind of cultural reflection of 
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traditional Chinese culture” (my translation. Yao, 1987, p.58).  Others contributed the 

emergence of entertainment film to economic reforms (Chen, 1987, p.58).   

However, some scholars held different opinions. For example, Hao Dazheng 

contended: “I think entertainment films have always existed. They were just artificially 

banned during the past three decades. Now it is only an issue of recovery.  You strangle it 

for over thirty years, and once you let go, you suddenly find that it is still gasping” (my 

translation. Hao, 1987, p.59).  Although there were some disagreements about the deeper 

causes of the emergence of entertainment film in the late 1980s, there was also some 

common ground that entertainment film was considered, by film scholars during this time 

period, as an opposition to the socialist totalitarian culture of the Maoist-era. In other 

words, they argued that entertainment film was a kind of cultural production from the 

bottom-up, although there is no denying that market forces had some degree of influence. 

This perspective, from my point of view, may relate to the fact that, during the 1980s, the 

state did not show obvious support towards the development of entertainment films.  

Entertainment film production was a forced response to emerging market forces 

after the country started on the road to economic liberation. This is quite distinctive from 

Adorno’s concept of ‘culture industry’ in capitalist society (Adorno and Horkheimer, 

1972), which considers popular culture to be a manifestation of passive standardized 

cultural goods manufactured by factory-like culture industries.  In the Chinese context, 

the formation of the culture industry was a gradual process that began from an 

understanding of commercial film production as a cultural reflection on socialist 

totalitarian culture, and then progressed towards the capitalist mode of film production in 

the 2000s.  
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Secondly, filmmakers addressed their concerns about the low status of 

entertainment films.  Some were aware that deep-rooted discrimination towards 

entertainment film was related to the long-term influence of ancient China’s classic 

philosophy to “Emphasize Agriculture while restraining Commerce.”  As Shao Mujun 

points out, “Chinese people often oppose or dislike the term ‘commercial film,’ because 

Chinese people have a traditional psychological state of wanting to ‘emphasize 

agriculture while restraining Commerce.’  Once someone mentions business, people feel 

disgusted” (my translation. quoted in Li, 1987, p59). Discrimination towards 

entertainment film not only existed among the public, but also in the cinematic field.  In 

the seminar, film directors called for support from film scholars and critics, to suggest 

concrete measures for encouraging entertainment films.  For example, Song Chong, the 

filmmaker and head of the Beijing Children’s Film Studio, criticized this phenomenon: 

 Entertainment film has a low social status, but it feeds film studios…. 

Entertainment film has its broad general audiences. If a movie is liked by 

hundreds of millions of people, we should not ignore its status and should 

recognize its aesthetic value. (my translation. Song, 1987, p.10)   

The famous director and father of Chen Kaige, Chen Huaiai expressed a similar opinion: 

“We should publicly call for action to reverse the idea that ‘entertainment film is socially, 

culturally, and intellectually inferior’” (my translation. Chen, 1987, p.33). Others also 

emphasized the significance of entertainment films in the operation of film studios. As 

Hao Dazheng pointed out, “Popular movies form the cultural foundation and are 

economic patrons of art film. If there are not enough popular movies, art film could not 

live for one day” (my translation. Hao, 1987, p.58).  Film scholar Yao Shuguang stated:  
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I feel that our films were not made in terms of their own functioning. So, we 

could not make many high-quality entertainment films. We should place 

entertainment film in a higher position, and confirm its mainstream status in film 

culture. We should have a radical change in the concept of film. (my translation. 

Yao, 1987, p.13)   

He went on to claim that “film scholars’ theoretical excitement focused on avant-garde 

films, and did not give enough theoretical support to entertainment films. Filmmakers 

were not aware of the difficulty of making entertainment films, and manifested contempt 

for them in their creative awareness. As a result, our entertainment films’ production 

values are low and cannot meet the needs of the audience (Yao, 1987, p.15).  The low 

status of entertainment films greatly discouraged filmmakers’ initiative and commitment 

to entertainment films. Song Chong (1987) particularly expressed his frustration when 

making entertainment films in the seminar:  

Until now, in the eyes of some of our leaders, artists, and the public, 

entertainment film holds low social status. Every time government-granted film 

awards are given out, they rarely pay attention to entertainment films, and film 

experts rarely talk about entertainment films… I think we should set up a ‘Best 

Box-office Award’. As a film director with a record of making several 

entertainment films, I still feel depressed due to the low status of entertainment 

film in the field....  Once you make entertainment films, you gradually become 

forgotten or ignored. So, it is not surprising that you feel you don’t have social 

status and tend toward low self-esteem. Later, I was determined to shoot art film 

and experimental film. This is a social cause…if we cannot properly affirm the 
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economic and artistic status of entertainment films, it becomes difficult to develop 

them. (my translation: p.9) 

What Song Chong meant about creating a ‘Best Box-office Award’ can be understood by 

employing Bourdieu’s analysis of conversions. As he states, 

 It has been seen, for example, that the transformation of economic capital into 

social capital presupposes a specific labor, i.e., an apparently gratuitous 

expenditure of time, attention, care, concern, which, as is seen in the endeavor to 

personalize a gift, has the effect of transfiguring the purely monetary import of the 

exchange and, by the same token, the very meaning of the exchange (Bourdieu, 

1986/1997, p.54)  

Due to the low status of entertainment films, it was not easy for an entertainment film 

director to earn symbolic and cultural capital. Song’s recommendation represented 

Bourdieu’s analysis of a specific labor, including an endeavor or even a struggle, 

involving the conversion of economic capital that a large-scale production could earn 

towards cultural and social capital that often is the privilege of a restricted production.  

Since entertainment film was not respected, most well-known film directors were not 

willing to make entertainment films. Without artists’ dedication to entertainment films, it 

has been difficult to improve their quality. 

 Thirdly, filmmakers attending the seminar brought attention to the difficulty of 

making entertainment films.  Chen Huaiai (1987) claimed, “Entertainment film was the 

most difficult among propaganda, experimental and art filmmaking” (my translation: 

p.27). Another famous director Wu Yigong (1987) held a similar opinion: “Entertainment 
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film is not easy to make. It is not the same as art films. Art film really depends on [the 

director’s] own thoughts and ideas, but for entertainment films, we have to consider the 

audience” (my translation: p.30). Likewise, Fifth Generation director Tian Zhuangzhuang 

(1987) said: “when talking about entertainment film, we should sit down and carefully 

study how this kind of film is made. If [we] think entertainment film is easy to shoot, that 

is absurd. There is much knowledge within this mode of production” (my translation: 

p.35). 

It is clear that the disappearance of commercial film culture after 1949 caused 

Chinese filmmakers to lose experience-based knowledge of this production mode.  

During the debate, ‘Hollywood’ was frequently invoked by participants. Hollywood’s 

various genre films, its rich audience research and narrative strategies, were praised by 

both film scholars and filmmakers. Chen Huaiai (1987) particularly criticized Chinese 

film’s minimalist concern about the audience:  

The movie and the audience mutually influence each other. We are only thinking 

about how to influence the audience, never pondering how the audience could 

affect film production. We often say, ‘serve the people,’ however, we never study 

audiences’ psychology of movie viewing. (my translation: p.27)   

Although Hollywood’s films were forbidden by the government for three decades, it is 

interesting to note that film scholars and filmmakers were very open to Hollywood’s 

commercial film culture in the mid-1980s.  Some of them specifically mentioned Alfred 

Hitchcock and Francis Ford Coppola as models to follow because their films are a great 
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combination of artistic quality and commercial value (Chen, 1987, p.27; Yao, 1987, p. 

36).  Hao Dazheng (1987) suggested: 

 I think our entertainment films need to follow and pursue the Hollywood of 1949, 

when we stopped making entertainment films. Frankly speaking, let’s just get 

back to Hollywood. The French in the fifties did this before, and its positive effect 

was bigger than any side effects. (my translation: p.59).  

As far as production is concerned, most of the participants identified a key problem in 

entertainment film production: traditional culture’s impact on film expression. As Yao 

(1987) correctly pointed out: 

The statement ‘insert enlightenment into entertainment’ (yu jiao yu le) is itself 

putting the cart before the horse, because taking entertainment as a means and 

purpose lies in enlightenment and teaching…. In fact, entertainment is the main 

goal of entertainment film. The highest aesthetic measure is also entertainment 

when evaluating entertainment film itself. The audience achieves a sense of 

satisfaction and happiness, both physical and psychological.  Then, entertainment 

film’s aesthetic value is realized. (my translation: p.13)  

Zheng Dongtian (1987) expressed a similar opinion: “Our tradition of wenyi zaidao 

(literature transmits the Way), not only restricts the director’s mind, but has created in the 

audience a habit of addiction to being taught” (my translation: p.19). Although the quality 

of Chinese entertainment films in the 1980s was worrisome, there were foresighted 

people who held a positive view towards entertainment film in the 1980s. Film scholar 

Yao Shuguang (1987) was one of those. He wrote: 
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 As long as we create a cultural environment conducive to the development of the 

entertainment movie, it is not impossible that there will appear high-quality 

entertainment films in China. Entertainment films should play a vanguard role in 

getting Chinese cinema out of the industrial crisis, not only for this mode of 

production itself, but also to help in exploring a larger space for Chinese cinema. 

(my translation: p.16).   

Economic reform and marketization caused entertainment film to become a hot-button 

issue in the field.  The debates about entertainment films in the late 1980s demonstrate 

that film professionals hoped to further understanding of this mode of production.  The 

socialist top-down mode of film production encouraged filmmakers to ignore audience 

needs and the market for their films.  In addition to the above-mentioned dialogues, the 

editors of Contemporary Cinema organized the “Contemporary Chinese Entertainment 

Film” symposium, Dec.1-7, 1988(Zhang, 1989, p.4).  About 50 people attended the 

symposium, many of them heads of major film studios, film artists, film scholars, and 

critics. It is worth mentioning that Chen Haosu, the then Deputy Minister of the Ministry 

of Radio, Film and Television, and editor-in-chief, also attended the symposium, and his 

supportive attitude towards entertainment determined the future trends of Chinese cinema.  

He put forward “entertainment film as a dominant mode of production” in the meeting of 

the National Feature Film Creation in 1989. He believed that entertainment is film’s 

origin and foundation, and aesthetic and educational functions are an extension and 

evolution of the three functions of film. So, he clearly advocated respect for these film 

attributes as a mass entertainment medium. As he put it,   
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Our life is lacking entertainment. This is not a sign of a highly developed 

civilization. Entertainment is a basic need for social civilization and progress. The 

low status of entertainment film in the past was due to political turmoil and 

poverty.  Now it’s time to change this phenomenon. Film can educate the people 

and instill them with a sense of adversity consciousness, but this is not necessarily 

the sole responsibility of this art form. Only emphasizing propaganda and 

education, or only emphasizing artistic achievement, can lead one to underrate 

recreation and entertainment film. (my translation. quoted in Lu, 2004, p.108) 

As the highest administrative leader of the film industry, Chen Haosu’s liberal statement 

in publicly promoting entertainment film caused widespread controversy in the CCP, and 

led him to resign from his position (Lu, 2004, p.108). Not long after that, in 1989, the 

June 4th Incident in Tiananmen Square took place. The government strengthened its 

control over film production, and started to promote ‘main melody’ films. The possibility 

of prosperous developments in entertainment film was interrupted.  

 The film debate in the 1980s exposed the low status of entertainment film, which 

fits well Bourdieu’s argument about the ‘economic world reversed’. According to 

Bourdieu (1993), the cultural field itself is “an economic world reversed,” with a 

fundamental opposition between the subfield of large-scale production and the subfield of 

restricted production (p.53).  Both art and commercial films emerged in the 1980s.  

However, as art film directors and their films gained more international presence in the 

1990s, their status quickly reached the top of the production hierarchy, earning them 

symbolic and discursive power in the field. In comparison, the low status of commercial 

film was not improved. This amplified difference between large-scale production with an 
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urge to earn cultural capital and the restricted production with a lack of economic capital, 

ignited a fierce tension when market forces played a large role in the cinematic field in 

the 1990s.  

 

The return of Hollywood, commercial film, and the film debate of the mid-1990s 

The June 4th Incident, in 1989, reshaped the historical circumstances of the film 

industry in the 1990s.  Although Deng Xiaoping made his famous south China tour in 

1992 to bring China’s economic reforms back on track and further liberalize the economy, 

the relatively open and liberal social environment of the 1980s for cultural production 

disappeared in the 1990s. The government tightened film censorship after the student 

democracy movement, and started to fund propaganda films through the Cinema 9950 

project. In 1990, Li Ruihuan, a member of the Politburo Standing Committee, suggested 

that a National Film Development Fund be established to guarantee correct political 

ideology in Chinese cinema: “… if we cannot solve the problem of film being led by 

profit, then we will not be able to regard film’s social impacts as our first priority.  The 

result will definitely be to reduce the educational function of film” (quoted in Donald, 

Yin, & Keane, 2002, p.47). Therefore, the industrial environment and production trends 

swiftly turned to ‘main melody’ films in the 1990s, although there were still efforts made 

to improve entertainment film production in the early 1990s. For example, from Oct. 7th 

to Oct.13th in 1992, a symposium titled “To Make More Artistic Entertainment Films (ba 

yulepian paide geng yishu)” took place at the Beijing Film Academy, which it co-

sponsored with the Youth Film Studio. The symposium was hosted by Zheng Dongtian, a 

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&text=Stephanie+Hemelryk+Donald&search-alias=books&field-author=Stephanie+Hemelryk+Donald&sort=relevancerank
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well-known film director and professor in the film directing department of Beijing Film 

Academy.  Many directors of entertainment films attended the symposium, attempting to 

find solutions to the problems in entertainment film production (Lu, 2004, p.108).  

However, since the industrial atmosphere was turning to main melody films, 

entertainment films lost all support and the beneficial industrial environment they 

enjoyed in the 1980s. In 1995, the MRFT stipulated that no less than 15 per cent of total 

film distributions and screen time should be reserved for main melody films. In 1996, at 

the Changsha meeting, the MRFT proposed a “9550 project” (9550 gongcheng)—aimed 

at producing ten high quality main melody films every year between 1996 and 2000 

(Donald, Yin, & Keane, 2002, p.47).  

Under such circumstances, the Fifth and Sixth Generation directors did not 

attempt to compromise with the government’s harsh censorship, and instead chose to 

work with overseas or private investors to make art films for international film festivals 

including, the Cannes Film Festival and Berlin International Film Festival. These 

directors included: Chen Kaige, Tian Zhuangzhuang, Zhang Yuan, Wang Xiaoshuai, and 

Lou Ye, among others.   Their films, such as Suzhou River (2000), Beijing Bicycle (2001), 

Mr. Zhao (1998), and Devils on the Doorstep (2000) were sent to international film 

festivals without the state’s permission and touched upon sensitive themes. It is no 

exaggeration to claim that the government and the Fifth and Sixth Generation directors 

were in a state of confrontation in the 1990s.  Many films made by Fifth and Sixth 

Generation directors were banned by the Chinese government.  Meanwhile, as Fifth 

Generation directors continued to shock the world with their films, their symbolic power 

and cultural capital further strengthened their status and discursive power in the field, 

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&text=Stephanie+Hemelryk+Donald&search-alias=books&field-author=Stephanie+Hemelryk+Donald&sort=relevancerank
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even though most of their films, such as Blue Kate (1993), To Live (1994), Farewell My 

Concubine (1993), and Raise the Red Lantern (1991), were banned by the government 

and could not circulate in the domestic market. The international success of Fifth 

Generation directors led young talent to follow in their footsteps, targeting the overseas 

film markets and insisting on their ideals for artistic autonomy. The films of the Sixth 

Generation directors in the 1990s are often referred to as “underground” films, which 

means being produced or sent to international film festivals without state permission. 

Thus, their films could not enter movie theaters in China. Such banned films included 

The Days (Lou Ye, 1993), East Palace, West Palace (Zhang Yuan,1993), Beijing 

Bastards (Zhang Yuan, 1993), The Pickpocket (Jia Zhangke, 1997), Beijing Bicycle 

(Wang Xiaoshuai, 2001), Postman (He Jianjun,1995), Mr. Zhao (Lu Yue,1998) and 

others.  One consequence of this harsh censorship and festival-oriented production was 

that ambitious directors were not willing to make main melody and entertainment films. 

Without sufficient funding, policy support, and filmmakers’ commitment, the quality of 

entertainment film production grew worse, and the majority of entertainment films lost 

money. Obviously, neither mainstream melody films nor entertainment films satisfied the 

Chinese audience’s entertainment needs, further intensifying the economic crisis in the 

course of the industrial transformation in the 1990s.  

Meanwhile, the film industry remained clueless about how to deal with the 

television’s growing popularity during the 1990s; seriously threatening film as the 

leading entertainment activity.  In 1990, 4.3 billion urban residents went to movie 

theaters.  Although this represents a 5 billion drop from the record of 1979, it shows that 

going to the movies was still an important form of leisure activity (Wang, 1995, p.159). 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0101640/?ref_=nm_flmg_dr_26
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Without effective measures to solve the problems of the rapid decline in motion-picture 

admissions, beginning in 1994 the state began to import 10 foreign films (including 

Hollywood blockbusters and Hong Kong films) each year into the domestic film market, 

in the hopes of stimulating film consumption and saving the film exhibition sector from 

the tremendous declines in film attendance from the early 1980s onwards. Having been 

isolated from commercial film culture for a long time, Chinese audiences flooded the 

cinemas in November 1994 to see The Fugitive (1993), the first Hollywood blockbuster 

to be released in China.  The movie grossed 25 million RMB, a box-office breakthrough 

at that time.  In addition to The Fugitive, other successful imports included Forrest Gump 

(1994), The Lion King (1994), Speed (1994), True Lies (1994), and Rumble in the Bronx 

(1995).  Hollywood hits effectively attracted Chinese audiences to movie theaters and 

reaped box-office success. The commercial success of Hollywood blockbusters exposed 

the large problems of the Chinese film industry.  The state-run film production sector was 

obviously unprepared for the Hollywood invasion, and could not provide Chinese 

commercial films of a quality to compete with Hollywood imports. As a consequence, the 

huge film market was immediately dominated by Hollywood blockbusters, which 

captured 60%-70% of the market share by 2003 (Chen 2007). The film industry plunged 

into an ever-deeper crisis in the 1990s.  

Chinese filmmakers, critics, and intellectuals were thus worried about the future 

of Chinese cinema.   The 1980s’ film debates expected to solve the industry crisis by 

means of improving the status and quality of entertainment films within the field, while 

the debate in the mid-1990s sought to battle not only constant challenges from internal 

conflicts towards commercial films, but also external threats.  Domination by Hollywood 
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blockbusters, the continuing downward trend in entertainment film production, and the 

consequent impact on the wellbeing of the industry pushed some far-sighted scholars and 

directors to bring their concerns to the forefront in film magazines and journals, and 

attach significance to commercial film production.    

 In 1995, one year after Hollywood blockbuster imports began, Shao Mujun, 

toasted the 100th anniversary of cinema with an article titled “Long-lived, Cinema” 

published in the Journal of World Cinema. In his article, Shao criticized the dominant art 

film mentality in the Chinese film industry and reassessed Hollywood’s commercial film 

culture and business model.  He stated, “The aim of this article is to rectify my own film 

concepts” (Shao, 1995, p.14). He argued that “film is primarily an industry and 

secondarily an art” (Shao, 1995, p.14). Shao insisted that this order is significant. He 

wrote, “The hundred years of cinema history have testified that any attempts at cutting 

the ties between cinema and commerce, reversing the order between the primary and 

secondary nature of cinema, as well as reforming film with individualized concepts of 

film art, are wrong, very harmful, and futile” (my translation. Shao, 1995, p.17). For Shao, 

Hollywood’s operational business model and artistic concepts most suited the laws of 

cinematic production both as an industry and an art (Shao, 1995, p.29). He criticized film 

concepts that merely emphasized the cinema’s cultural and ideological functions, but 

which nonetheless denied the commodity nature of cinema. In particular, Shao criticized 

a highly romanticized and individualized view of cinema overemphasizing the 

significance of authorship, and the Chinese film elitists who condemned commercial 

films.  
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Shao’s article caused quite a stir in the field. In response, many film critics, 

scholars, and filmmakers joined the debate and published their own essays in a variety of 

film magazines and journals.  One of the most prestigious academic film journals, Film 

Art, devoted two issues to publishing these topic-related articles. As early as 1984, 

director Zheng Dongtian had proposed a reconsideration of the commodity nature of 

cinema.  His keynote speech at the “Film Directing Art” symposium was transcribed and 

published in the Journal of Film Art in the same year. Zheng (1984) argued that 

“economic reforms exposed the hidden crisis of the Chinese film industry, since the 

industry for many years operated in terms of political demand, rather than within 

economic laws. As soon as those laws became a significant focus in the era of economic 

reforms, the industry’s punishment would be severe” (my translation. p.27). 

Unfortunately, his foresight was neglected at that time. 

Ten years later, Zheng again joined the debate as a supporter of Shao. In his essay 

“About Film as a Commodity—Re-description of the Film Industry,” Zheng (1996) 

doubted the necessity of debating film as a commodity. As he said, “It is ironic that we 

debate cinema’s commodity attributes when 90% of Chinese films today are funded by 

private capital. Do we need to debate whether cinema is a commodity?” (my 

translation.p.8).  Zheng (1996) pointed out that “it was a shame that Chinese film, as a 

potentially significant medium for 1.2 billion people’s entertainment consumption and a 

contemporary symbol of our national arts, has been in bad shape for such a long time, 

although it has some problems beyond the film itself” (my translation.p.8). Zheng held a 

positive attitude towards the marketization of the movie industry.  He contended that 

“this is perhaps a good opportunity for the Chinese film industry” (p.27). In comparison 
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with world cinema, Zheng (1996) concluded that “we need a macro perspective to 

recreate the Chinese film industry” (p. 11). He offered some suggestions for rebuilding 

the industry, such as vertical integration, media concentration, conglomeration, and 

intensification of film production (Zheng, 1996, p.11).  It is obvious that Zheng’s 

prescription for Chinese cinema is directly in line with Hollywood’s business model.  

Zheng’s suggestions indeed became a reality in the opening years of the 21st century, a 

time when movie industry reforms are targeted at building a vertically and horizontally 

integrated industrial structure that lays the groundwork for intensified large-scale 

commercial film production.  

Differing from the 1980s’ debate in which most workshop participants held 

positive attitudes towards Hollywood’s business model and commercial film culture, 

Shao’s praise of Hollywood received much criticism within the industry. This was not 

only related to Hollywood’s local domination, but also to the increasing discursive power 

of art films, and the relatively conservative atmosphere within the field.  What is 

interesting is that ‘commercial film’ (shangye dianying) gradually replaced 

‘entertainment film’ (yule dianying) as the identifying label of the 1990s, due to 

increasing marketization of the industry and business contacts with Hollywood.  The 

debate over terminology was the epitome of the struggles over discourse power among 

supporters of main melody, commercial, and art films. Since melody films did not have 

artistic or symbolic power, the debates were mainly between two opposing sides: 

proponents of commercial film versus art film.  The former emphasized that the primary 

attribute of the film medium was its attraction as a commodity; therefore, they promoted 

commercial film production as the dominant mode of production in the industry. The 
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latter insisted that cinema is primarily an art and emphasized film’s educational and 

social functions. To use Pierre Bourdieu’s terms, this was a struggle between the 

subfields of “large-scale production” and “restricted production,” which could be 

distinguished by the degree to which these two modes are autonomous in the field of 

power. As Bourdieu (1993) wrote,  

The literary or artistic field is a field of forces, but it is also a field of struggles 

tending to transform or conserve this field of forces. The network of objective 

relations between positions subtends and orients the strategies which the 

occupants of the different positions implement in their struggles to defend or 

improve their positions (i.e., their position-takings), strategies which depend for 

their force and form on the position each agent occupies in power relations 

[rapports de force]. (p.30) 

Shao’s bold remarks obviously challenged art film supporters, who defended their 

positions through counter-arguments.  Contrary to Shao and Zheng’s positive attitudes 

towards the commercial turn of the film industry, some film critics and scholars were 

pessimistic about the trend toward commodification of Chinese film. They shared the 

same perspective with one another--that is, that cinema is predominantly an art. They 

stressed that emphasizing the film as an industrial product over its artistic attributes, 

would be hurtful to the development of Chinese cinema. Yin Hong was a representative 

of the intellectual elite who harshly criticized Shao and condemned commercial films. He 

criticized Shao’s viewpoints as “commodity fetishism.”  Yin (1996) claimed that some 

artists, including some film directors and film critics, lost confidence and independence, 

and gave up their discursive power in the struggle among socialist propaganda films (also 
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called “mainstream melody films”), entertainment films, and art films as the changing 

social and cultural environments drew a line of demarcation among intellectuals. Yin 

emphasized the importance of film’s educational function and expresses his 

condemnation of commercial film with a sarcastic tone.  He wrote:  

Money has supreme power that can even make people proud of kitsch. People 

who support commercial film forget that China has a million illiterates and 

hundreds of millions of farmers who cannot receive a good education. The 

average level of education and overall cultural knowledge of people is far below 

that of developed countries. They ignore that the film is a cultural product of a 

developing country like China and film’s influences on people, the building of 

national culture, and the improvement of moral standards. If kitsch/vulgarity was 

considered as an ideal of Chinese cinema, it would even further damage Chinese 

cinema, which has been heading toward kitsch. (My translation. p.6) 

The harsh tone used by Yin and his followers in their essays caused more film scholars to 

join in the debate. Yu Ji pointed out that “it is really a phenomenon with strong Chinese 

characteristics that people fight for the cinema’s two attributes as a commodity and art. 

This debate is a self-evident result of the early stage of the socialist commodity economy” 

(My translation. Yu, 1996, p.12). He went on to point out that “the perspective of placing 

commodity in stark opposition to art is a residue of agricultural civilization engraved in 

the minds of some people. It at least shows that, in China, it is far from an easy task to 

establish a new system of socialist commodity economy” (my translation. Yu, 1996, 

p.13). He criticized the critics with a dichotomous perspective, “art and commerce do not 

exclude each other and actually they have a compatible relationship… Film is not only a 
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commodity but also an art. As regards which attribute should be placed on top: it depends 

on one’s perspective” (my translation. Yu, 1996, p. 14). Yu (1996) claimed:  

For film professionals and audiences, film is a commodity that involves 

exchanging labor and buying behavior… I am afraid that only those people who 

don’t make films, and don’t operate a film business, or who don’t spend money to 

watch films, are the ones who tend to insist that film is an art, not a commodity. 

(My translation. p. 13) 

He warned that commodity does not equal “evil” and art does not equal “virtuous.” All 

discriminatory ideas are harmful (p.13).  Jia Leilei (1996) correctly pointed out that:  

Commodity has been an inherent attribute of film since it was born. What is 

different in China is that the movie has been incorporated into the overall 

functioning of the national planned economy, and the state became its economic 

entity and assumed its financial responsibility, thereby masking the movie’s 

ruthless face as a commodity. (My translation, p.30) 

We might simply generalize that Shao represented “large-scale” production, Yin 

represented the “art for art’s sake” production, and that Yu represented the “middle path.”  

The debate was more specifically concerned about the direction of the film industry and 

discursive power, so there were no concrete measures to be discussed. To some degree, 

the debate of the 1990s was a continuation of the 1980s.  Both entertainment and art films 

can be counted as an emergent culture in the new context of the post-Mao era, because 

they show "new meanings and values, new practices, new relationships and which kinds 

of relationship are continually being created" (Williams, 1977, p.122).   Art films earned 
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cultural and symbolic capital in international film festivals, so they quickly occupied a 

dominant position in the field in the 1990s. The low status of commercial film did not 

change much, and was not in a position to challenge elite art film’s authority and 

discursive power. However, with the deeper marketization of the film industry and the 

continuing dominance of Hollywood blockbusters in the domestic film market, the film 

industry arrived at a cross-roads. Hence, Shao’s harsh critical tone towards art films was 

more like a wake-up call for a change in film concepts with the expectation that more 

film directors would get involved in commercial film production.  It also advocated for 

commercial film as a dominate mode of production for a sustainable industry, similar to 

what Chen Haosu promoted in the late 1980s.   

Film itself bears the contradiction between art and commerce. The long-term 

influence of residual socialist culture and European film culture intensified the 

contradiction even further during the industrial transformation. The debate did not only 

point to Chinese film professionals’ anxiety—the relationship between art and commerce, 

and between the elite and the mass market that are intrinsic to the transformation of the 

film industry in the 1980s and 1990s.  I suggest it shows us something more about how 

film practitioners respond to changing social and cultural contexts. Main melody and art 

films no doubt ignored the entertainment needs of Chinese people. More importantly, the 

industry and film practitioners neglected changing social and cultural contexts. 

The 1990s was a turbulent period for many Chinese people due to state-owned 

enterprise reforms.  These reforms resulted in the large-scale layoff of workers from state 

and collective-owned enterprises (Li, 2001). State-owned enterprises (SOEs) were once 

the backbone of China’s economy, and also provided job security and other benefits to 
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urban sector workers (Li, 2001). In 1993, when the state decided to replace the existing 

system of state and collective-owned enterprises with the “modern enterprise system,” 

many workers were forced to go “off-duty” or xiagang. The term xiagang in China does 

not have an official definition, but popularly refers to workers who are redundant, but still 

maintain ties with their enterprise (quoted in Smyth, Zhai, & Wang, 2001, p.43).  While 

China’s official unemployment rate is quite low, the true situation is much worse, mainly 

because there are large numbers of xiagang workers who are not counted when 

measuring the unemployment rate (Smyth, Zhai, & Wang, 2001, p.43). The Chinese 

people lost their sense of security, and needed entertainment films to vent their daily 

stress and frustration. Obviously, the industry and many film professionals did not sense 

the urgency of the people. Thus, Hollywood blockbusters provided the Chinese people 

with a relief channel from their stressful daily lives, which led some film producers to see 

the importance and power of commercial films for a sustainable industrial development. 

Meanwhile, as a result of Deng Xiaoping’s theory “let some people get rich first,” 

the middle class that begun to emerge in the late 1990s (French, 2012) was looking for 

new forms of entertainment. As Raymond Williams points out, “A new class is always a 

source of emergent cultural practice, but while it is still, as a class, relatively subordinate, 

this is always likely to be uneven and is certain to be incomplete” (Williams,1977, p.124).  

In the Chinese context, as rapid economic development and the emergence of a new 

middle class generated a new generation of audience, new cultural practices were 

expected. Both the state and the film industry faced the struggle between art, politics, and 

commerce, and had to create a new strategy to revive its national cinema, which 

eventually appeared in the 2000s.   
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Global problem, local solutions:  debating the Chinese blockbuster as a production 

strategy in the late 1990s through the early 2000s  

Global Hollywood has no doubt posted major challenges for many national 

cinemas, while simultaneously providing modern filmmaking experiences and knowledge. 

The success of Hollywood in world cinema markets is not only attributable to the “genius 

of the system” (Schatz, 1988), but also to its absorption of other film cultures and talent.  

Chinese film practitioners in the 2000s began to take a positive turn to incorporate 

Hollywood’s blockbuster experience, and move away from abstract and philosophical 

discussion. However, they still experienced a difficult time reaching any sort of 

consensus on this issue. Thus, what production strategy Chinese cinema should take to 

compete against the Hollywood blockbuster became a hot-button topic in the industry.  

After beginning to import Hollywood blockbusters into the domestic film market 

in 1994, the Chinese media gave the special term “big film” (dapian) to Hollywood 

blockbusters, the Chinese translation of “blockbuster.”  At the turn of the new century, 

film professionals begun to feel the need for practical thinking to determine whether the 

industry could produce quality films to compete against Hollywood blockbusters.  Big-

budget blockbusters as a production strategy and solution to the industry crisis became a 

focus of industry discourse.  The struggle over the Chinese blockbuster as a production 

strategy can be clearly seen through industry discourse and the practice of participating in 

global blockbuster production became part of this discussion, from the mid-late 1990s 

onwards.  
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There were generally two oppositional voices heard within the field: some 

suggested Chinese cinema should imitate Hollywood blockbusters to make Chinese 

versions with big budgets, big stars, and big special effects. Hence, some film critics 

claim that “low-budget Chinese films are the main reason for the shrinking market share 

of Chinese cinema” (quoted in Xi, 1996, p.4). In other words, these people connected the 

poor quality of Chinese cinema and low box-office returns with Chinese films’ lack of 

sufficient financial investment. For the supporter of the blockbuster practice, Hollywood 

imports provided opportunities to modernize and enrich China’s filmmaking practices. 

For example, film scholar Zhang Baiqing claimed that protectionism couldn’t work 

forever. Making Chinese blockbusters fight back against Hollywood blockbusters seemed 

a good prescription for the industry crisis (Zhang,1998, p.14). He contended that by 

producing blockbusters, the film industry could learn new experiences in marketing, 

management, financing, and distribution. Zhang was clearly aware that it would be 

difficult for Chinese cinema to enter the international film market, so he proposed that 

production costs should be limited to a budget of less than 30 million RMB (US $4 

million) (Zhang,1998, p.14).  Ji Wen argued that since the blockbuster emphasized the 

visual spectacle, it would be a great method to distinguish film from television, and a 

practical method for solving the industry crisis. For Ji, since the market economy was in 

place on the national scale, films as an industry product would have to follow the 

direction of marketization and commercialization. If the industry developed towards 

marketization, it had to borrow and learn new concepts and filmmaking practices (Ji, 

1998).   
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In practice, faced with Hollywood’s threat of ‘bigness,’ the production trend of 

dapian in the film industry has increased since the mid-1990s.   As Chris Berry observes, 

“the idea of the ‘blockbuster’ has been appropriated into local critical discourse, to refer 

not only to American blockbusters but also to local productions considered blockbusters” 

(Berry,2003, p.217).  However, the localization of the blockbuster in the Chinese film 

industry was a contested process full of struggles and failures. It experienced initial 

roadblocks in the mid-1990s, then changed to a blind pursuit of “bigness” in the late 

1990s, and eventually managed to make commercially viable blockbusters in the 2000s.  

The film industry produced several “big-films” such as The Opium War (1997), Red 

River Valley (1997), Kong Fan Shen (1996) and Turning Point (1996) in the late 1990s. 

These films were revolutionary or historical biopics with the government’s financial 

backing. As Chris Berry (2003) points out, “blockbusters are, by implication, less serious 

and lacking in pedagogical purpose” (p. 223). So, these films should not be considered 

commercial blockbusters in terms of narrative strategies, style, and mode of production.  

In general, they are still “main melody” films with spectacular war scenes and relatively 

large budgets, and their box-office receipts came from administrative group buying. In 

the mid-late 1990s, most big-budget films were main melody films funded by the 

government. Unfortunately, most also failed to recoup their high production costs via 

gross domestic box-office revenues.  A few art films were big-budget in comparison to 

most Chinese films at that time, but were funded by overseas investors, such as Farewell 

My Concubine (1993). However, neither the big-budget main melody films nor the art 

films were produced in a commercial mode in terms of financing, marketing, or narrative 

strategies. 
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The box-office failure of most big-budget films was a severe blow to Chinese 

investors’ confidence, and also caused film critics to doubt the effectiveness of the 

blockbuster production strategy. As early as in 1987, Tian Zhuangzhuang (1987) 

mentioned the issue of production scale when compared to Hollywood: “The quality of 

entertainment films is indeed not very good. This is definitely not just a matter of creative 

crews, nor just a problem of film studios, but is an issue of economic scale” (my 

translation. p.35). What Tian Zhuangzhuang indicated is that the limited material base of 

Chinese entertainment films obviously inhibited the development of Chinese commercial 

film production. However, many film critics realized the impossibility of emulating 

Hollywood blockbusters, and insisted that making Chinese blockbusters was not a 

feasible production strategy, since it would be impossible for Chinese blockbusters to 

compete with Hollywood blockbusters, especially in terms of the scale of financial 

investment and technology. As Zhang Baiqing pointed out, “…at the moment, a thirty 

million RMB budget [under US $4 million] counts as a ‘big film’ in China. But in 

America that would be a ‘little film’” (Zhang, 1998, p. 14; Berry, 2003, p.222). This view 

was echoed by many critics who believed that although the rapidly escalating production 

costs of Chinese cinema had become a fact of life, these costs could not compare to those 

of Hollywood. For instance, The Opium War (1997) cost 1 billion RMB (about US $150 

million) to make, the biggest budget at the time.  Some critics also noticed the blindness 

of investing in big-budget films. Ding Pingfeng criticized the mistaken concept of the 

blockbuster held in the film industry: that big money was equal to a blockbuster, but a big 

budget does not necessarily mean a big return. Zheng Dongtian pointed out the blind faith 

in large-scale investment, “The reason the blockbuster trend arose was blindness in film 
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investment and many people are rushing to follow suit. The quality of the investment 

itself does not lie in money, but about wisdom in the decision-making levels of 

investment” (my translation. quoted in Xi, 1996, p.4).  

Wang Qingyong (1996) pointed out that “in terms of Chinese cinema’s current 

production level, imitating Hollywood blockbusters would lead Chinese cinema in a 

dangerous direction” (p.51).  He contended that without a strong commercial film 

production system and advanced high-technology, the production of Hollywood-style 

blockbusters is unthinkable. He further pointed out that although a film production 

system centered on market competition before 1949 was sound, due to wars and political 

reasons, it would take time to reestablish a sound film industry with genuine market 

competition in post-socialist China. He suggested that Chinese cinema consider Hong 

Kong genre film as a model, rather than high-tech, high-stakes Hollywood blockbusters, 

given that China was still a developing country and lagged behind in film technology. He 

argued that the commercial film industry, plus traditional Chinese culture, would be a 

good solution to help the film industry survive international competition.  

In April 1998, the Hollywood blockbuster Titanic was released in China and 

garnered a record-breaking $43.5 million at the Chinese box office (Wang, 2007). The 

whole industry was shrouded in an atmosphere of despair, standing at the crossroads and 

unable to choose a direction. As a timely response to the desperate state of the industry, 

in 1999 Ma Ning (1999) from the Shanghai Film Studio published an essay titled “A 

Suggestion for National Cinema” in the Journal of Contemporary Cinema that proposed 

low-budget films as the right choice for the film industry. He claimed that the possible 

increases in production costs in Chinese cinema were far from able to support the high-
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tech, big star, and international distribution strategy for a big-budget blockbuster in the 

film industry.  Ma argued that Chinese cinema would always be considered low budget, 

in comparison to Hollywood blockbusters. He suggested making new mainstream films 

with low budgets, high creativity, and non-politically sensitive themes as a production 

strategy. He argued that by making films with a low budget of about 1.5-3 million RMB 

(US $230,000- $460, 000), which he thought was a reasonable break-even point for 

Chinese cinema, the film industry would have the potential for a real virtuous cycle (Ma, 

1999, p. 4-6). His article drew the attention of the industry. However, in practice, the 

industry did not produce high-quality, low-budget, independent films that met either the 

industry’s or Ma’s utopian expectation of low-budget films that could successfully 

compete against Hollywood.   

The real winner in the competition against Hollywood blockbusters in the film 

industry during the early time of Hollywood domination was Feng Xiaogang and his New 

Year films. Feng emerged as the top box office filmmaker consistently strong enough to 

compete with Hollywood blockbusters from the late 1990s through the early 2000s.  Feng 

single-handedly cultivated the Lunar New Year film season in mainland China, through 

more than ten successive box-office smashes each year beginning in 1997, including: The 

Dream Factory (1997), Be There or Be Square (1998), Sorry Baby (1999), and A Sigh 

(2000). Differing from the Fifth and Sixth Generation directors, Feng signified a breed of 

the non-academically trained, grass-roots filmmaker. Thus, he was less bounded by “art 

for art’s sake” ideals and was willing to compromise with investors, market demand, and 

film censorship. Feng crossed over from the more popular media - television, and worked 

with a private film company, unaffiliated with state-controlled studios on the less 
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prestigious genre – comedy. His New Year films represented a new mode of commercial 

film production which stressed the genre-oriented comedy film, star vehicle, and 

marketing strategy.  In particular, his first New Year Comedy The Dream Factory (1997), 

inspired by Hong Kong’s New Year films, followed Hollywood’s actor revenue-sharing 

contracts, and relied on carefully planned marketing to promote the film in the Lunar 

New Year season (Gao, 2013, p.53). Although most of Feng’s films in the 1990s were 

middle-budget, his films followed the commercial mode of production.  This mode was 

strengthened and more Hollywood-ized in Zhang Yimou’s first local-made blockbuster 

Hero, quickly becoming a dominant film production mode in the 2000s.  

 Feng and his films’ commercial success did not receive due respect or honor in 

the late 1990s.  It was not until the 2000s that he began the rise to become a powerful 

figure in the field when commercialization and marketization of the industry reached a 

deeper level. Feng’s rising career and social status indicated a significant change in the 

ethos of the Chinese film industry, in response to the growing influence of intensified 

market forces and culture globalization.   One parameter of the deeper commercialization 

within the film industry was the emergence of the big-budget commercial blockbuster 

production trend in the film industry in the early 2000s.  Ang Lee’s critically acclaimed 

and commercially successful martial arts blockbuster Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon 

(2000) became a key catalyst for the state, the film industry, and Chinese filmmakers, 

enabling them to see the great potential of Chinese language commercial blockbusters in 

the domestic and international film markets. This film created a template for Chinese-

language blockbusters, was a direct force in raising well-known art film directors Zhang 
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Yimou and Chen Kaige’s commercial awareness, and pushed them into the very 

commercial film productions they used to denigrate.  

In 2002, Zhang Yimou’s martial arts masterpiece, Hero (2002), became the first 

genuine Chinese blockbuster with a big budget, big stars, big effects, and a big publicity 

campaign made by a Chinese director to successfully enter into the international film 

markets. The success of the film further enforced the idea that China could make 

commercially successful blockbusters. Hero and the success of subsequent Chinese 

blockbusters effectively boosted the industry’s confidence in making such films, made 

significant contributions to the boom of China’s film market, and reignited Chinese 

moviegoers’ interest in Chinese films.   Since then, the decade-long debates and struggles 

over the commodification of film have faded, and commercial film has become a 

dominant mode of production.  The Chinese blockbuster has now become a focus of 

academic and industry discourse.  Chapter 4 will further explore the characteristics of the 

commercial Chinese blockbuster phenomenon which emerged in the early 2000s.   

 

Conclusion 

From the 1980s through the early 2000s, commercial film in China has gone 

through a transitional process, from an “emergent” to a “dominant” culture.  The debates 

of the past 20 years in the cinematic field revealed how difficult it was for the industry as 

a whole and for specific film practitioners to shed the shackles of socialist film culture, 

socialist ideology, and hostility towards commercialization. The transitional process can 

be understood as a process of “incorporation” involving many actors, including the state 
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and film professionals. As Williams points out, “the process of emergence, in such 

conditions, is then a constantly repeated, and always renewable, move beyond a phase of 

practical incorporation: usually made much more difficult by the fact that much 

incorporation looks like recognition, acknowledgement, and thus a form of acceptance” 

(Williams, 1977, p. 125).  The film professionals’ attitude towards emergent commercial 

film culture experienced changes---from resistance to recognition to acceptance during 

the process of commercialization. Industry debate and discourse characterized the 

struggles of the film industry’s transformation to a commercial culture industry.  

Through an examination of the micro-practices of film criticism, we can see how 

the industry’s structural changes affected agents’ actions.  We can also see how agents’ 

actions in turn influenced industry structure and practice. The open-door policy made the 

film industry face the presence of Hollywood again; an element that had been absent 

since 1949. With many years’ struggles, the film industry learned to share a symbiotic 

relationship through a creolization process.  As Hannerz (1997) remarks, “when the 

peripheral culture absorbs the influx of meanings and symbolic forms from the center, 

and transforms them to make them in some considerable degree their own, they may at 

the same time so increase the cultural affinities between the center and the periphery that 

the passage of more cultural imports is facilitated” (p.127).  

After China joined the WTO in 2001, the number of film imports increased to 20 

revenue-sharing foreign films introduced into theaters each year (Montgomery, 2011, 

p.45).  In 2012, China increased its annual import quota of revenue-sharing Hollywood 

blockbusters from 20 to 34, lifting the imported films’ share of revenue from 17.5 per 

cent to 25 per cent (“Official Denies Upping Hollywood,” 2014). The collaboration 
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between Hollywood and China was also on the increase through co-productions. The 

industry’s reaction to the rising import quota of Hollywood blockbusters was quite 

peaceful when compared to that of 1994. It indicates that after almost ten years of 

struggles and the blockbuster practice, China is more confident and mature than it was 

ten years earlier when handling its competition with Hollywood.  
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Chapter Two 

Corporatization and conglomeration of socialist film studio system: 

The case of China Film Group Corporation 

 

Introduction 

From the mid-1950s to the late 1980s, state-owned film studios were the most 

important producers of Chinese films. China’s centrally controlled film studio system 

was established in 1953 and followed the Soviet-style command economy model under 

the direct guidance of Soviet film experts (Ni, 1994, p. 38).  There were eventually 16 

major film studios across the country that were granted exclusive authority and resources 

to make films, including production quotas and film licenses. This centrally controlled 

studio system became an important component of the socialist state apparatus. Through 

the state-owned and state-subsidized production system, the studios produced 

ideologically motivated films according to the state’s production targets. The function of 

such film production was to disseminate Communist ideology and to ensure the party’s 

continuing political control (Zhu, 2003, p. 51). In the era of economic reforms, one 

primary goal of the marketization of the movie industry has been to decentralize the film 

studios and transform them into truly independent market entities.  

However, due to the significance of film for the CCP, state-owned film studios 

have been the most conservative area in terms of China’s large-scale state-owned 

enterprise reforms (SOEs reform), which have been going on since 1978.  Maintaining 

state ownership in strategic industries has been a special characteristic of China’s state 

capitalism; in other words, the goal of China’s economic reforms is that SOEs remain a 

dominant part of the Chinese economy, while the state has made some efforts towards 
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privatization and its commitment to market-oriented development.  According to Gang, 

Yang, and Janus (2011), state-owned enterprise reforms have experienced three stages: 

“…the first phase, from 1978 to 1984, concentrated on increasing managerial autonomy 

in order to motivate the Chinese SOEs to pursue profit and growth….  The second phase, 

from 1985 to 1993, focused on separating company ownership and management by 

introducing a ‘contract responsibility’ system…. The third phase, starting from 1993 and 

continuing to the present, emphasized transforming SOEs into modern corporations….” 

(Geng, Yang, & Janus, p. 155).   

In the media sector, reforms of state-owned media institutions were not 

synchronized with the three-stage development of SOEs in other industries. “Since 

China’s initial reform efforts began as experimental changes aimed at improving 

performance rather than, as in eastern Europe, establishing a Western-style market 

system, it is not surprising that institutional changes have been gradual and uneven today, 

with many features of the pre-reform system surviving even today.  Rather than 

attempting a ‘big bang,’ China's reform path is more akin to ‘growing out of the plan’” 

(quoted in Jefferson & Rawski, 1994, p. 47).  Since the state has considered media to be 

an important apparatus for maintaining the one-party political system and disseminating 

socialist ideology, their efforts to privatize and corporatize state-owned media industries, 

including the film and TV industries, has lagged behind certain strategically important 

sectors such as infrastructure construction, telecommunications, financial services, 

energy and raw materials. In particular, the transformation of the state-owned film studios 

into a modern enterprise system came about later than SOEs of other industries.   From 

1978 to 1993, the period when most of the SOEs went through the first and second stages, 
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the state did not impose any aggressive or effective reform policies on the film industry, 

and the few reforms they enacted were confined to small measures, even though the state 

announced the beginning of the economic reform in the film industry in the early 1980s. 

The centralized film industry under governmental control was still firmly in place in the 

1980s and early 1990s. The first major step the state took to push further economic 

reform in the film industry took place in 1993, when the state allowed film studios to 

bypass the state-owned national distributor China Film Corporation to distribute their 

films directly to distributors and movie theaters at the provincial and municipal levels. 

However, this singular measure did not significantly alter the industry’s infrastructure, 

due to complicated administrative barriers at different governmental levels. The conflicts 

of interest among film studios, distribution companies, and movie theaters were still a 

significant impediment to reform.  

The slow nature of the movie industry reforms exposed the state’s conservative 

attitude towards the film industry. Deng Xiaoping’s famous remark, “Cross the river 

feeling its way stone by stone,” not only illustrated the experimental nature of China’s 

path to a market-oriented economy and modernity, but also indicated that China’s 

economic reform program was a mix of pragmatism and risk-taking.  As this was true on 

the macro scale, it was also true on the micro scale—but with the notable exception of 

film industry reforms. The state could not take risks when dealing with the marketization 

of the film industry in the 1980s and 1990s because the authoritarian government still 

considered film to be an important propaganda tool. With the influence of socialist legacy 

on movie policies, despite remarkable economic achievements in growth and 

industrialization over the past three decades, China’s economic reforms had fallen short 



88 
 

in two key dimensions with regard to the film industry.  On the one hand, the state had 

not found an effective approach to solve state-owned film studios’ problems, which 

became more intense and self-evident, such as low productivity, less competitiveness, 

labor redundancy, and a government-dependent mentality. On the other hand, since the 

state began importing Hollywood blockbusters in 1994 to stimulate movie consumption 

and thereby stimulate the exhibition sector, Hollywood blockbusters began to dominate 

the Chinese film market.   

Facing the growing influence of Hollywood blockbusters on the domestic market, 

the state and the film industry lost their way and could not come up with dynamic 

strategies to fight Hollywood blockbusters for market share. These two aspects are 

closely related to each other. State-owned film studios, as pillars of the socialist film 

industry, were key producers of Chinese films. However, some private film companies 

began to emerge after 1997, when the state allowed individual producers and private film 

companies to apply for a “single film production license,” which means the license is 

effective for production of only one film (Zhou, 2007, p. 212). This policy encouraged 

private capital to invest in film production, whereas only state-owned film studios were 

allowed to produce movies before 1997.  Most Chinese films made by state-owned film 

studios in the 1990s lost money, and film studios were in a great crisis. The economic 

well-being of film studios was linked unquestionably to the fate of the film industry as a 

whole.  In 1998, the sweeping power of the Hollywood blockbuster Titanic functioned as 

an alarm to awaken the state from their conservative approach to the film industry. The 

state’s “establishment of modern corporations” policy eventually reached the film sector 

six years later, when the state announced “the modern enterprise system” as the objective 



89 
 

of the enterprise reform in 1993, marking China’s SOE reform as having entered a new 

and different stage.  The government issued an important policy change during the Fifth 

Party Congress—that is, to form state-owned media conglomerates in order to 

consolidate internal resources and improve the competitiveness of state-owned film 

studios and Chinese cinema.  The China Film Group Corporation (CFGC) was the 

earliest beneficiary of this policy.  

The CFGC was a merger of eight film institutions, including the Beijing Film 

Studio and the China Film Corporation, and was formally launched in February 1999 as a 

result of the policy.  Within a few years, the CFGC became the most influential media 

conglomerate in the film industry. Following the formation of the CFGC, other state-

owned media groups uniting various state-owned film studios were set up, such as the 

Shanghai Yongle Media Conglomerate, the Changchun Group, and so on. This policy 

significantly shook the infrastructure of the film industry, aiming at forming a vertically 

and horizontally integrated industry structure while also strengthening the state-owned 

film production sector. More importantly, this conglomerate policy attempted to follow 

the international trend of transforming film studios into modern corporations.  In addition 

to transforming the state-owned film studios into modern corporations through mergers, 

the state also announced a “theater chain” policy in 2002 to reform the distribution and 

exhibition sectors, which I will discuss further in Chapter 3.  Since then, the 

administrative barriers between the production, distribution, and exhibition sectors 

gradually dissolved. State effort to develop the industry into a vertical and horizontal 

structure is obvious.  Private capital is allowed and encouraged by state deregulation to 

invest in the movie business. As a consequence, the film market was effectively 
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stimulated, and big-budget blockbusters emerged. Since then, the film industry developed 

with remarkable speed and became one of the fastest-growing film markets in the world. 

China’s box-office maintained an average growth rate of over 30% for ten consecutive 

years from 2002 to 2012, and its box-office receipts rose from 800 million yuan in 2000 

to 21.6 billion yuan ($3.6 million) in 2013. Specifically, Chinese films accounted for 

58.65% of the market share and drove down Hollywood's share of the market, even 

though China expanded its foreign film quota from 20 to 34 in 2013.  This was very 

significant for the Chinese film industry, since it was the first time that Chinese cinema’s 

market share exceeded that of Hollywood blockbusters, which dominated the domestic 

market since 1994. In 2013, China’s box office hit $3.57 billion, or 4.6 billion yuan 

(Frater, 2015). 

The state did not want the movie industry reforms head to lead to full 

privatization of the film studio system, which would threaten the state goal of developing 

Chinese cinema into an indispensable manifestation of soft power.  Therefore, the state 

aimed to modernize state-owned film studios in order to compete with private film 

producers and dominate the market.  What were the state’s strategies to reach their goals? 

How did the Chinese state reform state-owned film studios? How did the state maintain 

its hegemony over film production through the “establishment of a Modern Enterprise 

system” policy?  How did the China Film Group Corporation (CFGC) become a leading 

player in the film industry in the 2000s?  This chapter focuses on the state’s policies of 

corporatization of state-owned film studios in the film production sector, taking the 

CFGC as a case study. The bulk of the chapter traces the history and crisis of socialist 

film studios, investigating conglomerate and merger policies and their subsequent 
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infrastructural changes as well as the case study of the CFGC.  Informed by China’s 

policies on state-owned enterprise reforms and Hollywood’s movie business model, I 

suggest that the state seeks to support the state-owned film enterprise's dominant position 

in the three sectors through transforming state-owned studios into a modern enterprise 

model in order to maintain its hegemony over film production in the era of commodified 

globalization. I argue that the state takes advantage of the “modern enterprise system” 

and conglomeration policies to concentrate the most important film institutions into the 

state-owned CFGC, making it the leading media conglomerate and enabling it to 

monopolize the film market through its dominant positions in the production, distribution, 

and exhibition sectors. 

 

The birth of the centralized command-administrative film studio system 

 The rise and fall of state-owned film studios in the past 50 years could stand as a 

sign of the transformation of contemporary Chinese film industry from a planned 

economy to a market economy. The socialist state-owned film studio system was 

established in the 1950s. Upon winning the Civil War in 1949, the nascent Chinese 

Communist Party was strongly impacted by Vladimir Lenin’s theory that “Film is the 

most powerful weapon”, and thus considered film as the most important art form for 

promoting nationalism and socialism.  On 14 August 1949, the CCP delivered a message 

regarding film: “Film has a function of gaining widespread publicity that can reach the 

broadest possible masses. Developing this cause will be beneficial to disseminate our 

party and the causes of democratic revolution and social construction in the whole 

country, and in the international arena” (Yu, 2006, p. 82).  Additionally, the CCP 
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proposed that film should serve the proletariat, and the entertainment aspect of the film 

medium was thus less emphasized than its role in socialist enlightenment.  This 

functional transformation of the film medium significantly changed the component of 

Chinese audiences. Since film as a foreign product was first imported to China in 1896, 

only the petit bourgeoisie could afford to buy movie tickets (Yu, 2006, p. 79). Thus, 

moviegoing had become a channel for Chinese to experience modernity from the 1920s 

through the1940s (Lee, 1999, p. 81).  However, after the CCP took over the film industry, 

the workers became the main target audience of socialist filmmaking practice (Yu, 2006, 

p. 82). The Chinese film industry historically had operated as a business according to free 

market mechanisms from the early 1900s to the 1940s, but in December 1949, the 

Communist Party announced “The CCP’s Instruction on Film Productions”: “After 

occupying Peking and Tianjin, the management institute of the movie industry should be 

set up in Peking” (Yang, 2011, p. 375).  This strategic policy indicated that film had been 

incorporated into the list of national planned projects of the new modern China. As a 

consequence of these political, social, and cultural changes, China’s media capital moved 

from Shanghai to Beijing, so that the central government could more closely monitor the 

operations of the major film studios.  

The transition of the film industry from a capitalist movie business originating in 

Shanghai to a centralized studio system centered in Beijing took the form of a 

nationalization movement. The Chinese Communist Party nationalized the film industry 

through two methods: it took over the film studios owned by the Nationalist Party, and 

nationalized private film companies. All private film studios were incorporated into state-

owned film studios from 1950 to 1956 (Shichuan & Yu).  In addition, the CCP launched 
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a movement to minimize Hollywood’s influence on the film industry by banning its films 

from Shanghai’s movie houses. According to Rao and Shao, Hollywood films had 

dominated the Chinese film market since this new medium was introduced to China up to 

1949 (Rao & Shao, 2006, p. 120). In 1934, there were 412 foreign films being shown in 

Shanghai, 364 of which were Hollywood movies, accounting for 88% of the market share 

(Rao & Shao, 2006, p. 120). In the 1930s, the leftist film movement in Shanghai had 

begun to describe Hollywood films as ‘poison’ and ‘drugs’ through newspapers and other 

media (Rao & Shao, 2006, p. 120), a movement that continued until the foundation of the 

PRC. Yuan Muzhi, an actor and leftist film director of the Republic of China who was 

appointed by the CCP as the first director of PRC’s film bureau, pointed out: “The 

purpose of purging US and British imperialism and their films dominating the Chinese 

film market for over 40 years as well as Chinese feudalism and reactionary toxic movies 

is to clear the path for nascent socialist films” (quoted in Rao & Shao, 2006, p. 124). 

Thus, it became clear that eliminating Hollywood’s impact as much as possible was 

crucial to the CCP’s control of the domestic film market.  

Due to the very limited production capacities of the domestic film industry during 

the early years of the PRC, the CCP needed to fill the screens vacated by Hollywood 

films, so importing Soviet films became a top priority.  Yuan Muzhi accordingly 

promoted Soviet films to China through the translation and dubbing of Soviet films.  In 

July 1951, Soviet film scholar H.A. Lebedev’s (Н.А.Лебедев) books were translated into 

Chinese, and the Chinese people thereby became familiar with Lenin’s thoughts on film 

and the nationalization of the film industry (Rao & Shao, 2006, p. 124). According to 

Rao and Shao (2006), Lenin’s thoughts played a pivotal role in influencing China’s new 
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Chinese cinema and the direction of the film industry: “It is under the guidance of 

Lenin’s thoughts and writings on the subject of film, the nascent Chinese Communist 

Party did not see film as a tool to make profit, nor providing the audience with recreation 

and entertainment, but considered it as a tool of educating people and attacking enemies, 

so that granted an unprecedented status to film” (p. 123).  

It was no surprise that the new CCP government chose to imitate the Soviet 

Union’s film industry model and to create a Chinese version of the Soviet-style film 

production system. Yuan Muzhi in the 1950s once proposed an ambitious plan to build a 

Hollywood-like “film village,” which would include 14 branches such as film production 

studios, film print workshops, a Film College and so on. However, this plan encountered 

criticism from Zhou Enlai, the first Premier of the People's Republic of China, who 

pointed out that “the idea of concentration was wrong and was a residue influence of 

Hollywood. The socialist film industry should build from the existing film facilities 

rather than building new facilities and converging all of the film institutions in Beijing 

(Yang, 2011). Eventually, the Soviet Union’s centralized film industry model was chosen 

by the CCP, which invited Soviet film experts to help set up the first five-year plan for 

China’s new film industry in January 1953. Moreover, the CCP also sent a delegation in 

June 1954 to visit the Soviet Union’s film studios and related film institutions for three 

months. The Chinese delegates were offered the opportunity to see the daily operation of 

the Soviet film industry and converse with Soviet film artists. The Soviet inspiration and 

this visit further confirmed the shaping of Chinese cinema along the lines of the Soviet’s 

socialist film industry model (Yang, 2011).  
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Since then, the film industry began to operate under a rigid, centrally planned 

economic system. In March 1949, the Film Administrative Bureau was established as a 

government agency to manage and supervise film production, responsible for controlling 

scripts, censorship, and film releases; no film could be made without the film bureau’s 

approval. When a film was completed, it then had to obtain the approval of film censors. 

The state was the sole financial investor in the film industry, and film production 

operated only in terms of the state’s demand and administrative orders rather than 

directly responding to market mechanisms, which regulate the supply and demand for 

films.   By 1952, China had three major film studios: the Changchun Film Studio, the 

Peking Film Studio, and the Shanghai Film Studio.  Since their establishment, these three 

film studios became and remained the most important producers of socialist films until 

the 1980s and 1990s.  After this successful initial setup, the CCP began to build up more 

film studios in other provinces, with up to 16 film studios established to produce various 

kinds of socialist films. This nationalization and centralization of the film industry led to 

the disappearance of private film companies, commercial storytelling techniques, and the 

market structure that had been established in Shanghai in the 1930s and 1940s.  As Shi 

Chuan (2004) points out, “as far as Chinese cinema is concerned, the demise of private 

film studios was not so much about the lack of a few film studios, as it was much more 

important to know what was lost is the ‘market’ concept and a set of operational 

mechanisms and management approaches, as well as the sense of creativity and a variety 

of film genres. Moreover, it also included various possible choices of Chinese film 

developments” (Shi, 2004).    
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The nationalization movement and public ownership of film studios completely 

changed the atmosphere of the film industry and its production culture in the PRC.  

Socialist propaganda films became the predominant type of film produced.  During the 

Mao era (1949-1976), Mao established the Party’s policies towards art and literature in 

1942 at a forum that took place in Yan’an.  In his speech, Mao emphasized the class basis 

of art and insisted that art must serve the masses—namely, the workers, peasants, and 

soldiers.  According to Mao, the art of the bourgeoisie and intellectuals, which stressed 

“self-expression,” did not serve the “people” (the masses) and therefore had to be 

abandoned (Kao, 1994, p. 77).  Mao’s Yan’an speech on “art and literature” defined the 

interconnection of art and politics in Mao’s era.  As a result of this guidance, socialist 

clichés and ideology prevailed in the film industry and greatly impacted films’ subject 

matter, form, and style. It is not surprising to see that socialist propaganda films glorified 

workers, peasants, and soldiers and disseminated collectivism, heroism, and communism, 

as well as emphasizing the leading role of the Party and the People’s Liberation Army. 

Film workers were also educated in a Soviet socialist realist mentality through the 

Rectification Movement. Under this type of ideological control, filmmakers lost their 

freedom of artistic expression. With many years’ experience of ideological control and 

political movements, filmmakers’ intellectual dependency became second nature, and 

filmmakers thus lost market sensitivity and their autonomy to produce creative and 

critical work. In addition to producing propaganda films, the industry learned their 

production strategy from Soviet films, which often adapted literature to the screen (Yang, 

2011). The Beijing Film Studio, for example, was well known for making films from 

literary adaptations, mostly from the revolutionary literature of the liberated areas before 
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1949, revolutionary historical novels (geming lishi xiaoshuo) after 1949, and classic 

novels of the May Fourth period (Yang, 2011).  

 

The crisis of socialist film studios and the wave of media concentration 

 This centralized film studio system operated for 50 years before the arrival of the 

new millennium. The industry not only grew into a significant part of the ideological 

state apparatus that guaranteed the dissemination of socialist ideologies and nationalism, 

but also had achieved some economies of scale.  Due to the closed-door policy, film 

became the leading leisure activity for Chinese people during their leisure time, before 

the arrival of TV and the reappearance of Hollywood blockbusters on Chinese movie 

screens in the era of economic reforms. In other words, film did not have serious 

competitors at that time. The industry produced about 10 films in 1951, but the number 

increased to over 40 in 1957 (Xing, 2007).  In 1979, Chinese cinema sold a record-setting 

29.3 billion tickets, and the average daily rate of film admissions was 70 million (Ni, 

1994, p. 44). The average number of film output in the first half of the 1980s was about 

120 (Xing, 2007). By comparison, TV was introduced to China in 1958, but since few 

Chinese people could afford a television set, television was just a luxury product rather 

than a mass medium from the 1950s to the 1970s. During this time period, “only 925,000 

TV sets were made in China, a tiny figure compared to a population of 700 million at the 

time (now 1.2 billion)” (Huang, 1994, p. 217). The rarity of television limited its role as a 

potential mouthpiece of the CCP, so its impact can hardly be compared with those of film, 

newspaper or radio at the time. According to the famous literary critic Wu Liang, “At that 

time, television did not provide many entertainment programs, and had very few channels 
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and only provided news and political messages” (Wu, 2009).  Zhao and Guo (2005) also 

pointed out, “The first run from the birth of television in China in 1958, to the end of the 

Cultural Revolution in 1976, was the period where television enjoyed only a marginal 

existence as a simple political instrument, with little social and cultural impact” (p. 521).  

As China opened up to the world and economic liberalization, TV became 

popular among Chinese households in the 1980s and 1990s.  In 1987, China produced 

19.34 million television sets, becoming the largest manufacturer of television sets (Yin, 

2007). Although the TV industry rarely made entertainment programs and mainly 

functioned as a mouthpiece of the CCP before the 1980s, they began to produce more 

entertainment programs and dramas in the 1980s and 1990s.  According to Yin Hong, 

“within ten years from 1978 to 1987, China produced overall 5875 drama episodes, that 

is nearly 30 times that of the period 1958 to 1978. The dramatic increase of TV drama 

production posed a sharp contrast with the decline of Chinese movie-going from 1979 

onwards.  TV audiences were growing, and TV drama replaced film to become China's 

most popular audiovisual narrative form” (Yin, 2007). As a result of television’s 

popularity, Chinese cinema lost 5.2 billion moviegoers in 1984 (Tang, 2009). Suddenly 

Chinese people had far more entertainment choices than only films due to more money in 

their pockets, such as TV, karaoke and videocassettes. Hence, starting in the late 1980s, 

the Chinese film industry began to lose its ironclad grip over Chinese audiences, with 

film admissions tumbling from 21 billion in 1982 to 4.5 billion in 1992 (Rosen, 2002).    

The sudden decline of film admissions forced the state to reform the film industry 

through decentralization and marketization, which had already started in the early 1980s 

but was progressing slowly. The state reduced their subsidies, so film studios were forced 
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to become profit-making operations and gained some autonomy from the state. However, 

this big stride came about without a strong production sector or a mature commercial film 

culture to support a smooth transformation. Accompanying the state’s decentralization 

reforms, the industry’s economic downturn worsened, and the output and quality of 

Chinese films continued to decrease due to budget deficits.  From 1980 to 1984, the 

average annual output of the industry was 120 films. In 1984, the industry produced 140 

films; however, the number dropped to less than 100 in 1995. In 2001, the total number 

of Chinese films produced by all the film studios was only 88.   

In order to save the film exhibition sector and stimulate film consumption, the 

state allowed the reentry of Hollywood blockbusters into Chinese territory in 1994. The 

special effects and visual spectacle that had become the visual vernacular of the 

Hollywood blockbuster style soon effectively enticed Chinese audiences back to movie 

theatres. This was an audience that had been confined for too long to a narrow range of 

state-approved cultural goods, and that apparently longed for more diverse and 

sophisticated entertainment.  What the state did not expect was that Hollywood imports 

actually dealt a further blow to the economic crisis of the film studios, which were unable 

to produce high-quality commercial films to compete with Hollywood blockbusters for 

market share.  Even though Hollywood blockbusters successfully attracted audiences to 

movie theaters, they did not halt the decline in overall film admissions. The Chinese film 

market consequently shrank even further in the late 1990s, with almost all film studios 

reporting deficits in annual revenues (Zhang, 2004), and film output was less than 100 in 

1995 (Ouyang, 2008).  As Symonds observes, “by 1999, this number [of tickets sold] was 

less than 300 million, with box-office revenues holding around 810 million RMB. By 
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2003, the number had fallen drastically, with an average of 72.3 million tickets sold, a 

figure less than the daily average sold during the peak years” (Symonds, 2007).   During 

the industrial crisis of the 1990s, the state allowed film studios to sell their exclusive 

production licenses in order to keep themselves afloat and support their staff.  The film 

studios also rented studio facilities to individual Hong Kong and Taiwanese investors in 

order to raise capital for their daily operations.   

 The reentry of Hollywood blockbusters, together with television, dramatically 

changed China’s mediascape. Within five years of the inauguration of the policy of 

importing Hollywood blockbusters, the film industry was on the brink of collapse, as 

Hollywood blockbusters accounted for 80 percent of the total box office revenue in 1995.  

All of the film studios lost money, and the production crisis caused a sharp decline in 

film output.  In 1995, China imported seven Hollywood blockbusters, including The 

Fugitive, True Lies, Forrest Gump, The Lion King, and Speed, as well as Jackie Chan 

movies such as Rumble in the Bronx and Thunderbolt.  These seven American films 

released in 1995 represented a tiny fraction of the 269 films screened in Beijing, but 

accounted for an incredible 40 percent of the city’s box-office revenues of $11.4 million 

RMB.  Although a few domestic films such as Red Cherry, In the Heat of the Sun, 

Shanghai Triad, and Blush had unexpectedly good box-office receipts and shared top 10 

positions with the Hollywood blockbusters, more than 70 Chinese films that year never 

made to the theater in order to schedule main melody films and Hollywood blockbusters 

(Zhu, 2002). One of the main reasons for Hollywood blockbusters’ quick domination of 

the Chinese film market was that no high-quality Chinese commercial films available on 

the market could compete with Hollywood blockbusters.  Generally speaking, during the 

http://www.filmjournal.com/taxonomy/term/279
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1990s, the film industry mainly produced art films, main melody films, and entertainment 

films. Most of the art films, which often touched upon sensitive subjects or had been 

produced without the state’s permission, were banned by the state. The Fifth and Sixth 

Generation directors thus turned to international film festivals and overseas markets for 

distribution of their films, including The Days (1994), East Palace, West Palace (1998), 

To Live (1994), Farewell My Concubine (1993), and Blue Kite (1993). In particular, 

Farewell My Concubine (1993) was released in the U.S. in 1993 and grossed $5,216,888 

(“Farewell My Concubine,” 1993).   

At that time, most Chinese entertainment films were box-office flops due to 

limited production funds and filmmakers’ lack of knowledge of and experience in 

commercial film production; in other words, Chinese entertainment cinema at this point 

had no real history to fall back on. When the film industry was taken over in 1949, the 

human capital and the tacit knowledge that had gone into building what was at that point 

one of the great entertainment cinemas in the world were lost. The influx of ideas coming 

from other cinemas like Hollywood or Europe was also arrested. Without a doubt, when 

Chinese entertainment cinema was ‘turned loose’ in the 1980s, the quality of 

entertainment film was very poor because the art of commercial film production was 

barely known. If commercial cinema culture is the foundation of a self-sustained film 

industry, this pillar of the Chinese film industry had not yet been constructed, and with 

the centralized studios stuck in the old, bureaucratic ways of the past with command 

audiences that offered no alternative, Chinese filmmakers were at a loss. They lacked 

both the training and the aesthetic sense of commercial cinema, especially relative to 

Hollywood’s commercial narrative technique. All of the abovementioned elements along 
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with strict censorship doomed the whole film industry to years of painful downturns.  It is 

not unfair to conclude that flaws in the movie reform movement at this experimental 

stage failed to stop, and even may have accelerated, the decline of the film industry.  As 

production values and revenues dipped, so too did outside investment in Chinese 

commercial cinema. Under these conditions, many filmmakers opted to make propaganda 

films simply because they did not need to worry about finance or censorship, since the 

state funded such films.   

 The poor box-office returns of most Chinese films further impacted film 

production negatively for film studios; moreover, the bad reputation of Chinese films 

failed to attract private capital to film production. As the main producers of Chinese 

cinema, film studios’ long-term financial losses further highlighted the difference 

between Chinese films and Hollywood blockbusters in terms of capital, scale, and 

production values. When the Hollywood blockbuster Titanic (1997) was released in 

China in 1998, both the state and the film industry were particularly astonished by the 

power of Hollywood blockbusters. Titanic set the Chinese national box-office record of 

3.6 billion RMB (US $ 43.5), accounting for one-fourth of total national ticket sales in 

1998, droving that year’s attendance (over 300 million) and total number of movie 

screenings (3900) up to a historic high in China (Mao, 1999, p. 6).  The industry was 

confronted with the choice of either changing or dying.  Anxiety among Chinese 

filmmakers about the survival of Chinese cinema spread throughout the industry, 

especially after China and the United States signed a bilateral WTO agreement in 

November 1999, paving China's way into the World Trade Organization and providing 

increased access for U.S. exports across a broad range of commodities, as well as the 
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lowering of trade barriers (“Summary of U.S.-China,” 1999).  On December 11, 2001, 

China officially joined the WTO after 15 years of effort, signifying international 

acknowledgement of its integration with the world economy.  As a consequence of this 

official accession to the WTO, the import quota of Hollywood blockbusters increased to 

20.  This WTO commitment to increase the import quota of Hollywood films posed great 

challenges to the film industry.  

 To prepare for global competition after joining the WTO, as early as 1996 the 

state announced the policies of conglomeration and corporatization in the media sector in 

an effort to improve the competitiveness of Chinese media in global terms. Under this 

policy, media outlets should "in accordance with the requirements of the modern 

enterprise system, adopt the ideas of business groups, industrialization and 

internationalization. Steadily and firmly conducting enterprise reform, restructuring, and 

strengthening management” (Deng, 2007). The first conglomerate, the Guangzhou Daily 

Group, was established in 1996 in the press sector.  As a matter of fact, this process of 

conglomeration through mergers and acquisitions had already started in the late 1980s in 

some other industry sectors. By the early 1990s, there were many such business groups, 

and by 1995 the total assets of known business groups amounted to 1,120 billion yuan 

(Yusuf, Nabeshima & Perkins, 2006, p. 91).  However, due to the importance of media to 

the CCP and the influence of ideology and other factors, the conglomeration policy was 

not put into practice in the media sector until the mid-1990s (Deng, 2007).  On 

September 18, 1999, the SARFT and the Ministry of Information announced Document 

No. 82, titled “Notice about Further Administration of Broadcasting Cable Network,” 

which aimed to consolidate radio, television, and cable operations under one corporate 
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structure at the central and provincial levels, and to strengthen the vertical power of these 

corporations over municipal and county-level broadcasting operations (Zhao, 2004, p. 

194). The first (pilot) broadcasting conglomerate, the Wuxi Broadcasting & TV Group, 

was officially established in June 1999.  Under the new corporate structure, previously 

separate broadcasting operations—four radio channels and six over the air and cable 

television channels—were brought under one corporate structure (Zhao, 2004, p. 195).  

 As we can see, this conglomeration policy was first carried out in the press and 

broadcasting sectors, and then eventually reached the television and film sectors in the 

late 1990s. With the approval of the State Council, the highest executive organ of state 

power and administration, the first film group, The China Film Group Corporation, was 

announced in February 1999, but the planned mergers and internal restructuring took 

several years to complete. One big event that played a pivotal role in stimulating state 

action was the release of Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon in China in July 2000. This 

martial arts film was an international co-production involving American, Chinese, Hong 

Kong, and Taiwanese film companies, and was shot in China with Mandarin dialogue. 

Made on a US$17 million budget, Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon became a surprise 

international success, grossing $213.5 million worldwide. Its U.S. box-office record was 

$128 million, becoming the highest-grossing foreign-language film in American history. 

Although the film had a mixed reception in China and Hong Kong, its stunning global 

success at this crucial moment acted as a catalyst for the state to take the bold step of 

accelerate its reforms of the commercialization of the film industry. Crouching Tiger 

made the state see the power of popular film and awakened Chinese filmmakers to the 
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realization of the Chinese-language blockbuster’s market potential, and its feasibility as a 

strategy to compete against Hollywood blockbusters.  

Faced with Hollywood’s overwhelming cultural power, the state decided to 

strengthen the film production sector through conglomeration and corporatization 

policies. In November 2000, the SARFT announced that the formation of media 

conglomerates would be an important task for the party-state. Its clear ambition was to 

participate in international competition and get ready to compete with transnational 

media giants.  As a consequence, the film industry was incorporated into the large-scale 

movement of media mergers and acquisitions.   In addition to the CFGC, the Shanghai 

Film Group and the Chuangchun Film Group were established by 2002, three of which 

were based on the Beijing Film Studio, Shanghai Studio, and the Chuangchun Studios, 

respectively.  Later, other state-run movie groups were founded, including the Emei Film 

Group (2003), the Zhujiang Film Group (2008), and the West Movie Group (2009).  

Among media conglomerates, the CFGC rapidly became “a top player in the 

commercialization of the film industry” due to its advantageous location in Beijing and 

the steady stream of state support it received as a producer of one-party socialist 

propaganda. 

 On the surface, this state-engineered market consolidation was intended to 

improve competitiveness and the efficiency of Chinese media, and functioned as a 

survival strategy in the face of fierce competition after joining the WTO. What were the 

real motivations and purposes of the state in initiating this conglomeration policy? The 

relationship between the commercialization of Chinese media and democracy has drawn 

a great deal of scholarly attention; however, scholars have differed on the role of 
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commercialization and its impact on the state’s authoritarian control over the media.  

There are two contradictory theories on the nature of media reform.  One theory 

emphasizes that media reform weakened political control, while the other theory insists 

that media reform increased or did not change the degree of political control (Stockmann, 

2014; quoted in Zheng, 2014). For example, the mergers and acquisitions in the press and 

broadcasting sectors in the 1990s and 2000s have been well documented by scholars 

(Zhao 2004; Zheng 2014; Zhang 2011; Lee 2010), some have celebrated its potential role 

in promoting democracy (Lee Chin-chuan).  By comparison, Zhao Yuezhi argues that the 

Party-state modernizes its controlling mechanisms in order to continue its control over 

the media (Zhao 1998). She notes that the state has incorporated modern Western media 

management techniques in constructing the “media image of the state” after the June 

forth incident (Zhao, 2004, p. 181). For Zhao, conglomeration is another form of media 

control (Zhao, 2005). As she has observed, “The conglomerate, as a business 

organization form, became the state’s favored vehicle for achieving the optimal 

integration of political control and market efficiency in the media industries” (Zhao, 2004, 

p. 192).  Zhao’s research mainly focuses on the press and broadcasting sectors, while in 

the film sector, Yueh-yu Yeh and Darrell William Davis (2008) hold opinions similar to 

Zhao’s regarding the state’s continuing control over media industries. By analyzing the 

formation of the China Film Group and its monopoly on film distribution and exhibition, 

as well as co-productions, Yeh and Davis (2008) argue that the state utilizes 

marketization to consolidate its power over the film industry. However, they do not 

consider the CFGC’s monopoly in the context of the emergence of private film 

companies in the film industry, and more specifically how the state utilizes the process of 
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conglomeration to strengthen public ownership in the exhibition sector. Zhao’s 

observations on the process of conglomeration in the press and broadcasting sectors could 

serve as a guide to our analysis of structural changes in the film industry and the case 

study of the China Film Group Corporation, and will illustrate how the state adopted its 

new approach of encouraging the formation of conglomerates to strengthen its hegemonic 

control over the film industry and to secure its firm hold over the commercialized film 

industry.  

 

The microcosm of the China Film Group Corporation 

  Built around the core of the China Film Corporation, the China Film Group 

Corporation (CFGC) consolidated eight formerly separate film institutions into China’s 

most influential media conglomerate in February 1999: the Beijing Film Studio, the 

China Youth Film Studio, the China Film Co-production Corporation, the China Film 

Equipment Corporation, the China Movie Channel Production Center (CCTV-6), the 

Beijing Film Processing and Printing & Video Laboratory, and the Huayun Film & TV 

Compact Discs Company.  The formation of the CFGC exemplifies how the fragmented 

and less concentrated structure of the “four-level” socialist film studio system (central, 

autonomous regional, provincial, municipal and city) has changed in the early 21st 

century.  The reconstruction of the CFGC follows the transformation of many SOEs from 

"enterprises owned by the whole people" into corporations with corporate governance 

systems established in accordance with corporate law” (‘Developing Mixed Ownership 

Structure,’ 2014, p. 1). The conglomeration of the film studio system accordingly follows 

the state’s goals: “We must make our media conglomerates bigger and stronger in order 
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to meet the challenges of Western hegemony” (Lee, 2010, p. 29). The process of 

conglomeration in the film industry highlighted the pursuit of greater vertical and 

horizontal integration based on the assumption that doing so would help the state-owned 

studios to realize significant economies of scale and scope to meet the challenge of 

globalization.  These state-engineered mergers provided the state-owned film studios 

with the resources and advantages they needed to form a horizontal and vertical structure; 

in other words, film studios were becoming media conglomerates. This convergence 

prepared them to compete with global media giants; and more importantly, the state 

aimed to preserve the dominant position of state-owned film-studios, through which the 

state retained its hegemonic control over the industry and the market.  

 

Strengthening state ownership 

 Private film companies began to spring up after the state’s policy of single-film 

production license took effect, which granted private independent film companies the 

right to produce films in 2002. Accordingly, privately owned film production companies 

grew very quickly owing to their flexibility in management, supple production funds, and 

corporate governance, which no doubt threatened and challenged the dominant position 

of the state-owned film studios. For example, the Huayi Bros. developed into a media 

conglomerate from a small advertising company and launched its IPO in 2009.  Although 

private film companies have been allowed to expand, the state has nonetheless favored 

state-owned media companies. Instead of pursuing rapid privatization of film institutions, 

the state has concentrated and strengthened state ownership in the film sector through 

mergers and convergences. In particular, these mergers have guaranteed that the CFGC 
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would become a major player in an increasingly competitive global environment. This 

observation was evidenced by the fact that the state combined the most important film 

institutions and fixed assets into the CFGC, such as the Beijing Film Processing and 

Printing Lab.  Another film institution, the China Film Equipment Corporation, is the 

sole-authorized film equipment trading company affiliated directly with the SAFRT, the 

CFGC’s supervising authority, and was merged into the CFGC.  To keep up with 

developments on the technical end, the state granted the National Digital Production Base 

project to the CFGC.  The CFGC officially launched its ‘National Film Digital 

Production Center’ in July 2008.  With a total developed area of 150,000 square meters, 

the State Production Base of the China Film Group represents a total investment of nearly 

2 billion RMB, comparable to a kind of “DreamWorks” studio that focuses on film pre-

/post-production and that integrates filmmaking, audio recording, digital post-production, 

animation production, games production, equipment leasing, and optical disc production, 

etc. (Yu, 2009, p. 111).  The CFGC planned to raise 4.6 billion yuan ($740 million) in a 

listing on the Shanghai Stock Exchange in a bid to capture the booming demand for home 

entertainment and leisure in July 2015, but the IPO was postponed when China's stock 

markets encountered some difficulties. The CFGC is again planning an initial public 

offering on the Shanghai Stock Exchange in the latter half of 2016 (Brzeski, 2016).  

In addition to the abovementioned fixed assets, two state authorization agencies—

the China Film Import & Export Corporation (formerly the China Film Corporation) and 

the China Co-Production Corporation—became the CFGC’s subsidiaries, exercising 

control over market entry and international film exchanges on behalf of the Chinese 

government. In other words, the state supports the CFGC in becoming a gatekeeper of the 
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film industry by means of its institutional arrangement. The China Film Corporation was 

the sole government-authorized importer of foreign films for over 50 years, and this 

merger provided the CFGC with great cultural control and a lucrative revenue stream.  

Because Hollywood blockbusters are a major generator of revenue for movie theaters, the 

CFGC with this special privilege enjoys greater leverage than other film companies in 

terms of influencing and controlling exhibition.  In response to criticism of the CFGC’s 

monopoly on the import of foreign films, deregulation was put in place to give the China 

Film Corporation competition. On August 8, 2003, another authorized foreign film 

distributor, Huaxie Film Distribution Co., Ltd., was founded with state approved, 

dismantling the long-term monopoly of the China Film Corporation.  This was a great 

breakthrough with regard to film industry reforms, but the change was not as profound as 

it might have seemed on the surface, since this newly founded joint-stock company with 

private capital (and some theater chains) is still controlled by state-owned capital. The 

formula that determines the number of foreign films that the companies are allowed to 

import each year depends on the results of the previous year’s Chinese language film 

distribution, especially main melody films. In this way, the state still has a venue to 

distribute and exhibit Chinese main melody films. 

 In production, the state authorization agency—the China Film Co-Production 

Corporation (CFCC), which was established in Beijing in 1979 and charged by the 

SARFT to administer, coordinate, and service co-productions in China—also merged 

with the CFGC. It was the first threshold of all Sino-foreign co-production, which “serves 

as the exclusive agent for co-production.” It also acts as watchdog, censoring scripts and 

screening applications, and assigning suitable domestic studios for line production” (Yeh 
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and Davis, 2008, p. 46). When Hollywood blockbusters dominated the film market in the 

1990s, very few Chinese films achieved box-office success; co-productions thus became 

an important practice in the 1990s. As the manager of CFCC, Zhang Xun recalled the 

significance of co-productions at that time: “When Chinese films could not keep up with 

international film productions, broadening Chinese filmmakers’ horizons and learning 

from overseas filmmakers became a priority” (Liu, 2014).  The CFCC thus played a 

positive role in promoting co-productions with foreign, Hong Kong and Taiwanese 

filmmakers, providing Chinese filmmakers with opportunities to acquire advanced 

knowledge and experiences of international film practice.  The CFGC has produced or 

co-produced Chinese blockbusters such as Kung Fu Hustle (2004), Long River 7 (2004), 

The Promise (2005), The Warlords (2007), Red Cliff (2008), Forever Enthralled (2009), 

Confucius (2009), Mulan (2009), Flying Swords of Dragon Gate (2011), Shaolin (2011), 

and Black & White Episode 1: The Dawn of Assault (2014). 

In the new century, the state redefined film as soft power and harbored high 

expectations of film to improve its international profile. As the main player in increasing 

cultural exchanges between the Chinese film industry and foreign film industries, the 

CFCC’s role became proactive rather than reactive in its relationships with its foreign 

counterparts in the new millennium.  As Yeh and Davis comment, “All of these co-

production projects were handled by CFCC, ensuring the state’s paramount control, 

ranging from SARFT approvals, commercial registration, tax matters and even the Public 

Security Bureau’s involvement, especially if film shoots involve police or crime stories” 

(Yeh and Davis, 2008, p. 46). The CFGC functions as the Chinese government’s 

guardian of the film market (Cieply & Barboza, 2012); meanwhile, this role generates 
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some benefits for the CFGC.  As the CFCC’s subsidiary, the CFGC has inherent 

advantages when it comes to, for instance, Sino-foreign partnerships – which is why it 

signed the first such partnership in 2004 with Warner Brothers (“China Film Group, 

Hengdian,” 2004).  Yeh and Davis have argued that the CFGC’s advantageous position in 

co-productions helped enhance its market share, and in particular to secure its position as 

a leading producer of Hong Kong-China co-productions by creating a partnership through 

CEPA with Hong Kong filmmakers (Yeh & Davis, 2008). The CFGC has enjoyed an 

advantage in procuring the best projects with Hong Kong and foreign filmmakers; for 

example, CFGC was the major investor in John Woo’s Red Cliff, which grossed US $124 

million in Asia (Kung, 2009).  CFGC’s Chinese blockbusters account for over 50 % of 

the annual revenues for Chinese language cinema. Through collaborating with Hong 

Kong film companies, the CFGC also accessed and shared with Hong Kong filmmakers 

their financial resources, production experience, and box-office revenue.  

 Another big advantage that sets the CFGC apart from private film companies is 

that the state does not allow private capital to establish TV or radio stations (“PRC 

Television Broadcasting,” 2015). The state-controlled TV and film industries have 

operated separately in the past five decades’ both industries have their own educational 

institutions, like the Beijing Film Academy and the Communication University of China 

(formally known as the Beijing Broadcasting Institute). When television became popular 

in China, the film industry viewed it more as a menace than a boon.  During the 

economic downturn of the film industry in the late 1980s and 1990s, many movie stars 

and directors began to work for television stations on a contract basis, but these two 

industries were still administered separately under the SARFT.  As the economic 
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situation in the film industry continued to decline in the 1990s, the state initiated 

authorized horizontal integration between the TV industry and the film industry in order 

to support the ailing film industry through TV revenues.  This first started in August 1993, 

when the state-controlled Central Studio of Newsreel Production was authorized by the 

SARFT to become part of CCTV (China Central Television) and begin to produce news 

and documentary programs for television.  As the first and only nationwide movie 

channel, CCTV-6 was formally established in May 1994 and was aired in January 1996 

by the China Movie Channel Program Center (CMPC), an organization under the direct 

authority of SARFT.  CCTV-6 provided a free family theater for Chinese audiences and 

was constantly rated as one of China’s top three channels.  It provides a unique channel 

for promoting Chinese film culture and supporting the development of Chinese cinema 

by offering an alternative distribution outlet for film studios. CMPC possesses the 

exclusive long-term broadcasting rights to more than 95 percent of all Chinese films, and 

holds international rights over most of them (“A Global Ambassador for Chinese,” 2008). 

Between 1996 and 2001, CCTV-6 paid broadcast license fees to film studios totaling over 

3 billion RMB and aired over 9000 Chinese and foreign films (“Movie Channel Program 

Production”). During the wave of media conglomeration, CCTV-6 was merged into the 

CFGC. In 2004, its income from advertisement reached 7 billion RMB, and by the end of 

2006, CCTV-6 had as many as 8.52 billion viewers. In 2004, the CFGC started its pay 

TV channels---CHC Home Theater for the domestic audience (CHC) and the China 

Movie Channel (CMC) for North American audiences. In 2005, the CMC for Hong Kong 

audiences was established, and one year later, CMC-Action Film and CHC-HD were 

formally launched (Yu, 2009, p. 107). All of these channels are broadcast only in high-
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definition. The CHC home theater channel covered 31 provinces and regions across the 

country with about 50 million digital TV subscribers; the CHC Action Film channel 

covered 31 provinces and regions with about 45 million digital TV subscribers (Zheng & 

Wu, 2013, p. 43). The integration of the CFGC and CCTV-6 strengthened the 

significance of the CFGC, as this new distribution channel enabled the CFGC to collect 

even more revenue from its television programs. 

 

Mixed ownership, financial strategies, and market control  

With its mammoth size and political power, the CFGC quickly sought to leverage 

its institutional advantages to dominate the market through vertical integration, which 

efforts started with replacing the old distribution and exhibition system with the theatre 

circuit system.  As a consequence of the recognition of the importance of vertical 

structure, the government moved to encourage consolidation on December 18, 2001 by 

issuing a decree announcing that the new theater circuit had taken effect, forcing the 

formation of cross-regional partnerships among state or local government-owned theaters. 

This policy significantly changed the structure of the film industry, as film studios and 

distribution companies were now given much more flexibility in supplying their films to 

movie theaters across the country. Meanwhile, multiplex theaters became a key growth 

point in the exhibition sector, and the state encouraged private capital to invest in 

building these cinemas. The rules against foreign ownership in distribution and exhibition 

were left in place, but under the new system, foreign investors could build cinemas in 

China as long as their investment remained under 49% in any venture. The inflow of 

private and foreign capital immediately accelerated the development of new multiplex 
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theaters.  This mixed ownership has been encouraged from the beginning of ownership 

reform of the SOEs, the most popular approach to the shifting ownership in China being 

the creation of the so-called joint (shared) stock firm (Li, Lam, & Moy, 2005, p. 571).  

The state now further supports and emphasizes this mixed ownership. At the Third 

Plenary Session of the 18th Central Committee of the CPC, held in November 2013, the 

state announced that the country should “vigorously develop mixed-ownership” (Cao, 

2014). The Chinese economy introduced more private capital to government assets by 

diversifying the shareholding structure of state-owned enterprises.  In the case of the 

CFGC, mixed ownership is a financial strategy for raising capital to realize its vertical 

integration, growing its market share, and increasing multiplex expansion.  The CFGC 

has developed its theater chains and multiplex expansion through partnerships and joint 

ventures with private capital and foreign investors.  

Under the state’s direct control, the CFGC took advantage of the theater circuit 

policy to participate in several big theater chains, thereby becoming a significant player 

in the exhibition sector through a bigger market share.  The Cinema Film Investment Co., 

Ltd., established in May 2007, is a fully funded subsidiary of the China Film Group 

Corporation and is responsible for theater development, investment, construction, and 

management. As the largest state-owned media conglomerate, the CFGC has grand 

ambitions to control not only the northern part of the Chinese domestic film market, but 

also the southern part. This has not only enlarged their market share, but also 

strengthened its monopoly over the entire domestic film market. The CFGC currently 

controls 4 theater chains—the China Film Stellar Theater Circuit, the China Film Digital 

Theater Circuit, the China Film Nanfang Theater Circuit, and the Hannan Lanhai Theater 
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Circuit.  In addition, the CFGC participates in a joint venture with four theater chains—

the Beijing New Film Association, the Liaoning China Film Beifang Cinema Circuit, the 

Jiangsu East Cinema, and the Sichuan Pacific Ocean Cinema. In particular, the China 

Film Stellar Theater Circuit is always listed as one of the top three theater chains, co-

owned by the privately owned Stellar Media Corporation but controlled by the CFGC. 

The Stellar Theater Chain has 283 theaters and over 1751 screens across 31 provinces 

and regions in the country in 2014. Given this scope, the Stellar Theater Chain has 

become the country’s second-largest theater chain, enjoying a reputation for having the 

best movie theaters and the best locations, which accounts for its growth: its annual box-

office revenue grew in 2002 from 50 million RMB to 24.47 billion RMB in 2014 

(Easland, 2014). In 2004, the CFGC expanded into South China’s Pearl River Delta by 

creating the Nanfang Theatre Chain in partnership with the Guangdong Province Film 

Distribution Corporation, which controlled most of the southeastern Chinese film market. 

This theater circuit eventually came to be controlled by the CFGC, which held 56% of the 

stock in 2007 (Liu, 2009, p. 76).  The CFGC collaborated with the Shougang Steel Group 

to create the China Film Group Digital Cinema Line Co., LTD, pouring 8 billion into 

digital cinema theater construction in 2007.  By 2013, there were 46 theatre chains in 

China, consisting of about 2800 theaters and 17600 screens (Liu, 2013).  In 2013, the 

total box-office revenue of these 8 theater chains reached 68 billion RMB, accounting for 

31.2% of overall box office (Easland, 2014). 

 Each year, the China Film Group produces more than 30 feature films, 400 TV 

dramas, and 100 television movies. In 2007, the CFGC produced 54 films and distributed 

120 films, and took in 10.1 billion yuan at the box-office, which accounted for 81% of 
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total box-office revenues for the year (Li, 2008). Seventeen of the top 20 Chinese 

language box-office hits were distributed by the CFGC, and they may well have played 

on screens in its theatre chains (its films played at 42.9% of theatre chains nationwide) 

(Li, 2008), for a gross of over 10 billion. The government-sponsored Economic 

Newspaper and Guangming Newspaper selected the CFGC for their list of The Best 30 

Cultural Enterprises Nationwide in 2008, 2013, and 2014 (Li, 2008; CFGC official web). 

On January 20, 2009, Han Sanping, the former studio executive of the Beijing Film 

Studio and chairman of the CFGC, was named by China Central Television (CCTV) as 

one of “2008 CCTV China Economic Persons of the Year,” and was the only film 

industry personality on a list that included mostly other big businessmen and world-

renowned economists (Li, 2009). He has been forthright about the CFGC’s ambition to 

lead the film industry: 

First of all, the CFGC will make an effort to own 40%-50% of the domestic 

market share and use that to leverage its influence and leadership in the Chinese 

movie industry. Every year we will try to make 5-8 excellent films of the kind that 

journalists, critics and audiences anticipate and favor. Secondly, in the next five 

years, we will build 300 cinemas. Thirdly, we will attract more talent and do our 

best to propel the developments of the movie industry in technology, film 

production and market. Meanwhile, the CFGC will take the lead in improving 

production values as part of our responsibility as a state-owned film enterprise, 

creating an industry wide production standard of continuous improvement. (“Han 

Sanping: Zuo Zhongguo,” 2008).  
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The China Film Group includes 15 wholly state-funded subsidiaries and one 

movie channel, and holds shares in 34 additional companies (Frater, 2011).  China Film 

reported a 2013 revenue of $677 million, largely the same as 2012 but a significant 

increase from 2011’s $510 million. In 2012, it reported $88.7 million in profit, a 9 

percent increase from 2011. In 2013, however, profits fell 24 percent to $67.7 million 

(Brown, 2014). When American institutional historian William G. Ray (1999) analyzed 

the rise of large corporations in the 19th and 20th centuries in America, he proposed a 

social logic based on an institutional arrangement involving power and an active role of 

the state, rather than an economic logic based on efficiency, to explain the success of 

large corporations such as James Duke’s American Tobacco Company. Jerome 

Christensen summarizes Ray’s argument as follows: “The success of particular 

corporations in specific industries depended on both the contingent mix of actors (the 

state, entrepreneurs, financiers, legislators, judges) involved and the material and political 

opportunities available for exploitation” (Christensen, 2006, p. 19).  In China’s case, the 

state is the key actor. Through institutional arrangements and political advantages, the 

state-facilitated CFGC assumed a dominant position in the film industry in the new 

millennium.  Since the CFGC is both backed by the state and has successfully 

maneuvered to be given material priority, it has become the largest and most influential 

state-owned film enterprise in China. The clear intent here is to monopolize the film 

industry, or at least accrue an overwhelming market share that ensures its control of the 

industry; by contrast, private film companies can’t own any important film institutions or 

assets without the state’s approval. The majority of China’s private film companies are 

http://www.ibtimes.com/reporters/eric-brown
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content to be production companies, limiting the expansion of their business territories 

within the boundaries set by the state’s movie policy.  

 

Cultural obligations of CFGC: Promoting commercial main-melody films and state 

policies 

In return for state support, the CFGC has two overriding obligations: to champion 

one-party socialism and to disseminate the state’s ideological positions through its film 

products.  However, the ways in which propaganda films have been made have had to 

change in the new entertainment sphere, and as a result the film industry generated a 

hybrid that I would call the commercial main-melody film.  The Fifth Generation film 

director Yin Li contrasts propaganda films of past decades with the commercial main-

melody film Zhang Side (2004), which he directed for the CGFC: “In the past, main 

melody films always focused on themes. Those films are very conceptual and full of 

revolutionary slogans and empty banners, thus alienating the audience.  But if the film is 

about to demonstrate universal morality and humanization, it must be technically perfect 

and have a well-told story. In this way, it can be said that the film met the entertainment 

needs of the audiences” (my translation. “Zhang Side Won Three,” 2006). The state has 

apparently conceded these formal issues to the power of emergent popular culture and the 

broad accessibility of commercial cinema, so the strategy of the state is to follow the 

commercial film mode of production in making main melody films. Hence, in the 2000s 

the CFGC began hiring experienced Fifth Generation film directors, young directors, well 

known novelists as screenwriters, and big stars to create a new kind of main melody film. 

By comparison, most main melody films in China had previously been produced by the 
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August First Film Studio, which was devoted to socialist propaganda films and directed 

by Communist-educated and dedicated directors of the Third and Fourth Generations.   

Some of the commercial main melody films have as budgets as large as those of Chinese 

blockbusters; for example, City of Life and Death (2009), which deals with the Nanking 

Massacre and its aftermath during the Second Sino-Japanese War, cost around 80 million 

yuan (around US$12 million) to make and became a box office success, earning 150 

million yuan (approximately US$20 million) at the domestic box office. Moreover, visual 

effects have become part of the main melody picture vernacular. For example, The Knot’s 

6-minute digital long take at the beginning of the film shocked Hollywood director Oliver 

Stone when he saw the movie.  Director Yin Li made 8 shots that contain unique scenes 

of Taiwan: traditional Taiwanese drama, Taiwanese puppet shows, local marriage 

etiquette, street peddlers, KMT soldiers, Taipei architecture and so on. These 8 shots 

were taken separately but combined into one continuous long take by digital technology 

(Gao, 2014, p. 542).   

As a result of the growing cultural exchanges between China and global 

commercial culture and marketization, Chinese commercial films posed a challenge to 

dominant socialist culture.  To make main melody films more popular with and 

acceptable to Chinese audiences, the state eventually chose to follow the Hollywood 

commercial mode of production in making main melody films. As Williams points out, 

“At any one time, the dominant mode is a conscious selection and organization. At least 

in its fully formed state, it is conscious” (Williams, 1991, p. 418). Jiang Zemin, the ex-

president of the CCP who openly praised Hollywood’s ability to represent mainstream 

values, joined by officials of SARFT in realizing that Hollywood mainstream films are 
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actually a good model for Chinese propaganda filmmaking.  In fact, Saving Private Ryan 

(1998) is often cited in Chinese film circles as a typical Hollywood propaganda film in 

that it openly promotes American values and patriotism. The CFGC has made several war 

films in recent years that imitate the style of Saving Private Ryan, achieving handsome 

box-office receipts and much better circulation and acceptability among Chinese 

audiences than the old socialist propaganda films of previous decades. These films got a 

lot of support from the CFGC’s theater chains, as the old system that used group-ticket 

distribution or administrative command for propaganda film consumption had been 

discontinued.  These films include The Knot (dir. Yin Li, 1998), Zhang Side (Yin Li, 

2004), The Tokyo Trail (dir. Gao Qunshu, 2006), City of Life and Death (dir. Lu Chuan, 

2009), Tian An Men (dir. Ye Daying, 2009), Xin Kang Ding Qing Ge (dir. Jiang Ping, 

2010), Deng En Ming's Childhood (dirs. Jiang Ping & Li Zuonan, 2011), Beginning of 

The Great Revival (dirs. Han Sanping & Huang Jianxin, 2012), and The Hundred 

Regiments Offensive (dirs. Ning Haiqiang & Zhang Yuzhong, 2015).  

The Knot was particularly well received by young audiences and film critics. The 

film achieved Best Film in the Beijing Student Film Festival and five other awards, 

including Best Film in the Golden Rooster Awards (voted by film critics), the Shanghai 

International Film Festival, the Huabiao Award (granted by the government) and the 

Hundred Flowers Awards (voted by the public).  The Knot was a co-production between 

China, Taiwan and Hong Kong, and used stars from all three regions. Moreover, the film 

became the first to use a Chinese company for its expensive digital effects, grossing over 

33 million at the box office, and its box-office revenue topped the Hollywood 

blockbusters Miami Vice and World Trade Center, released in the period. The 

http://www.imdb.com/Sections/Awards/Golden_Rooster_Awards/
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government submitted The Knot as its entry in the Oscar best foreign film category. Its 

story begins in the present day when a young woman (played by Hong Kong starlet 

Isabella Leong), pesters her old aunt, a painter in New York, for details regarding her 

apparently mysterious uncle. Their conversation leads into the main story, told in 

flashback, which begins in Taipei in the 1940s. It is the story of Qiushui (young star Chen 

Kun), a young English tutor who falls in love with Wang Biyun (Taiwanese starlet 

Vivian Hsu), who is the daughter of a rich dentist. Sadly, the amorous couple is separated 

when the government starts hunting down suspected left-wing activists, forcing Qiushui 

to flee to the mainland, where he becomes a military doctor in Tibet.  The film uses an 

individual life story full of romantic love and melodrama to move the audience with a 

message about the Chinese nation.    

Zhang Side is a black-and-white biopic about the life and death of a well-known 

soldier stationed in the Communist base camp in Yan’an during World War II. The 

premiere was held on the sixtieth anniversary of Mao Zedong’s famous “Serve the People” 

speech, given three days after Zhang’s death, which honored the soldier as a symbol of 

self-sacrifice and devotion to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and the Revolution. 

Mao’s speech and the slogan “Serve the People” both acquired canonical status after the 

founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, and the film makes use of 

this status. The film received several important awards in the Changchun Film Festival, 

the Government’s Huabiao Awards and Best Screenplay in the Golden Rooster Awards. 

Likewise, The Tokyo Trail was well received by audiences and garnered many awards 

from China’s premier film award festivals, including the Changchun Film Festival, the 

Huabiao Film Awards and the Golden Rooster Awards.  City of Life and Death recounts 

http://www.imdb.com/Sections/Awards/Golden_Rooster_Awards/
http://www.imdb.com/Sections/Awards/Golden_Rooster_Awards/
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the Battle of Nanjing and the Nanking Massacre during the Second Sino-Japanese War 

through the experiences of a Chinese soldier and a Japanese soldier to reveal the cruelty 

of war and its destruction of humanity.  The film had a saturated release in China on Aril 

22, 2009, with over 1400 prints distributed to theatre chains nationwide. Typical for 

mergers of blockbusters and melody films, it was made for 80 million yuan (US $ 12 

million) by the CFGC; its first week’s box-office receipts were 65 million yuan. The film 

featured an international cast of Chinese and Japanese actors, including Gao Yuanyuan, 

Liu Ye, Hideo Nakaizumi, and Ryu Kohata. Filmed in entirely black and white, the film 

presents some spectacular battle scenes of the Second Sino-Japanese War. Within 10 

days, it grossed 100 million yuan. To put this in perspective, this figure is close to John 

Woo’s Red Cliff’s first weekend box-office earnings. The film completely follows the 

operation of a commercial film production, and John Woo’s name even appears in the 

film credits as a production supervisor.  Derek Elley of Variety states “at times semi-

impressionistic, at others gut-wrenchingly up close and personal, Nanjing massacre 

chronicle City of Life and Death lives up to hype and expectations” (Elley, 2009).  

Maggie Lee of The Hollywood Reporter states the film is “Potently cinematic and full of 

personal stylistic bravura” (Lee, 2009).    

To celebrate the 60th anniversary of the revolution and National Day, the CFGC 

produced two major propaganda pictures: The Founding of A Republic (dir. Han Sanping 

and Huang Jianxin, 2009) and Tiananmen Square (dir. Ye Dajing, 2009). These two films 

were directed by Fifth Generation film directors Yin Li and Ye Daying, respectively, and 

both films were designed as star vehicles. In particular, The Founding of A Republic was 

the most concentrated assembly of Chinese stars in the history of Chinese cinema, and it 
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drew a lot of media attention. This star strategy aimed to build media buzz among 

potential moviegoers and fans.  Although the CFGC spent 30 million RMB (US $ 4.4 

million) to make The Founding of A Republic, the film featured many superstars from 

mainland China and Hong Kong, including Zhang Ziyi, Jiang Wen, Zhang Guoli, Chen 

Daoming, Leon Lai, and Donnie Yen. Many of these top stars only have one scene or one 

line in the film and offered to perform for free of charge. It was the first propaganda film 

with Hong Kong stars, and some famous directors also got involved in the film as actors, 

including Chen Kaige and Feng Xiaogang. In Hong Kong, the film took in a surprising 

$700,000 in its first five days (Elley, 2009), while in mainland China, it took in 334 

million yuan ($49 million) in its first 20 days, and eventually grossed 420 million yuan 

(US$ 65 million). This historical film retells the tale of the CCP’s ascendancy and 

triumph during the Civil War through a love story, successfully attracting young 

audiences who enjoyed watching their favorite stars on the screen.  

The China Film Group and the state’s strategies for promoting a commercial 

mode of production as a vehicle for carrying propaganda have been quite successful. The 

commercial and critical successes of the abovementioned commercial propaganda films 

have encouraged the CFGC to continue this production strategy; in 2011, the CFGC and 

Han Sanping made a companion piece to The Founding of A Republic, Beginning of the 

Great Revival (called “The Founding of the Party” in China) to celebrate the 90th 

anniversary of the Chinese Communist Party.  The film depicts the formation of the 

Chinese Communist Party from the fall of the Qing Dynasty in 1911 to the Party's 

creation in 1921, employing split-screen and digital effects. With the same star strategy, 

this film also assembled superstars from China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, including Yun-

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000334/?ref_=tt_cl_t2
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Fat Chow, John Woo, Daniel Wu, Andy Lau, Simon Yam, Fan Bingbing, Zhang Zhen, 

and Zhou Xun.  It cost 12 million yuan to make and grossed 412 million (US $58 million) 

at the box office.  However, even though the movie opened on almost all of the country’s 

6,200 screens (Yang, 2011), this film’s box-office performance was not as good as that of 

The Founding of a Republic, and a lot of ticket sales actually came from group purchases.  

Government offices and schools bought tickets in bulk and organized viewing trips in the 

middle of the workday, and there were also officially sanctioned movie review contests, 

presentations of paintings inspired by the film and group singing of classic Communist 

songs at cinemas (Yang, 2011). Although those abovementioned commercial propaganda 

films achieved good box-office results, some other main melody films still depended on 

group ticket sales. The performance of future commercial propaganda films still needs to 

be tested by the market and by audiences. The CFGC also needs to balance the tension 

between making a profit and fulfilling its duty as the state’s flagship media conglomerate.  

The CFGC also plays a key role in carrying out the state’s movie policy; for 

example, in the new millennium the state changed its attitude towards young talent and 

underground film directors.  In a national film meeting in Beijing in January 2007, the 

SARFT announced a financial plan for young film directors that signaled the state’s 

inclination to co-opt oppositional culture into the state system. According to this policy, 

the state provides financial resources to directors under 45 years old who have shown 

creative potential and achieved a certain level of accomplishment in film production. The 

purpose, according to the state, is to build a favorable environment for young talents and 

encourage them to make high-quality films. Well known underground film directors such 

as Jia Zhangke and Ning Hao became the first group of beneficiaries of this policy. Ning 

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000334/?ref_=tt_cl_t2
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Hao’s Crazy Racer (2009) was selected as the first film to receive financial aid and 

subsidies through this policy (“Qingnian Daoyan Yinglai Meihao,” 2013).  In addition to 

providing grants totaling 500,000 yuan, the state also lifted censorship on the young 

directors’ screenplay and distribution.  Through this project, the state expected and 

encouraged young directors and underground filmmakers to make high-quality films 

within the state production system.    

As the premier state-owned film enterprise, the CFGC quickly responded to the 

state’s new policy and launched the “CFGC Young Director Film Production Projects” in 

September 2007 to support the low-budget films of young directors, screenwriters, and 

producers. The CFGC invited co-financing from private entertainment groups, including 

Hong Kong’s Emperor Group, Hong Kong’s Media Asia, Sony-Columbia, and South 

Korea’s CJ entertainment, as well as Myspace China Co., etc. (Yang, 2007).  According 

to Han Sanping, the project supports a young talent through a three-stage plan. First, the 

filmmaker can make a digital or television film with a budget of around 600,000 yuan, 

which will be distributed via television broadcast methods. Second, the CFGC invests 2 

to 3 million yuan for a digital film project, with a guarantee of eventual distribution in 

digital movie theaters. Depending on how the first two projects go, the CFGC will 

proceed to invest 5-8 million yuan for a film project (Li Yang 2007).  In 2008, the light 

comedy Set Off (dir. Liu Jiang) became the first ‘Young Director’ film. This film’s 

production cost was only 3 million yuan, but took in around 6 million yuan at the box 

office. Other low-budget films the CFGC produced included Duel for Love (dir. Zhang 

Ting, 2009) and Red Strawberry (dir. Yang Jiang, 2011).  This “Young Director” project 

displayed the CFGC’s ambition to diversify their products, build a reputation at home and 
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abroad, and foster and attract young talent. The state recognized that the film market 

could not survive purely on big-budget pictures, since there must be a healthy medium- 

and low-budget mainstream film market as well (“Young Directors Got Financial,” 2007).  

The CFGC produces 10-15 films every year that are specifically designated as “writer 

films” and mainstream art films, which means that they are made by young filmmakers 

on low budgets (approximately 5-8 million yuan) and with minimal special effects. They 

are meant to depict the lives of contemporary Chinese people from an innovative angle 

within a neo-realist tradition. 

 

Conclusion 

The Chinese film industry’s recent revival was conditional upon the state’s 

willingness to tear up its old system and begin anew.  After removing the influence of 

Hollywood in the 1950s, then restarting cultural exchange with the U.S. in the mid-1990s, 

and then actively following cultural practice models of western entertainment industries 

in the 2000s, it is clear that the state has learned to adjust its role in the cultural 

production field within the global system.  In its rapid development from a propaganda 

apparatus to a commercial film industry, the socialist film studio system has been 

transformed into a set of corporations that produce standardized mass culture.  The 

emergent commercial film production has gradually developed into a dominant mode of 

production in the mid-2000s film industry.  What distinguishes China’s newborn 

capitalist film industry from western capitalist culture industries is that it is operating not 

completely based on market mechanisms, but has special characteristics originating from 

a residual socialist culture and mentality.  The structural changes in the industry don’t 
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simply signify some liberalization by the state, which shows no intention of giving up its 

control of the film industry.  The state obviously took certain cues from infrastructural 

reform in large state-owned enterprises in other industries, one of which was to involve 

private and foreign capital, but without losing its dominance over the business.  In 

addition, the state has learned from its capitalist counterpart, Hollywood, about how to 

institute media concentration while privatizing and commercializing the three sectors of 

film industry.  Rules are in place to ensure that private and foreign actors won’t take over 

the top position of the state-owned film enterprise in the economic structure.  The China 

Film Group Corporation and its monopoly in the film industry is a result of governmental 

policy.  The CFGC has become a gatekeeper of the market and a guarantor of the 

government ideology.  However, the CFGC is faced with the dilemma of making 

commercially viable melody films in addition to making commercial films, since they 

have the double mandate of optimizing market share and providing a vehicle for the 

state’s socialist ideology. In addition, the state-owned media conglomerates still suffer 

the problems of inefficiency and inflexibility.  In the case of the China Film Group, its 

revenues were 43 billion RMB in 2013.  Even though its monopoly status is barely 

challenged by other film companies, and its revenue grew for the past three consecutive 

years, its net profit shows a downward trend, and its net profit of 2013 was 23.2% lower 

than previous year (Jiang, 2014). With the further development and commercialization of 

the film industry, private film enterprises also sprang up. The competition between state-

owned film enterprises and private film enterprises has increased. Although the 

development of private film enterprises in the three sectors are limited by the state’s 

movie policies, they are no doubt playing a more active role.  It is a challenge for the 
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China Film Group to maintain its monopoly in the domestic film market. How does the 

China Film Group maintain its dominant role in the industry? It remains to be seen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



130 
 

Chapter Three 

The malling of the movies: the rise of multiplexes in urban China 

 

Introduction 

The policy of media conglomeration in the state-owned film studio system 

encouraged the development of a vertically integrated corporate structure. As a 

consequence, state-owned media conglomerates were eager to develop the ownership or 

control of distributors and exhibition. To facilitate the formation of the vertical 

integration of exhibition with production and distribution as well as modernize the film 

exhibition sector, the state has also enacted film exhibition deregulation plans; 

consequently, China has experienced one of the greatest theater-building booms in its 

history.  This surge is the direct result of the state’s deregulation policies on cinema 

investment, announced in 2003, which allowed state-owned and non-state-owned 

enterprises or individual investors to invest in and transform cinemas (Xu, 2003).  As a 

consequence, the film exhibition sector has attracted significant investment, generating a 

cinema-building frenzy. Then, the multiplex emerged in the early 2000s. Cinemas in 

China began to undergo fundamental changes, moving away from the single-screen 

model to the multiplex theater, a phenomenon that is expanding rapidly in both major 

metropolitan cities and second and third-tier cities. This cinema transformation can also 

be attributed to the introduction of shopping malls into China in the early 2000s as a retail 

innovation (Wang, Zhang, and Wang, 2006, p.20).  That most multiplexes in China are 

housed in shopping malls is an outcome of the collaboration between commercial real 

estate developers and movie exhibitors.  The Dalian Wanda Group was one of the earliest 

real estate companies to build multiplex cinemas in its shopping malls in 2004.  Its 
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acquisition of AMC Entertainment for $2.6 billion in 2012 marked China’s largest 

acquisition of a U.S. company, and created the largest theater chain in the world (Voigt, 

2012).  The purchase signified above all the increasing strength and economic scale of 

the movie exhibition sector in the wake of China’s 2002 inauguration of a new 

distribution and exhibition system: the so-called ‘theater circuit system’ (yuan xian zhi), a 

strong sign of its deeper movie industry reforms.  The state, therefore, used film 

exhibition reform to roil stagnant movie reforms, putting the film exhibition sector at the 

forefront of China’s adoption of worldwide film practices and the most dynamic aspect of 

industrial transformation.   

The proliferation of the multiplex and the subsequent film consumption boom 

provide the lenses through which to examine the state’s new strategies in media 

liberalization as well as the country’s social, cultural, and consumption changes.  The 

emergence of the multiplex is thus an integral part of the larger economic, social, and 

cultural developments (such as the advent of commercial real estate, urbanization, and 

rising consumerism) that occurred in China after it joined the World Trade Organization 

(WTO).  The story of the Chinese multiplex also offers unique insight into China’s ‘soft 

power’ initiative in the cultural sector and its ambitions for the Chinese film industry.  As 

the country’s economic growth model turns toward domestic consumption and moves 

away from investment and import/export business models in the new millennium, the 

film industry has become one of China’s new growth engines.  As such, China’s 

entertainment and leisure industries have had to converge with the international trend of 

satisfying the needs of an exploding middle class longing to participate in metropolitan 

modernity and consumerism.  In particular, the state’s deregulation policies on cinema 



132 
 

can be understood as a continuation of its leisure consumption policy of the mid-1990s 

and as a concrete action of converting cultural capital into economic capital (Wang, 

2001).  As Jing Wang (2001) observes: 

The government rediscovery of culture as a site, where new ruling technologies 

can be deployed and converted simultaneously into economic capital, constitutes 

one of its most innovative strategies of statecraft since the founding of the 

People’s Republic. This proves that all crises have only perfected the state 

machine instead of smashing it ‒ parodying Marx and remembering 4 June 1989. 

(p.72) 

In the new millennium, the development of the multiplex in China is a state-led 

nationalized project of ‘controlled commodification’, a concept defined by Kokkeong 

Wong (2001) “as a situation in which the state constitutes the most determining influence 

over media operating as a commercial, profit-driven institution in a market economy” 

(p.17).  Wong (2001) posits this theory of controlled commodification to explicate the 

existential contradiction in Singapore's export-oriented development policy and state-

controlled mass media and its culture within the material context of global capitalism 

(p.17).  China’s one political party, and the contradictions within its economic, political, 

and cultural policies, as well as its strict control of mass media, all render this theory 

useful and applicable.  Generally, commodification refers to processes that reduce social 

relations to an exchange relation (as quoted in Weber and Liu, 2007).  The technique that 

the Chinese state uses to recreate the social alliance between film and politics in the 

context of global capitalism is closer to Wong’s theory of controlled commodification.  

Similar to Singapore, the Chinese state plays a determining role in managing the 
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commercialization of the film industry and negotiates the social relations between 

cultural regulation, citizen’s public life, and human behavior through the project of film 

exhibition transformation.  

This chapter raises a number of questions.  What were the changes in structure 

and practices within the exhibition sector? What were the state’s strategies to stimulate 

the transformation of film exhibition sector? Why has the state supported the 

development of the multiplex?  How did the advent of the multiplex significantly alter 

cinema-going space?  And, finally, how does this improved cinema space relate to 

people’s public lives?  Informed by political theorist Michael Walzer (1986) and the 

work of Michel Foucault (1967/2008), this chapter suggests that cinema-going space in 

China has been transformed from a ‘single-minded’ to an ‘open-minded but highly 

controlled space’(Walzer 1986).   I argue that the special characteristics of the multiplex 

became a favorable urban project for the Chinese state to promote consumption and 

display its modernity in the midst of the country’s transition to capitalism.  In this sense, 

Foucault’s heterotopia provides a useful tool for analyzing the state’s preference to 

develop new public spaces such as shopping malls and multiplexes as outcomes of a new 

national urban development policy.  In particular, this chapter considers the multiplex a 

‘utopian Panopticon’ (Johnson, 2006, p. 84).  The multiplex in China also demonstrates 

similar characteristics to those described by Ravenscroft, Chua, and Wee (2001), who 

argue that “the cinema takes the form of a heterotopia, or compensatory world (Foucault, 

1986a), in which people may experience ‘freedom’ within socially constructed and 

maintained boundaries” (p.217).   
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This chapter examines the multiplex phenomenon in relation to the role of the 

state, distribution and exhibition reforms, and the rise of new public spaces in China.  

This study provides evidence that the phenomenal growth of the multiplex does, indeed, 

drive the Chinese film industry towards deeper marketization and commercialization.  As 

Charles R. Acland (2000) has pointed out regarding the critical function of film 

exhibition, “It is important to understand the way that film exhibition, as an industrial and 

cultural endeavor, is invested in a project of stabilization, of making audiences and 

making (or imagining) them as readable, predictable, and knowable” (p.357).  In the 

Chinese context, the film exhibition reforms in the 2000s may also be considered an 

industrial and cultural endeavor on the part of both the Chinese state and the film industry, 

collaborating to rebuild the heterotopic cinematic world—a highly regulated space into 

which Chinese people can escape from daily lives fraught with stress, social inequality, 

and anxiety due to China’s rapid economic development and social transitions.   

 

The socialist film distribution and exhibition system 

Before the new theater chain distribution system was inaugurated in the 2000s, 

China’s old film distribution and exhibition system had operated for over 50 years.  It 

followed the Soviet model and was based on administrative regions. This multilayer 

distribution system within the administrative regional limitations resulted in inefficiency 

and low productivity in film distribution and financial return as well as in local 

protectionism due to ineffective administrative management.  All 16 of the state-owned 

film studios produced films under the aegis of the Chinese government’s production 

quota and plans for each year.  The government provided funding to the studios for their 
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film productions and for covering ‘overhead’ costs (Ni, 1994).  The China Film 

Corporation (CFC), the sole national film distributor assigned by the government, bought 

all of the films produced by the 16 film studios for a flat fee 900,000 RMB (Ni, 1994, 

p.45).  Then, the CFC distributed films to its local divisions at different levels in the 

Chinese administrative framework; the local divisions took charge of distributing the 

films to theaters and collecting box-office receipts.  Within this planned economic 

infrastructure were many distribution companies at various levels—from the central 

government and provincial governments, to city, town, and village governments (Feng, 

2004, p. 22).  This distribution system was beneficial to the distribution and exhibition 

sector, but not to the film studios.  Clearly, under the command economy system the three 

sectors of production, distribution, and exhibition of the film industry were disconnected 

not only from the market, but also from each other.  

This socialist-planned distribution and exhibition system combined both 

government functions and enterprise management.  It is fair to say that the infrastructure 

of the film industry at that time fulfilled its mission as a propaganda machine under the 

command economy system, not only securing the dissemination of socialist ideologies in 

the form of film, but also controlling the regular operations of the film industry.  This 

infrastructure also quite effectively achieved and guaranteed the status of ‘film’ as a 

leading entertainment medium for the Chinese people and a mouthpiece of the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) under the prevailing political constraints.  In 1984, the film 

industry was defined by the state as an autonomous, self-managed, self-developed, and 

self-financing enterprise (Ni, 1994, p.47). After the state stopped providing funds for film 

studios, and the film industry began to decentralize, this self-contained film production 
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system no longer functioned properly or held various forces in equilibrium.  The conflicts 

of interest among the three sectors stood out.  Due to the special nature and function of 

film for the CCP, the state’s reform measures were limited to small repairs, such as price 

adjustments of movie tickets and film prints—in a sharp contrast to its bold measures on 

other state-owned industries.  The bigger change occurred in 1993, one year after the 14th 

National Congress of the Communist Party of China in October 1992.  The Congress 

endorsed Deng’s call for “accelerating reform and opening-up,” and adopted his theory of 

“socialist market economy” as the guideline for restructuring China’s economy (Vohra, 

1994, p. 47).  This economic liberalization policy impacted the movie industry so that the 

state granted film studios the right to distribute their films directly to provincial and 

municipal distribution companies without having to go through the China Film 

Corporation.  However, there were still many barriers and obstacles among the three 

sectors.  The conflicts between provincial and municipal distribution companies during 

this time stood out, activated by the availability of limited numbers of films and bidding 

wars over the price of Hollywood imports. As a result, the film market again plunged into 

a messy dilemma, with each provincial and municipal distribution company acting 

independently (Tang, 2009, p.5).  It was not until the new millennium that administrative 

barriers in the production, distribution, and exhibition sectors shook up significantly, due 

to the implementation of a new theater chain system. 

 

New theater chains, film supply, and the market structure 

 

The big transition took place on 18 December 2001, when the state announced 

that the old centralized distribution system would be discarded and that the new theater 
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chains would formally be in operation by June 2002 (Shen, 2005, p.221).  The new 

theater circuit system intended to change the mode of film supply and circulation under 

the command economy.  According to the state’s official definition, theater chains should 

be established based on capital or content supply (Zhang, 2003, p.15).  In contrast to 

theater chains in Western countries, China’s theater chains had various forms of 

ownership during the industrial transition.  Ownership could be formed by an alliance 

among movie theaters, a film distributor and movie theaters, or a film producer and 

movie theaters using signed contracts to unify the theater chain’s brand, movie release 

schedule, and management.  The state also allowed theater chains to be established 

beyond the administrative regions’ boundaries (Zhang, 2003, p.15).  

This new distribution system was obviously a top-down reform implemented 

through forced administrative measures, rather than through market functions.  According 

to the state’s regulation policy, cinema exhibitors must obtain film prints from the theater 

chain company with which they affiliate and pay management fees of 2% to 5% (Fan, 

2012, p.16).  If a cinema does not belong to theater chain, it has no way to directly obtain 

a film print from film distributors.  From this arrangement, theater chain companies 

functioned as intermediaries between film distributors and exhibitors.  In addition, the 

state made use of Hollywood blockbusters to force movie theaters to take action; the state 

would stop supplying imported Hollywood blockbusters if cinemas, especially in major 

cities such as Beijing, Tianjin, and Guangzhou, did not join a theater chain company by 

the end of June 2002(Shen, 2005, p.222).  This was an effective tactic because 

Hollywood blockbusters were the major box-office generators for cinemas.  With these 

mandatory measures, 36 theater chains formed, with a combined total of 1,188 theaters, 
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and screen numbers reached 2,396 by 2004 (Shen, 2005, p. 222).  By 2013, China had 

4,582 cinema complexes and 18,195 screens (Frater, 2014).   

In terms of capital resources and corporate structure, there are mainly two 

business models in China’s theater chains: the chain store and the joint venture.  Wanda 

Cinema Circuit is an example of the chain store; that is, Dalian Wanda Group has 

ownership of all its cinemas and has achieved a unified management control, brand, and 

release schedule (Liu, 2009, p. 63).  The joint venture, such as the Shanghai United 

Circuit, involves state-owned film distribution companies that cooperate with local 

cinema exhibitors or with privately owned cinema investors through a signed contract.  

This model’s flexible contract between a theater chain company and contracted movie 

theaters has potential problems if the theater chain company cannot maintain firm control 

over its contracted movie theaters, especially with regard to film release schedules and 

management.  After the theater chains began to operate, a production company was able 

to distribute its films through any theater chain and was no longer confined by 

administrative regions.  The theater chain system introduced a degree of competition into 

the exhibition sector; the barriers between producers, distributors, and exhibitors were 

lifted; the rigid administrative hierarchies were broken down; and the circulation of films 

was extended and accelerated. 

In the early stages of the new theater chain system, the government was a major 

investor in that almost all of the theater chains were formed from existing state-owned or 

local government–owned distribution companies and cinemas.  After the government 

allowed private capital to invest in building modern cinemas in 2003, privately owned 

theater chains and privately financed multiplexes sprang up and became an important 
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force in the exhibition sector due to their strong capital and flexible management.  In 

particular, Wanda Cinema Circuit’s success quickly convinced private investors to enter 

the film exhibition industry, prompting the multiplex boom.  These private investors 

either created theater chains and invested in multiplexes independently or collaborated 

with existing theater chains or state-owned film companies to build multiplexes.   

Although privately owned theater chains thus became an important force in the 

market, the state’s policies favor the state-owned media conglomerates that have a 

competitive advantage in achieving vertical integration with the state’s support and 

resources.  This strategy conforms to the Chinese government’s goal to promote a 

socialist market economy in which public ownership plays a dominant role and diverse 

forms of ownership develop side by side (Wu, 2005, p.178).  Thus, the state maintains 

control over the media sector by supporting public ownership of media outlets. With the 

government’s support, theater chains owned or controlled by state-owned media 

conglomerates expanded rapidly in the market.  The best example is China Film Group 

Corporation (CFGC).  Under the state’s direct control, the CFGC took advantage of 

mergers caused by the theater chain policy to aggressively invest in several big theater 

chains, thereby controlling the exhibition outlets through a bigger market share.  The 

China Film Stellar Theater Chain is a subdivision of the CFGC.  This theater chain is co-

owned by the privately owned Stellar Media Corporation but controlled by the CFGC.  

As the largest state-owned media conglomerate, the CFGC has grand ambitions to control 

not only the northern part of the domestic film market, but also the market of the southern 

part of China.  To achieve this goal, the CFGC collaborated with Guangdong Film 

Distribution Company, which controlled most of the southeastern film market in China, 
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to create the China Film South Cinema Circuit.  This theater circuit eventually came to be 

controlled by the CFGC, which held 56% of the stock in 2007(Liu, 2009, p.76).   

By 2013, the five largest domestic theater chains—the Wanda Cinema Line, the 

China Film Stellar Theater Chain, the Shanghai United Circuit, the China Film South 

Cinema Circuit, and the New Film Association—dominated the exhibition sector. Other 

than Wanda, the rest of the largest theater chains are controlled by state-owned media 

conglomerates.  The total box-office revenue of these five largest circuits was 2.33 billion 

yuan, accounting for 58% of the market share in 2008; the remaining 42% of the market 

share was held mainly by midsize and small theater chains that specialize in operating 

movie theaters in small and medium-sized cities (Liu, 2009, p.64).  From 2010 to 2012, 

these five theater chains still retained dominance in the market, although a few privately-

owned theater chains such as Dadi’s Digital Cinema climbed into the list of top 10 theater 

chains by box-office revenue (Liu and Han, 2013, p.120). 

The theater chain policy successfully stimulated multiplex investments.  After the 

Chinese government sanctioned theater chains, they were dedicated to increasing their 

movie screens by building new multiplexes. The rapid growth of multiplexes and screens 

has become a significant engine of movie sales, with every increase in movie screens 

boosting audience admissions and box-office receipts.  The numbers of cinemas and 

screens are significant as theatrical exhibition continued to be the main driver of revenue 

in the film industry, accounting for 81% of total industry income in 2012 (Jiang, 2013).  

As shown in Table 1, the number of multiplex cinemas increased threefold, the number of 

screens increased sixfold, and box-office revenue more than 10-fold between 2002 and 

2013 (Peng, 2012).  Gary Edgerton (2002) has described the multiplex in 1980s America 
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as “a major stimulant, enabling a handful of chains to grow gradually at first, then 

meteorically over the subsequent two decades” (p.155).  China’s multiplex boom has had 

a similar effect.  Since 2002, the number of theater chains has grown from 36 in 2004 to 

46 in 2012 (Liu, 2013).  

Table 1 

 

The development of theater circuits and screens in China between 2002 and 2013 

 

Year  theater 

chains  

cinemas  screens  New 

cinemas  

New 

screens  

Box-office 

revenue (in 

million 

RMB)  

2002  35  872  1581  ——  ——  950  

2003  32  1045  1923  173  342  1100  

2004  33  1188  2396  143  443  1520  

2005  36  1243  2668  55  272  2046  

2006  33  1326  3034  182  366  2620  

2007  34  1427  3527  102  493  3327  

2008  34  1545  4097  118  570  4341  

2009  37  1680  4723  142  626  6206  

2010  38  1993  6256  313  1533  10172  

2011  39  2796  9286  803  3030  13115  

2012  46 3680  13118 880  3832 17073 

2013  46 4682  18195  —— 6077 21500 

Source: From “The reforms and development of China’s theater chains” by Kan Peng, 

2012. Accessed 9 January 2014, from Entgroup website: 

http://column.entgroup.cn/14548.shtml 

 

The theater chains have effectively invigorated efforts toward collaboration 

among the production, distribution, and exhibition sectors, thereby revitalizing the film 

industry.  Within 10 years, the economic scale of Chinese film exhibition has seen 
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phenomenal growth.  According to data, attendance in urban theaters increased from 

73.03 million in 2005 to 472 million in 2012 (Liu and Han, 2013, p.113).  With the 

growing number of movie screens, film distributors have the opportunity to achieve very 

broad releases for their big-budget pictures.  For example, the film The Founding of a 

Republic (2009) was released on 1,450 screens across the country (Fu, 2009, p.509).  

Most other big-budget Chinese blockbusters have used ‘wide release’ as a distribution 

pattern and relied on first-week box-office performance.  There is no doubt that theater 

chains and the multiplex boom helped enlarge the film industry’s overall scale of 

modernization and commercialization. Meanwhile, the prosperity of the multiplex 

became an important contributing factor to foster a wide-release strategy for blockbuster 

practice, and the increasing film output in the film industry in the 2000s.  

 

Location strategies, real estate investors, and the shopping mall model 

 

By the 1980s, the multiplex became a mainstream film exhibition venue in the 

cinema industry in the United States (Meissner, 2012).   Multiplexing is the practice of 

housing two or more screens under one roof, thus maximizing audience size, while 

essentially paying the building and management overhead costs, employee salaries, and 

other fixed costs for only one structure (Edgerton, 2002, p.158).  According to 

Ravenscroft et al. (2001), this form of structure:   

Enables exhibitors to spread risks, since they can manage their total portfolio of 

screens to ensure that a poor performance at one screen can be offset by good 

performances at the others, instead of having to adhere to a fixed movie schedule, 

as was formerly the case. (p.218)  
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King Sturge has claimed that the development of the Cineplex “presents a more attractive 

film-going environment, and through multi-screening, has made popular films more 

readily accessible to the masses” (as quoted in Ravenscroft, Chua, and Wee, 2001, p.216).  

Justin Smith (2005) offered a similar perspective: “Multiplexes represent a new self-

consciousness on the part of the cinematic exhibition sector which has sought to reinvent 

the cinema experience for the consumer in the context of a range of competing retail and 

leisure experiences” (p.251).   

The trend of siting multiplexes in shopping malls started in the West and spread 

along with general mall culture (Athique and Hill, 2007).  The marriage of shopping 

malls and cinemas was described as “a major revolution in distribution” (Kowinski, 1983, 

p.55) when it appeared in the U.S.  ‘Mall culture’ hit China in the 2000s; and, according 

to Ralph Jennings (2006), “Today, about 200 malls with an anchor store, a food court, 

entertainment, and parking operate in China. More and more are on the way as Chinese 

consumers begin to show mall-rat tendencies.”  As reported in the 2012 Development 

Report on Cooperation between China Shopping Malls and Chain Brands, the findings 

from a study conducted by CCFA and Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Ltd., China had 2,812 

shopping malls with a construction area of 177 million square meters by the end of 2011 

(Li, 2013).   

The state’s decision to develop modern multiplex theaters demonstrates its 

determination to integrate the local film industry into the international film community, 

embrace the global commercial culture, and diversify the people’s public and cultural life.  

As a significant component of the shopping mall, which “offer[s] a favorable climate, a 

high potential for social interaction, a perceived freedom from safety concerns, and a 



144 
 

large selection of consumable goods and experiences” (Bloch, Ridgway, and Dawson, 

1994, p.23), multiplexes provide Chinese people with new movie-going experiences.  

Going to a film is no longer the sole reason for Chinese people to visit a cinema in the 

shopping mall.  Movie-going, shopping, eating, sports, and other leisure activities can be 

realized within the shopping mall, which has become a so-called a “one-stop shop for all 

needs,” delivering “integrated recreation and leisure consumption” (Li, 2011, p.28).  Like 

large, enclosed shopping malls in North America, shopping malls in China also are 

becoming “a premier habitat for consumers” (Bloch, Ridgway, and Dawson, 1994, p.24).  

The development of the mall multiplex is based on China’s tiered city system, 

which is characterized by cities’ economies of scale and population size.  Beijing, 

Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen comprise the first tier. Most multiplexes target first-

tier cities, then move into second-tier and third-tier cities (Han, 2009, p.288-291).  Most 

second-tier cities are municipalities or provincial capitals.  The multiplexes built in China 

are concentrated in first-tier and some second-tier cities, which are currently the major 

contributors to Chinese box-office revenues, accounting for 66% of box-office revenues 

in 2012 (Jiang, 2013).  Great disparities exist between second- and third-tier cities and 

large cities in terms of cinema exhibition facilities, viewing conditions, film resources, 

and audience attitudes toward film consumption (Entgroup, 2009, p.50).  Multiplexes for 

second-and third-tier cities have yet to be fully developed, although some theater chains 

have started to build them.   

Locally, cinema construction patterns are emerging out of cities’ major 

commercial shopping areas through district shopping areas and into residential 

community areas (Han, 2009, p.297-298).  Commercial shopping areas and business 
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districts with a concentrated flow of people, capital, information, and logistics in large 

cities are the most popular locations for multiplex investors.  Their consumer targets and 

local characteristics are similar to those of film consumption.  Commercial districts and 

shopping malls are often located in proximity to convenient public transportation.  

Although residential properties in larger cities have experienced a trend toward 

suburbanization, suburban entertainment sites are not very well equipped.  Cinema’s 

development in China has not followed the suburbanization trend of its Western 

counterparts.  Cities are still the cultural hot spots, and downtown areas of cities are the 

center of consumption, leisure, and cultural activities.  The mall multiplex in China is 

often located on the highest floor of a high-rise shopping mall, an area believed to have 

the least commercial value in the mall.  This floor strategy not only helps increase the 

commercial value of that floor, but also keeps consumers in the mall longer.  It also 

broadens the flow of attendees and creates loyal consumers, in turn, enhancing attendance 

numbers for the cinema in the mall (Li, 2011, p.30).   

But mall multiplex development in China cannot succeed without real estate 

developers’ financial support. Similar to America’s cinema construction boom in the 

1980s, which was not entirely controlled by the exhibition sector but instead by shopping 

center developers (Guback, 1987, p.69), China’s cinema boom is not completely 

controlled by the exhibition sector; real estate developers have played a significant role.  

It is no overstatement to say that real estate entrepreneurs and shopping mall developers 

have become the most important financial resources for China’s cinema transformation 

and multiplex construction (Han, 2009, p.284).  For example, the success and rapid rise 

of the Wanda Cinema Circuit in the cinema exhibition industry prompted other real estate 
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developers to follow its lead (Bao, 2008, p.479).  They took advantage of these new 

opportunities by either investing in multiplexes or collaborating with local film exhibitors 

to renovate old cinemas.  In most cases, the exhibitor reserves a space in a shopping mall 

in which to build the multiplex cinema.  Both sides work together to determine the 

cinema’s interior design, decoration, seating, number of screens, and market positioning 

with respect to the location, population, consumption potential, transportation, and per 

capita disposable income of the area surrounding the shopping mall and new cinema.  

The exhibitor pays a fixed base rental fee or a certain percentage of the net box-office 

receipts to the shopping mall developer (Li, 2011, p.33).  Originally, the rental period 

would last 20 years, but this period was reduced to 10–12 years by 2011 (Li, 2011, p.33).  

The long-term rental deal caused both parties to become closely intertwined.  Other than 

real estate developers as the most important financial resource, investment capital in 

cinema building also comes from state-owned media conglomerates like the China Film 

Group, the government special fund, national banks, foreign capital, and Hong Kong 

capital (Han, 2009, p.282).   

The main driving forces behind the new shopping malls and the multiplexes are 

urbanization and consumerism.  According to China Daily:  

Urbanization is one of the structural adjustments aimed at reducing China's 

reliance on external demand. China's rate of urbanization lags behind other 

countries with similar levels of income. Including the 140 million rural migrants 

living in the city without an urban hukou [city residency card], China has 46 

percent of its population living in cities, whereas the world average is above 50 

percent. (Yao, 2009)  
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Rapid urbanization has greatly increased domestic consumption and stimulated economic 

growth in China.  The state will extend this policy to boost domestic consumption in the 

economy (Wang and Stanway, 2013).  According to Edwards and Lim (2013), “The 

government hopes 60 percent of the population of almost 1.4 billion will be urban 

residents by 2020 and will build homes, roads, hospitals and schools for them.”  As China 

undergoes economic growth and urban development, Chinese people are getting richer, 

and a middle class is emerging.  According to an analysis of official government statistics 

by the China Market Research Group, “The average disposable income of urban Chinese 

households rose to around $3,000 per capita in 2010.  That means a typical family of 

three earns around $9,000 a year” (Censky, 2012).  When real gross domestic product 

(GDP) per capita reaches $1,000, a nation’s structure of consumption will change.  At 

this stage, the rate of residents’ entertainment consumption rises. When real GDP per 

capita reaches a $1,500–$3,000 range, cultural and entertainment consumption enters a 

stage of rapid growth (Li, 2011, p.28).  By 2030, EIU expects there will be around 169.55 

million Chinese households with incomes over US$ 50,000, up from around 2.76 million 

households in 2012(Shopping Malls in China, 2014, p.4).  Increases in disposable income 

and developing entertainment needs make the advent of the multiplex an appropriate 

occurrence in the 2000s, both for shopping mall developers and for consumers seeking 

new consumption patterns and sites.  In examining changing leisure time, space, and 

consumption in China from the 1980s to the 2000s, Kevin Latham (2007) argued that 

China’s leisure activities have undergone a massive transformation—from being 

collectively oriented in Mao’s era to being individual-and family-oriented in the post-

Mao era (p.236).  Latham noted, “There was greater commercialization and 
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commodification of leisure time and space” (p.239). He goes on to claim that this was 

because “people’s leisure pastimes have themselves been commercialized and 

commoditized.  So, this has not only changed the relationship between the consumer and 

goods or services, it has transformed the space of consumption” (p.235).   

 

The multiplex as a cinematic heterotopia 

 

The multiplex provides an illuminating context in which to examine how the 

space of film consumption has been transformed and commoditized in contemporary 

China.  Michael Walzer’s (1986) concepts of “single-minded” space and “open-minded” 

space are particularly instructive in understanding the transformation and 

commodification of cinema-going space in China.  Walzer (1986) has classified urban 

space in two categories: “single-minded,” which fulfills a single function, and “open-

minded,” which means designed for a variety of uses in which every citizen participates 

and tolerates others who share the space with them (p.321).   Before the 2000s, most of 

the cinemas in China were single-screened freestanding movie houses with a big 

auditorium holding 1,000 to 2,000 seats and were located in downtown areas of cities 

with easy access to mass transit. Old cinemas did not offer extra space or other leisure 

activities as a way of encouraging patrons to enjoy a longer stay [Image 1& 2].  As such, 

the old cinemas were “single-minded spaces and designed by planners who have only 

movie-going in mind for single-minded citizens who often hurry to the movie and home 

again” (Walzer, 1986, p.321).  Because of many factors—such as television, home video 

technology, and pirated DVDs—going to movies was no longer the top entertainment 

choice for Chinese people in the late 1980s and 1990s.  More importantly, the old 
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cinemas in most Chinese cities were built in the 1950s and 1960s, and were dilapidated 

and poorly equipped (Mao, 2003, p.183).  Of the more than 7,000 cinemas nationwide, 

fewer than 200 screens had a Dolby digital sound system (Mao, 2003, p.190).  As Jiang 

Wei, the general manager of Broadway Cinema, pointed out in an interview in 2004: 

The economic downturn of the Chinese film market has been closely related to 

poor facility and projection technologies in movie theaters. Old cinemas’ 

environment and service were no better than lying comfortably at home to watch 

pirated discs. So, the cinemas were not attractive enough for moviegoers to come 

to cinemas, and that is why theatrical film consumption will inevitably go 

downhill. (as quoted in Fang, 2004, p.23)   

 It is evident that the old cinemas’ antiquated facilities, “single-minded space” design, and 

shortage of screens could not meet the entertainment needs of 1.3 billion people. 

However, due to their prime real estate locations downtown, those old cinemas still had 

investment potential.  To encourage exhibitors to renovate their facilities, the state 

offered low-interest loans and allocated a special governmental fund for exhibitors 

willing to remodel their single-screen auditorium into a duplex or triplex (“Approaches of 

the National Film Special Funds,” 2004).  However, some exhibitors were still short of 

the money necessary to independently upgrade their cinemas and were thus in need of 

outside funding to finish their renovation projects.   

The marriage of shopping mall and multiplex changed movie theaters’ single-

function site for moviegoing.  Meanwhile, many multiplex cinemas in China have 

attempted to offer other leisure activities within the space of cinema to encourage 

moviegoers’ participation and keep them entertained.  For example, the Beijing UME 
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Cineplex incorporates a bar, bookstore, and gaming area to attract moviegoers to linger 

and to encourage loyalty [Image 3& 4].  Some neighborhood multiplexes in residential 

areas are also built as “open-minded” spaces, providing moviegoers with multiple 

entertainment activities.  For instance, the Hong Kong–based Broadway Circuit opened 

art-house theaters called Broadway Cinematheque in Hong Kong and Beijing in 

residential districts.  These two multiplexes also include a bookstore, cafe, and DVD 

store [Image 5]. Similarly, in 2007, Beijing-based real estate developer Antaeus Group 

promoted the concept of the so-called “1+X mode of cinema,” with “1” meaning a 

cinema and “X” meaning stores attached to the cinema and leisure activities being set up 

within the cinema [Image 6,7,8].  What this type of cinema promotes is a “1 + X film 

lifestyle” that provides young people a comfortable place for film watching, dating, and 

hanging out (Zhang, 2006).  This real estate developer opened its first “1+ cinema” on the 

fourth floor of Shanghai’s Bailian Zhonghuan Commerce Plaza. Later, the Antaeus 

Group built more “1+ cinemas” in Beijing, Shanghai, Changchun, Chengdu, and Tibet 

(Li, 2007).   Each of these cinemas includes a coffee shop, bookstore, and DVD store as 

well as added services such as movies on demand and simulation video games. These 

entertainment perks and concierge services allow them to offer moviegoers more 

entertainment activities than regular multiplexes, ideally converting them into loyal 

patrons.  

The above-mentioned examples demonstrate that the constructed environments in 

the multiplex cinemas have become multi-functionalized and commoditized.  The 

multiplex and its “open-mindedness” have effectively retained audiences longer than old 

cinemas and reinvigorated Chinese people’s interest in movie-going as a major 
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entertainment activity.  On a par with international standards, most multiplexes in China 

are outfitted with comfortable seating, three-dimensional (3-D) screens, digital sound 

systems, sufficient lighting, and popcorn imported from the United States.  As a staff 

member working in a multiplex cinema in Shengzhou city pointed out in an interview, “A 

lot of our customers were in their 50s or older and have not seen a movie on a big screen 

in 10 or 20 years.  They realized things have changed a lot” (Pierson, 2011).  These 

enhanced viewing conditions in the multiplexes have encouraged and effectively 

compelled Chinese customers to leave their homes and go to the movies. 

The commodification and “open-mindedness” of cinema-going space in the 

multiplex reinforce cinema as a “heterotopia,” a term coined by Michael Foucault in his 

1967 work Other Spaces (Des espaces autres).  According to Foucault (1967/2008), 

There are also, probably in every culture, in every civilization, real places.…. 

which are something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in 

which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are 

simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted. Places of this kind are 

outside of all places, even though it may be possible to indicate their location in 

reality. Because these places are absolutely different from all the sites that they 

reflect and speak about, I shall call them, by way of contrast to utopias, 

heterotopias. (p.17) 

In these non-hegemonic conditions, spaces become compensational heterotopia, 

physically and mentally (p.21).  For Foucault, utopias are sites with no real place, 

whereas heterotopias are real places in our society (p.17).  Foucault designated the mirror 

as a perfect example of a “mixed, joint experience”: a utopia and, at the same time, a 
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heterotopia, where a sort of “counteraction” on the world that we are, is exerted (p.17).  

Like a mirror, the multiplex is heterotopic, a real place, but one that also leads us into the 

utopian world, a “placeless place,” in which moving images provide a space of the 

illusion of everyday life disrupted from the time and place of our real world.  With regard 

to the relation between heterotopia and power, Peter Johnson (2006) has suggested, 

“Although Foucault describes heterotopia as ‘actually existing utopia,’ the conception is 

not tied to a space that promotes any promise, any hope or any primary form of resistance 

or liberation” (p.84).  The multiplex as heterotopia not only offers utopian moments—and 

thus discontinuation of our real spatial and temporal positions—but also eventually 

disrupts that utopia when we step out of the movie theater.  However, the utopian 

moments in the multiplex offer limited freedom and are under the cinema’s control 

[Image 9 & 10]. As Acland (2003) puts it: 

The cinematic sphere, contrarily, it would appear, offers the opportunity to 

glimpse the orderly and servile nature of a population. The policing of ushers, the 

presence of security cameras, the regiment of scheduling, and the overt appeals to 

decorum in film trailers (feet off the seat in front, no talking, no cell phone, and 

pagers off, etc.) are indices of the intense interest in encouraging civility and 

reducing the prospects for impromptu interventions (and economically 

unproductive) interventions. (p.231)  

Similarly, Ravenscroft et al. (2001) commented on the Singapore Cineplex, in which 

“cinema assumes the role of heterotopia, offering simultaneously a site of freedom, but 

one that is bounded by, and subservient to, the overarching structure of society” (p.229).  

They go on to suggest:  
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Such sites are, thus, an integral element in exercising coercion upon the body, as a 

calculated manipulation of its elements, gestures and behavior. In encouraging 

people to use such spaces, Foucault thus shows how they are effectively drawn 

into the disciplinary “web.” (p.225)   

In other words, the space of the cinema is not a site that allows one to enact Bakhtin’s 

utopian version of “carnivalesque”—a behavioral paradigm that opposes official order 

and ideology.  Rather, the multiplex functions more like a “utopian Panopticon” (Johnson, 

2006, p.84), where moviegoers may enjoy a utopian relaxation while agreeing to be 

disciplined within the space.  

Both shopping mall and the multiplex exhibit Foucault’s third principle of the 

heterotopia, which is the capability of “juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, 

several sites that are in themselves incompatible” (Foucault, 1967, p.19).  The 

commodification of the modern multiplex exhibits these characteristics in an even more 

obvious way.  Both the multiplex and the shopping mall are real places, and juxtapose 

different spaces and different sites. Both sites also exhibit the relational aspect of 

heterotopic sites, as Johnson (2006) has suggested: 

For Foucault, the heterotopian site par excellence provides a passage to and 

through other heterotopias: brothels, colonies, gardens and so on. Foucault seems 

to be suggesting a relational aspect of these spaces; they form relationships both 

within the site and between sites. (p.80)   

It is the heterotopian nature of the multiplex and the shopping mall that make them 

welcome and favorable urban projects in which the state can develop new public spaces 

and regulate people’s public lives and behavior—as compared to other public spaces, 
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such as squares, streets, and parks, where bear potential threats to the social order due to 

their greater capacity for unpredictable and spontaneous behavior and activities.  

Although this “loss of true public space” in the shopping mall has become an 

international phenomenon and part of an ongoing debate (Gaubatz, 2008, p.78), it no 

doubt caters to the state’s needs for new forms of public space and control in the post-

socialist era.  The governance techniques the state now uses to develop new public spaces 

and promote leisure culture are commodification and consumerism.  Wang (2001) has 

examined the rise of government-constructed discourse on leisure culture and 

consumerism in the mid-1990s in urban China, arguing that the promotion of leisure 

culture and consumerism is a well-calculated state policy, through which the state took 

over the discursive power from Chinese elites to use it selectively for its own ends (p.72).  

By analyzing leisure culture campaigns in Beijing in the mid-1990s, Wang (2001) noted, 

“The party-state attempted to appropriate leisure culture officially into its ideological 

agenda and to give a facelift to the party’s age-old discourse of socialist spiritual 

civilization” (p.78).  According to Wang (2001), the state’s major policies of 

materializing leisure culture and consumption “were implemented to level consumption 

capacities, to increase the incentives of industries to invest, and to whet the appetite of 

the public to spend” (p.75).  The shopping mall and the multiplex can be understood as 

integral to the state’s continuous effort toward “building the material base of mass 

consumption” (Wang, 2001, p.76).  

Some scholars have argued that the state’s consumption strategy works as “a 

social palliative, enabling the Party to retain control despite the ideological void left after 

the demise of Maoism” (as quoted in Latham 2002, p.217).  However, Kevin Latham 
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addresses a counter-argument and contends that even though the notion of consumption 

as a social palliative has some force, “it fails to provide an adequate explanation of Party 

legitimacy in the post-Mao period” (Latham, 2002, p.229).  He goes on to assert that it is 

the notion of transition in the local rhetoric plays an important role in maintaining the 

CCP’s hegemonic legitimacy and power (Latham, 2002, p.230). He warns of the negative 

effects of consumption brought about by the CCP, particularly using the increasing 

growth of global media consumption in China as an example to demonstrate that it 

actually threatens the government’s “mouthpiece” model of media production.  However, 

Latham did not see the CCP’s changes in governance strategies and commodification of 

Chinese culture.  For example, film as a cog in the propaganda machine was redefined as 

a culture industry and tool of soft power in the early 2000s.  Moreover, consumption has 

been legitimized as the nation’s growth strategy as China entered the 21st century.  In 

December 2004, the Chinese government announced its intention to transition away from 

growth driven by investment and a global trade surplus, toward growth more dependent 

on domestic consumption (Lardy, 2006).  This consumption model has been incorporated 

into the “rhetorics of transition.”  For the state, modernized movie theaters not only serve 

as an image of Chinese modernity, but may also convey a positive signal to the world as 

Fishman (2002) observes: 

A democratic polity needs what the philosopher Michael Walzer has called 

“open-minded spaces,” places where a wide variety of people can coexist, places 

where a wide variety of functions encourage unexpected activities, places whose 

multiple possibilities lead naturally to the communication that makes democracy 

possible. (p.9)   
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Conclusion 

 

The year 2002 can be marked as the most important year for the Chinese film 

industry, which had been in a severe economic downturn for over 10 years.  It was in 

2002, at the 16th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, that the state 

redefined the film industry as a profit-making cultural industry (Liu, 2010).  Film, once 

the most important propaganda machine of the CCP, was re-envisioned by the 

government as an instrument of the nation’s soft power, and an important engine of the 

cultural economy.  Since then, the film industry has undergone a period of rapid growth.   

The government’s conceptual changes in film authorized and accelerated the 

industry transformation from a socialist propaganda machine to a profit-seeking entity, 

much like the Frankfurt model of the cultural industry, which is characterized by mass 

consumption and standardized commercial film production (Adorno and Horkheimer, 

1993).  This deeper level of commercialization of the film industry can also be read as the 

state’s proactive measure to respond to globalization, and the possible consequences of 

the “loss of culture” (Tomlinson, 1991).  Faced with Hollywood’s cultural threat, the 

Chinese state has begun to build a stronger film industry through a reform project, and to 

retain its hegemony through the re-imagination of culture.  Having recognized the power 

of popular culture—and aspiring to become a strong competitor with Hollywood, and to 

create a national image through global cultural exports—the state selected the movie 

exhibition sector as a vanguard to keep up with international standard film practices, and 

to modernize the cinema-going space for film consumption, thereby accelerating the 

commercialization of the film industry.  
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The state-authorized development of the new format of film consumption sites 

has satisfied the state’s multiple needs as an authoritarian but responsible government. 

The multiplex’s unique characteristic of blurring the distinction between private and 

public space has become an ideal venue in which the government may regulate public 

behavior and promote consumerism.  As Broudehoux (2004) has observed:  

The centrality of consumption to the contemporary urban experience has resulted 

in the neglect of other aspects of city life in urban governance, including the role 

of the city as a home, a place for self – and collective – representation, and a 

public sphere where local politics are debated. Concerned with the creation of a 

‘favorable business climate’ and pressured to maintain a positive image to attract 

economic development, many urban governments have adopted a host of new 

measures for the control and regulation of human behavior. (p.5)   

The multiplex and shopping malls as significant parts of the national urban development 

project in the aestheticization of China’s urban landscape not only sell an image of 

Chinese modernity, but also have become a new measure to control and regulate human 

behavior. Meanwhile, the modernization of cinema-going space in the mall multiplex has 

also functioned as a demonstration of the state’s effective response to the Chinese 

people’s expectation to gain access to new forms of consumption and leisure, as well as 

the local film industry’s call for a deeper commercialization.   

China’s consumerism arrived later than its Western counterparts.  Its unique path 

to modernity and a consumer society, as well as the state’s existing political economic 

framework, made the government determined to take advantage of the ‘rhetoric of 

affluence’ to serve its hegemony.  The multiplex as a modern space for film consumption 
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became legitimized in urban China, and worked as a tactic in attempting regulatory 

control over the citizen, globalization, and modernity. During this process, Chinese 

consumers have become “complicit participants” in the worldwide spread of modern 

consumerism, and along with the state and the film industry, have together creating a 

stronger, fast-running machine of film business within the cultural economy.  

 

Figure 1：Da Guangming Cinema in 

Tianjin:http://www.tianjinwe.com/tianjin/jsbb/201510/t20151027_909682.html 

 

Figure 2.  inside the Da Guangming Cinema in Tianjin: 

http://www.tianjinwe.com/tianjin/jsbb/201510/t20151027_909682.html 

 

Figure 3. A gaming area inside the Beijing UME (photographed by the author, 2013) 

http://www.tianjinwe.com/tianjin/jsbb/201510/t20151027_909682.html
http://www.tianjinwe.com/tianjin/jsbb/201510/t20151027_909682.html
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Figure 4. A book club inside the Beijing UME (photographed by the author, 2013) 

 

Figure 5. A book store inside the Beijing Broadway Cinematheque (photographed by the 

author, 2013)  

 

Figure 6. Beijing Today 17.5 Cinema in a residential area (photographed by the author, 

2013) 
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Figure 7. a DVD store inside the Beijing Today 17.5 Cinema (photographed by the author, 

2013) 

 

Figure 8. A gaming area inside the Beijing Today 17.5 Cinema (photographed by the 

author, 2013) 

 

Figure 9. A board of Auditorium Rules inside the Kunming Broadway Cinema 

(photographed by the author, 2013) 
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Figure 10.  Signs of Auditorium Rules inside the Beijing Wanda Cinema (photographed 

by the author, 2013) 
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Chapter Four 

Auteurs, Orientalist Spectacle, and Narrative in Chinese Blockbusters 

 

On 14 October 2002, the film Hero, directed by internationally-renowned art film 

director Zhang Yimou, premiered in the Great Hall of the People located in Tiananmen 

Square — and initiated the era of the Chinese blockbuster. In the past fifty years, it is 

only rarely that one sees a commercial film being screened in such a prestigious opening 

location. Hero was produced and marketed as an “event film,” and it spurred the Chinese 

film industry into the practice of developing expensive and aggressive marketing 

campaigns ever since. This martial arts epic allegedly cost US $30 million, and earned 

more than 270 million RMB (about US $30,000,000) at the box office in China. The film 

also debuted at No. 1 in the US box office, where it grossed more than $53 million in 

2004. It thus became the fourth most-successful foreign language film in the country (Liu, 

2010, p.167).    

Hero proved that China could make high-cost, high-tech, high-quality, and high-

yield blockbusters, precipitate a national popular cultural “event” and, with just one film, 

make millions upon millions of dollars for a private film company — in this case, Beijing 

New Pictures Co. Two years later, funded by the same film company, Zhang Yimou 

made another martial arts film: House of Flying Daggers (2004). That film took in a total 

worldwide box office gross of $92,801,097 (“House of Flying Daggers,” 2005).  The 

phenomenal success of Zhang’s commercial turn toward blockbuster production 

convinced the others in the Chinese film industry that making blockbusters was a feasible 

production strategy that would pull the industry out of its economic slump.  The numbers 

of Chinese blockbusters increased markedly, as they proved central to the boom in the 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0385004/?ref_=nm_flmg_dr_11
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domestic film market.  These films also effectively took back some of the market share 

formerly lost to Hollywood blockbusters. The highest market share on record was 

achieved in 2013, when the market share of Chinese cinema reached 58.65%, versus 

41.35% of foreign imports. Movie admissions reached 640 million, and overall box-

office revenue reached 21.77 billion yuan ($3.58 billion), up 27.5% from the previous 

year (Liu, 2014). 

Blockbuster production in China underwent two distinct phases—from 2002-2006, 

and 2007-2013—distinguished by genre, auteur, and market focus.  From 2002 to 2006, 

the film industry produced six major blockbusters including Hero (dir. Zhang Yimou, 

2002), House of Flying Daggers (dir.Zhang Yimou, 2004), Warriors of Heaven and 

Earth (dir. He Ping, 2004), The Promise (dir. Chen Kaige, 2005), Curse of the Golden 

Flower (dir. Zhang Yimou, 2006), and The Banquet (dir. Feng Xiaogang, 2006), Fearless 

(dir. Ronny Yu, 2006), and Seven Swords (dir. Hark Tsui, 2005). All of these films were 

expensive, with production budgets of about 1 billion RMB (about US $15 million). All 

also reaped phenomenal box-office rewards, with the exception of He Ping’s Warriors of 

Heaven and Earth.  All of these blockbusters are either martial arts films or historical 

costume dramas, consciously targeting global film markets and western audiences.  

Zhang Yimou played a significant role in pioneering this new mode of production.  

The years 2002-2004 could be called a waiting period, in that the film industry was well 

aware of the high risks a blockbuster may involve.  It wasn’t until 2004, after Hero and 

Flying Daggers proved commercial successes in global markets, that other big-name 

directors and investors gradually jumped on the bandwagon of the martial arts 

blockbuster production.   
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The beginning of the second phase was marked by Feng Xiaogang’s war film 

Assembly (2007), a departure from the early blockbusters’ confinement to the martial arts 

genre.  Since then, more genres have appeared, e.g., war films, romantic comedy, action-

adventure, and disaster films. Since 2007, the industry has produced many blockbusters 

including The Warlords (dir. Peter Chan, 2007), If You Are the One (dir. Feng Xiaogang, 

2008), Red Cliff (dir. John Woo, 2008), and Painted Skin (dir. Gordon Chan et al., 2008), 

City of Life and Death (dir. Lu Chuan, 2009), The Founding of a Republic (dir. Han 

Sanping and Huang Jianxin, 2009), Bodyguards and Assassins (dir. Teddy Chan, 2009), 

Aftershock (dir. Feng Xiaogang, 2010), Let the Bullets Fly (dir. Jiang Wen, 2010), and 

The Flowers of War (dir. Zhang Yimou, 2011).  Many Chinese film critics claim that 

Chinese cinema has entered a post-Hero era: a so-called “renaissance of Chinese national 

cinema.”    

Since the release of Hero, the term “Chinese commercial blockbuster” (zhongguo 

shangye dapian) has been used frequently in Chinese media and within the Chinese film 

industry. The term “commercial blockbuster” also marks a significant departure from so-

called “big films” (da pian) of the late 1990s.  The “big film” is the Chinese translation of 

“blockbuster,” given by Chinese media.  After China began importing Hollywood 

blockbusters into the domestic film market in 1994, the film industry began to produce 

“Chinese big films” (zhongguo dapian) in the late 1990s in hopes of competing with 

those Hollywood blockbusters. Those films include The Opium War (1997), Red River 

Valley (1997), Kong Fan Shen (1996) and Turning Point (1996).  Most of these big-

budget films have serious revolutionary themes financially supported by the state, but 

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0150906/?ref_=ttfc_fc_dr1
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0150906/?ref_=ttfc_fc_dr1
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0150906/?ref_=ttfc_fc_dr1
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0150906/?ref_=ttfc_fc_dr1
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0150906/?ref_=ttfc_fc_dr1
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were less commercially viable at the box office. In other word, those “big films” are still 

fundamentally “main melody” films (主旋律电影), just with bigger budgets.   

For the Chinese, the term “blockbuster” is a borrowed word, often referring to 

high-cost, high-tech, and high-stakes productions ever since Jaws (Seven Spielberg, 1975) 

was released (Schatz, 2003, p.16). The blockbuster first emerged as a special mode of 

production and distribution employed by Hollywood in the 1950s as a survival strategy to 

compete with TV and other entertainment outlets. It came about during an economic 

crisis in the American film industry, mainly due to the 1948 Paramount decree (Schatz, 

2003, p.18). The Paramount decree forced the studios to divest their exhibition outlets.  

Without the exhibition guarantees, and with the advent of 70-mm or Cinerama, studios 

started to invest in fewer films that were more expensive and more ambitious pictures; 

the goal was to maximize profit through saturation mass-booking and calculated market 

strategies (Hall & Neale, 2010, p. 150).  

Although the blockbuster emerged in different cultural and historical contexts, the 

New Hollywood and the Chinese film industry have shared similar challenges: the need 

to compete with TV and other leisure activities.  What made the challenges even more 

complicated in the Chinese film industry was the invasion of Hollywood blockbusters.  

After many years of struggle, the film industry eventually traveled the path to adopt 

Hollywood’s approach. Hollywood’s strategy of making blockbusters was originally 

designed to differentiate film from TV programs, influenced by the availability of new 

technologies such as 3-D and widescreen formats, and targeted to a global market (Schatz, 

2003, p. 18).  Can the definition of the blockbuster in the U.S. context be applied to 

China’s commercial blockbusters?  What constitutes a Chinese blockbuster?   “Size” is 
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often identified as one of the key measures in defining a blockbuster. Neale (2003) claims 

that “Largeness of scale is a multidimensional—as well as a relative—characteristic” (p. 

48).  In the Chinese film industry, production costs have been rapidly escalating since 

Hero. In the late 1980s, the average budget of a Chinese feature film was only 1 million 

RMB (about US $150,000), and the cost was to linger between 800,000 RMB and 1.2 

million RMB (about US $120,000-$180,000) in the 1990s. Entering the 21st century, 

China Film Group’s production cost has increased to more than 80 million RMB (about 

US $12 million) for a big-budget film, and more than 30 million RMB (about US $4 

million) for a medium-budget film.  A film of less than 5 million RMB (about US 

$700,000) is now considered a low-budget film (Yu & Zhang, 2008). Many Chinese 

commentators have recognized that China’s blockbusters cannot compare to Hollywood’s 

in economic scale, specifically in terms of budget and technology. For example, Red 

Cliff’s budget reached over $80 million (Part I and Part II, dir. John Woo, 2008), the 

biggest at that time.  Comparably, Hollywood blockbusters often cost more than $100 

million (Choi, 2010, p. 31).  For example, True Lies cost $100 million in 1994 (Fox, 1994) 

and Titanic cost $200 million in 1997 (Wyatt & Vlesmas, 1999, p. 35).  Although 

Chinese commercial blockbusters can’t compare with Hollywood blockbusters in terms 

of production scale and technology, they qualify as blockbusters in terms of production 

costs, box-office receipts, distribution approach, the scale of their market campaign, as 

well as the scope of reach into global film markets in comparison to the industry’s past 

productions.   

As “a transnational product” (Stringer, 2003, p. 10) for global circulation, the 

blockbuster has become a globalized film practice.  Chris Berry 2003) argues that,  
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The blockbuster is no longer American owned.  The idea may be borrowed and 

translated, but this should not be understood in terms of the original and the copy, 

where divergence from the original marks failure of authenticity.  Instead, in the 

postcolonial politics and globalized economics of blockbusters, borrowing and 

translation are only the first step on the road toward agency and creativity. (p.218)  

How does the Chinese blockbuster practice its function as a strategy of de-westernization 

or de-homogenization of globalization?  Is the “Hollywoodization” of Chinese 

blockbuster practice the right direction for the industry?  As the first chapter has 

discussed, many have questioned such an approach. The blockbuster mentality eventually 

took hold after the success of Hero, and the film industry then developed rapidly toward 

hit-driven production, making efforts to increase the number of Chinese blockbusters into 

the annual top10 box office chart. In this chapter, I propose to examine Chinese 

blockbusters as a cinematic project of “globalization through localization,” responding to 

global cultural competition by way of localizing dominant Hollywood’s conventions.  If 

Roland Roberson’s glocalization (1995) is a strategy used by global corporations to cater 

to local tastes, the localization of the global blockbuster practice can be understood as a 

strategy of the local film industry to globalize the national culture as a means of soft 

power.  This strategy has its historical roots in Chinese culture, which contains a famous 

strategy of “learning advanced techniques of Western countries in order to conquer 

Western power” (shiyi changji yi zhiyi) proposed by late Qing Dynasty thinkers, 

Western-educated Wei Yuan and Yan Fu.  A similar thought was emphasized by Jiang 

Zemin, the CCP president of the time, in a private screening of Titanic.  He surprised the 
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entire Politburo of the Chinese Communist Party by reading the movie with communist 

values and publicly promoting the film at the Ninth People's Congress in 1998: 

This film vividly depicts the relationship of money and love, the destitute and the 

prosperous, and the emotions of people confronted by disaster.  It was good 

propaganda: the sort people would want (indeed, pay) to see.  I do not mean to 

promote capitalist things, however, we should know both ourselves and our 

enemy well, and thus so we can win numerous battles without jeopardy.  We must 

not take it for granted that capitalism is something that lacks ideological 

didacticism.  We also should not think it is only us that know how to do an 

ideological work. (Author translation: Zhang, 1998, p. 5) 

Jiang’s talk legitimized commercial film as a leading production strategy for the industry 

to compete with Hollywood and globalize Chinese culture.  Hence, it is understandable 

why Hero premiered in the Great Hall of the People, a political hub that is often used for 

legislative and ceremonial activities by the Communist Party of China (CCP).  This was 

also a clear signal that elite art filmmakers were co-opted by the state, and began to 

collaborate with the state on the commercial front.  In the process, the state played a 

mediating role in encouraging commercial film production, creating an advantageous 

environment for commercial filmmaking practices, and managing global cultural flow, 

which used protectionist policies to allocate the film industry time to improve its ability 

and skills to make high-quality commercial blockbusters.  How did the industry 

appropriate the blockbuster as an industry practice and aesthetic form?  What are the 

characteristics of Chinese blockbusters in terms of theme, narrative, and style?  What are 

the consequences and strategies of producing high-budget blockbusters given that the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Communist_Party_of_China
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industry was in an economic downturn?  This chapter examines the Chinese blockbuster 

phenomenon based on the three criteria proposed by Gomery’s “the blockbuster as an 

industry strategy” (Gomery, 2003) and Neale’s “specialness” and “spectacle” (Neale, 

2003) to reveal the textual and extra-textual strategies that the Chinese film industry has 

used to revive the national film industry through the blockbuster practice.   

 

Auteurs, Risk, and Industry Strategy 

 

 The blockbuster as a new mode of practice in the Chinese film industry represents 

a high-risk level of investment.  The producers of Chinese blockbusters relied upon 

auteurs to reduce risk, especially internationally well-known art film directors such as 

Zhang Yimou.  Zhang Yimou’s Hero marks the entry of big-name art film directors into 

the sector of commercial film production.  Later, another internationally well-known art 

film director, Chen Kaige, followed. Feng Xiaogang, the most successful commercial 

film director became an elite member of the blockbuster director camp as well.  In 

addition to these three most powerful directors, other well-known, Fifth-Generation 

directors such as Huang Jianxin and He Ping also got opportunities to make high-budget 

blockbusters.  It became clear that because of their symbolic and cultural capital, big-

name film directors were privileged to make high-cost blockbusters in the early phase of 

the Chinese blockbuster trend.  The blockbuster represented a new position in the field of 

Chinese cinema.  According to Bourdieu (1993), “As a rule those richest in economic, 

cultural and social capital are the first to move into the new position” (p. 68).  Both 

Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige had cultural and symbolic capital through their art film 

work, international reputation, and film festival awards in the 1990s.  Feng Xiaogang had 
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already accumulated economic, cultural, and symbolic capital through his commercial 

films, with consistently strong box-office records. Thus, these three most powerful film 

directors had the privilege of being the first to get involved in this new mode of 

production.  

The selection of big-name film directors for initiating the blockbuster practice 

was also a result of carefully calculated business strategies designed to reduce the risk 

involved in blockbuster production and attract international film distributors.  When the 

first blockbuster, Hero, was made, the industry was still overwhelmed by Hollywood’s 

economic powerhouse Titanic and had no clue how to fight back.  At that time, most of 

the money in Chinese cinema was either provided by the state, or by private capital.  As 

Keane (2006) observes, “the state was the principal financier for Chinese cinema: direct 

support for propaganda films and indirect support for co-productions via tax breaks and 

reduction of expensive red tape” (p. 5).  Given the poor performance of Chinese cinema 

at the box office, almost all of the state-owned film studios fell into financial deficit, and 

film investors lost faith in Chinese films.  There was a widespread belief among investors 

that Chinese cinema presented too big of a financial risk.  Under these crucial industrial 

and economic situations, film investors, producers, and filmmakers were clearly aware of 

the risks involved in making a high-tech, high-stake blockbuster and the need of 

international film markets to recoup high production costs.  This led to the first phase of 

the Chinese blockbuster production with its strong tendency to cater to the overseas 

market.  In other words, the production trend of the Chinese blockbuster represents a shift 

toward making films that not only catered to audiences in the domestic film market but 

also sought audiences in global film markets.  
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To break into global film markets, Chinese blockbusters relied on internationally 

well-known auteurs.  Timothy Corrigan (1990) has observed the auteurs’ impact on film 

reception in Hollywood. As he points out, “increasing importance … of the auteur as a 

commercial strategy for organizing audience reception, as a critical concept bound to 

distribution and marketing aims” (p. 46).  Corrigan (1990) goes on to argue that,  

Auteurs have increasingly become situated along an extra-textual path, in which 

their commercial status as auteurs is their chief function as auteurs: the auteur-star 

is meaningful primarily as a promotion or recovery of a movie or group of movies, 

frequently regardless of the filmic text itself. (p.49)  

In essence, the main commercial selling points of the films of the auteur are their star 

billing and their publicity images more so than their film styles, themes, or modes of 

expression.  These phenomena also hold true in the Chinese film industry in the 2000s, 

and in particular with the blockbuster directors.  Chinese auteurs such as Zhang Yinou, 

Chen Kaige, and Feng Xiaogang were promoted as stars to impact audience reception and 

marketing, but also used as a means of attracting greater foreign investment.  For 

example, in the case of Hero, the marketability of Zhang Yimou and international stars 

Zhang Ziyi, Maggie Cheung, and Tony Leung effectively attracted foreign investment.  

The cost of a high-budget blockbuster like Hero depends on multiple sources, because it 

is too big a risk for any single investor or company.  The movie followed the Hollywood 

model of high-cost film finance. Based on Hero’s film script and a roster of the strongest 

stars, the producer made a budget estimating the cost of the film and then submitted it to 

a famous international insurance company in order to justify a loan of US $31 million 

(“Hero: Box Office Savior,” 2003).  After finishing the location production, they 
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auctioned its overseas copyright.  As a result, America Miramax purchased Hero’s U.S. 

and European copyrights for US $22 million.  Additionally, the domestic audio-visual 

copyrights, including the film's soundtrack and VCD/DVD distribution, were bought by 

Guangdong Weija AV Products Co., Ltd. and Guangdong Face AV Co., Ltd. for another 

US $7.2 million (17.8 million yuan) (“Hero: Box Office Savior,” 2003).  In these ways, 

Hero decreased the risks inherent in such a big-budget blockbuster and was a successful 

case for promoting Hollywood–style film production.  It would have been impossible for 

a less well-known Chinese film director and stars to attract this large amount of money 

from foreign investors, or to sell the international copyright so quickly.  

 

East Asia Regional Market and Co-productions  

 

 Using big-name film directors and stars as a strategy for marketing and financing 

worked well in the initial period of the blockbuster production trend.  After Zhang Yimou 

successfully sold his two martial arts blockbusters to global film markets, however, the 

subsequent Chinese blockbusters did not enjoy the same level of success.  Experiencing 

failure in exploiting the export markets frustrated Chinese blockbuster directors, who 

realized the difficulty of selling Chinese language films to the European and U.S. film 

markets.  Feng Xiaogang had failed to access the U.S. market with his films Big Shot in 

2001 and Banquet in 2006, making him realize the importance of the domestic market for 

Chinese cinema.  As he pointed out at the Hong Kong Film Festival in 2003: 

Chinese films should currently give up the overseas market and go all out to 

develop our own domestic market.  We have 1.3 billion people.  It is better to 

cultivate our film market with a down-to-earth approach.  If our films can’t even 
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attract domestic audiences, let alone the overseas market?  China is undergoing 

tremendous changes; we cannot be affected by Western’s psychological curiosity. 

Making Chinese characters wearing pigtail is not modern Chinese people.  Zhang 

Yimou's "Hero" took in 270 million yuan at the box office in the Mainland, but 

only grossed 20 million yuan in Hong Kong. It is very clear where the real market 

for Chinese films is. (Yang, 2003)  

Many filmmakers believe that Feng’s speech functioned like a sobriety pill for the 

industry’s production trend that had blindly catered to overseas markets.  If targeting 

overseas film markets was a carefully calculated strategy of early Chinese blockbusters, 

after encountering frustration and difficulty in selling Chinese blockbusters to European 

and U.S. markets, Chinese blockbusters turned to the domestic film market and East 

Asian regional markets as a more practical goal in the second phase of Chinese 

blockbuster production.  A Pan-Asian co-production trend has occurred since the late 

1990s and early 2000s, and has successfully produced a few cross-border hits, which 

aimed at pooling financial and cultural resources in the region as a means of competing 

with Hollywood’s giant pictures (Beals, 2001).  This co-production trend continued with 

an active agenda in the 2000s.  In the forum of the Hong Kong International Film & TV 

Market, a panel titled “Challenges, Opportunities and Partnership for Asia’s Film 

Industry” was presented on March 20, 2013.  Panelists from East Asian film industries 

spoke out about Asian cinema’s difficulty of competing in the international film market 

and how to seek co-productions amongst East Asian film industries as a way to compete 

with Hollywood.  As Hung says, “And we have to produce very large movies to compete 
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with American movies. There is still a very large discrepancy between Chinese films and 

American films” (Romann, 2013, p.13).   

 Media scholars have paid attention to the emerging collaboration of media 

production in the East Asia region.  Dal Yong Jin and Dong-Hoo Lee investigate the rise 

of cultural regionalization with analyses of cases of co-production strategies in 

broadcasting and film sectors of East Asia countries.  They argue that East Asian cultural 

producers played a key role in the process of cultural regionalization, and the pooling of 

financial resources is the major reason for the rapid rise of co-productions in East Asia 

with the goal of generating a world-class product that had been unable to cover its costs 

in the domestic market alone (Jin & Lee, 2007).   As Jin and Lee (2007) claim, cultural 

regionalization in East Asia could be understood as:  

A form of state-society complex model.  Not only the role of the nation-state is 

important in the process, but there were major non-state actors playing major 

roles in the historical process, because cultural regionalization is not a top-down, 

state-driven phenomenon, but a bottom-up, market and society-induced process. 

(p. 33)  

However, in their essay, they only focus on the role of cultural producers and do not 

explore the role East Asian countries’ state actors in the process.  In the case of China’s 

participation in cultural regionalization in the region, both the state and cultural producers 

play significant roles in facilitating the emergence of co-productions in both the domestic 

market and in the region. To put it simply, China’s participation in the process of cultural 

regionalization is not only a bottom-up process, but also a top-down phenomenon.  
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The Chinese state facilitated film co-productions in Mainland China, Hong Kong, 

and Taiwan through deregulation policies.  In June 2003, the Closer Economic 

Partnership Arrangement (CEPA) was signed, which granted Hong Kong films greater 

access to mainland markets on a quota-free basis, and Hong Kong-China co-productions 

were subsequently classified as domestic.  Similar policies extended to Taiwan when the 

Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement (ECFA) was signed in 2010.  According 

to the ECFA, Taiwanese films were no longer subject to imported film quota restrictions, 

and Mainland China-Taiwan co-productions were also treated as domestic films for the 

purpose of distribution in Mainland China pursuant to the applicable PRC laws (“ECFA 

Opens 'door' for Taiwan's,” 2010).  These two agreements significantly impacted film 

industries and strengthened the flow of talent, information, capital, and technology 

among three Chinese societies.  The deregulation policies could also be understood as a 

regional effort initiated by the Chinese state to integrate the three Chinese film industries, 

which would help the mainland film industry get stronger, be better able to compete with 

Hollywood, and play a leading role in the East Asia region.  As James Mittelman (1996) 

observes,  

Regionalism today is emerging as a potent force in the globalization process.  If 

globalization is understood to mean the compression of the time and space aspects 

of social relations, then regionalism may be regarded as but one component of 

globalization.  In this sense, regionalism is a chapter of globalization.  But 

regionalism may also be a response or a challenge to globalization. (p.189) 

China’s opening-up to the Hong Kong and Taiwan film industries was a strategic 

response to globalization through regional integrations, and reveals its ambition to build 
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China as the major media hub in East Asia.  Stephanie DeBoer (2014) refers to the recent 

East Asian co-productions as “scaled convergence” and argues that the model of “scaled 

convergence” in East Asia’s co-productions is “is affirmed in the promise held out by 

mainland China as a repository of rapidly expanding markets and emerging production 

locations” (p. 152).  The purpose behind this movement is to take advantage of large 

networks of media capital and to integrate technology in order to transform local or 

regional cinemas for the global market (p. 152).  

China’s open-door to the Hong Kong and Taiwan film industries reinforced 

China’s collaborations with other East Asian countries, aided by the cultural producers of 

Hong Kong and Taiwan who have much more extensive co-production experiences and 

resources than the mainland Chinese cultural producers.  More recently, East Asian 

producers have collaborated to form alliances that endorse the emergence of a regional 

market for culture, facilitate trans-national bypasses to connect individuals and 

communities, and provide cultural content to enhance the imagery of a region (Jin & Lee, 

2007, p. 33).  For example, Japan, China, Hong Kong, and South Korea have co-financed 

movies, and they share locations, actors, and content, including Musa: The Warriors 

(2001), Seven Swords (2005), and The Promise (2005) (Jin & Lee, 2007, p. 34).  In 

particular, the co-produced film, based on cultural proximity, is becoming a narrative 

strategy in co-production projects.  As Jin & Lee (2007) point out,  

To cater to Asian tastes and, furthermore, to global ones, East Asian co-producers 

have searched for “narrative transparency,” to use Olson’s term, to serve the 

capitalist logic of the market and to avoid cultural discounting.  That is, they have 

looked for narratives that are universal enough to elicit transnational appeal.  To 
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compete with local as well as global cultural products, these narratives should 

have their own attractions and at the same time, allow comfortable, pleasant 

viewing positions for Asian viewers from different cultural backgrounds and 

historical specificities. (p. 39) 

Many Chinese blockbusters in the 2000s were co-production projects.  As Jin and Lee 

(2007) observe, the contributing factors behind East Asian co-production include 

reduction of financial risk, permission of market entries, resolution of quotas, and cultural 

proximity (pp. 31-32).  By taking a co-production strategy, producers of Chinese 

blockbusters could attract foreign financial resources, reduce risk, improve production 

values, and make it easier to enter other East Asian film markets.  For example, Tsui 

Hark’s Seven Swords (2005) was co-produced by China, Hong Kong, and South Korea.  

Similar projects include The Promise, Red Cliff, and A Battle of Wits.  A Battle of Wits is 

a 2006 joint-production between China, Hong Kong, Japan and South Korea. The film is 

based on a Japanese historical novel by Ken'ichi Sakemi, as well as the manga series 

Bokko by Hideki Mori.  It was directed by Hong Kong director Jacob Cheung, who cast 

big stars such as Hong Kong actor Andy Lau, and mainland actress Fan Bingbing.  Thus, 

casting transnational stars to cater to global and regional markets and to attract financing 

from abroad has become an important strategy of “glocalization” in co-produced Chinese 

blockbusters. Another successful case is Hero.  This film assembled Hong Kong 

superstars Tony Leung, and Maggie Cheung, Hollywood-recognized Kung Fu star Jet Li, 

and international star Zhang Ziyi.  This unprecedented cast had great appeal both for 

Chinese audiences and international film markets.  Since Hero, hiring foreign stars has 

become a frequent strategy in subsequent Chinese blockbusters.  For example, Chen 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacob_Cheung
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Andy_Lau
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Kaige’s The Promise uses A-list Korean star Dong-gun Jang and a well-known Japanese 

actor, Hiroyuki Sanada.  John Woo’s blockbuster The Crossing (2014) cast movie stars 

from Japan, South Korean, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. Its ambition in targeting the Pan-

Asian market was obvious.  

Because the film industry’s film technology and, in particular, digital visual 

effects have lagged behind Hollywood and other East Asian film industries, seeking 

technological support from other film industries has also become an effective approach to 

make a high-quality blockbuster.  For example, Feng’s Assembly (2007) employed the 

action and effects team that previously worked together on the Korean blockbuster hit 

Taegukgi (2004) (Yecies, 2014).  The production crew of Hero was a transnational group 

as well.  Zhang invited creative talent from different countries to participate in the film.  

Australian Christopher Doyle was the cinematographer, with a resume that includes many 

Asian films, including works of Hong Kong directors Kar Wai Wong and Stanley Kwan.  

The choreographer was the well-known action master Siu-Tung Ching, who comes from 

Hong Kong.  The costume designer, Emi Wada, was from Japan.  The post-production of 

the film was done in Australia.  Murray Pope, Luke O'Byrne, and Ellen Poon, who are 

computer digital artists from America known for their work on The Matrix Reloaded, 

Star Wars, and Jurassic Park among others, were in charge of the visual effects for the 

first time in Mandarin Chinese cinema.  Asian-American composer Tan Dun, who won 

the Academy Award for best original score for Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, made 

another brilliant soundtrack for Hero.  Itzhak Perlman, a preeminent violinist from Israel, 

performed the violin solos for Hero.  Together these outstanding professionals gave the 

http://imdb.com/name/nm0691165/
http://imdb.com/name/nm0639937/
http://imdb.com/name/nm0690936/
http://imdb.com/title/tt0234215/
http://imdb.com/title/tt0107290/
http://board.verycd.com/t246882.html
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film a high-quality blockbuster gloss, creating a sumptuous visual-and-sound feast for 

audiences all over the world.   

Through those collaborations in capital, technology, and talent, the quality of 

Chinese blockbusters improved significantly.  In a 2002 interview, Hong Kong film 

director Peter Chan predicted that, “Asian co-productions are the future of Asian film 

industries” (Pao, 2002).  The Pan-Asian co-production agenda, the booming film market 

in China, and China’s partnerships with Hong Kong and Taiwan through the CEPA and 

ECFA have provided the film industry with great opportunities to pursue large-scale film 

production.  It effectively promotes exchanges and the flow of film talent, capital, and 

technology in the region as well.   

 

Chinese Landscape Painting Tradition and Orientalist Spectacle 

 

An important contributing factor for the emergence of the blockbuster production 

trend in the film industry was the global success of Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon 

(Ang Lee, 2000).  Its Oscar for Best Foreign Language Picture and phenomenal 

commercial success worldwide made the state and Chinese filmmakers recognize the 

market potential of Chinese-language popular films and the feasibility of the blockbuster 

as a solution to the industry’s economic crisis.   In addition, the martial arts interest 

caused by Crouching Tiger created a golden opportunity for Chinese filmmakers to 

explore the global film market through commercial films.  Crouching Tiger also offered a 

distinct visual template of the martial arts genre for Chinese filmmakers to cater to the 

tastes of Western audiences.  Hero was a carefully calculated work, riding this new wave 

of the martial arts heat.  Martial arts is the most viable and best-received film genre of 
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Chinese language cinema in the West.  As Zhang Che, a well-known Hong Kong martial 

arts director of the 1960s, said, “Action is a world language, thus Hong Kong’s action 

films were accepted by Cantonese speakers and Mandarin speakers, by Southeast Asian 

countries who didn’t understand Chinese, and gradually by Europe and America” (qtd. In 

K-Y Szeto, p. 1). Similarly, Ang Lee also recognized the transnationality and advantage 

of the martial arts genre for Chinese filmmakers.  As he comments on the Hong 

Kong/Chinese martial arts genre, “[W]hen it comes to martial arts, we are an inspiring 

force in filmmaking.  Those are films we excel at, and there is something special about 

them.  I cannot think of another genre that we do better than America” (qtd. In Michael 

Berry, p. 359).  This is the main reason why Chinese commercial filmmakers followed in 

the footsteps of Bruce Lee, Jackie Chan, and Ang Lee by choosing the martial arts genre 

to pursue their overseas explorations.  The major appeal and achievement of Crouching 

Tiger and Hero were showcasing action as a stunning visual spectacle, through a poetic 

approach in fight choreography, and moving away from realism toward fight 

choreography in martial arts films.  I would argue that Crouching Tiger’s visual strategies, 

which were intensified in Hero, are action set against mythical Chinese landscapes, 

adding a strong Orientalist aesthetic, and sensual dimensions to the ‘spectacle’ and 

experience of Chinese blockbusters.   

Spectacle is a major ingredient of blockbusters.  As Geoff King (2003) points out, 

“a substantial part of the appeal of many blockbusters lies precisely in the scale of 

spectacular audio-visual experience that is offered, in contrast to the smaller-scale 

resources of rival films or media” (p. 114). Hollywood’s spectacular blockbuster 

strategies of the 1950s and 1960s worked “as potential savior of Hollywood.  Its quality 
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as extra-larger-than-life special event was seen as a way to attract back to the cinema the 

viewer whose more routine attendance could not be guaranteed” (King, 2003, p. 115).  

According to Neale (2003), “specialness” and “spectacle” are two major features of the 

Hollywood blockbuster, though the “special” status relies on the scale of distribution and 

exhibition.  However, Neale acknowledges that spectacle as a textual feature is hard to 

define.  He calls spectacle a textual and extra-textual quality of blockbusters as 

“presentational prowess,” which can refer to the power, scale, and scope of the audio and 

visual dimensions of film and the conditions of exhibition (p. 54).  These features include 

spectacular landscapes, explosions, chases, battles, fights, costumes, and more (Choi, 

2010, p. 33).  In China, the blockbuster production was also envisaged as potential savior 

of the film industry, which lost ground to Hollywood’s blockbusters in the domestic film 

market for years. However, “spectacle” in Chinese blockbusters should be taken in a 

relative sense, especially in terms of the length, scale, and budget.   

Facing the visual prowess of Hollywood blockbusters, how do early Chinese 

blockbusters enhance cultural attractions through spectacle?  Inspired by Crouching Tiger, 

creating an Orientalist, mythical spectacle became an overriding goal for early Chinese 

blockbusters to pander to Western audiences.  Their visual strategies demonstrated a 

trend that made use of action sequences, exquisite colors, landscapes, costumes, 

architecture, and settings to globalize Chinese culture that functioned as a soft power 

designed to appeal globally.  For example, the prototypical Chinese blockbuster, Hero, is 

full of Chinese cultural symbols, such as calligraphy, the traditional musical instrument 

Guqin, mythical landscapes, Chinese swordplay, gardens, temples, and imperial palaces. 

In Curse of the Golden Flower, ancient Chinese military armor, costumes, headgear, 
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Chinese jade artifacts, architectural art, and traditional herb medicine comprise a moving 

museum of Chinese civilization and history on the screen.  These cultural symbols are 

packaged in the form of visual display as fetish objects of the Western gaze, in the hope 

of selling the glory of Chinese cultures and histories as well as the natural beauty of 

Chinese landscapes to the West.  By focusing on Zhang Yimou’s three blockbusters Hero, 

Curse of the Golden Flower, and House of Flying Daggers, which had a great impact on 

subsequent Chinese blockbusters, especially in visual style, I argue that Zhang’s visual 

strategies refer to the principles of visual representation that have dominated Chinese 

landscape painting for over 2,000 years, and consciously transfer the Chinese tradition of 

landscape painting (shan shui hua) to film.  Essentially, Zhang creates spectacle in his 

blockbusters through the technique of Chinese landscape painting, especially in terms of 

his camerawork, composition, color, and mise-en-scene.   

 Zhang Yimou started to learn painting in middle school.  With many years’ 

training, he was deeply influenced by the classical Chinese painting tradition.  His 

outstanding use of color and composition in his films has demonstrated his sensitivity and 

literacy in painting.  Chris Berry and Mary Farquhar (1999) have argued that Chen Kaige 

and Zhang Yimou consciously adopted classical painting traditions seen in Yellow Earth 

(dir. Chen Kaige, 1984).  According to Berry and Farquhar, it is this painting tradition 

that marks the film style of the Fifth Generation as a significant departure from the films 

of earlier generations (p. 39).  The spectacular blockbuster production provided Zhang 

with opportunities to once again employ classical Chinese painting techniques, and 

landscape painting, in particular, to create cultural spectacle. According to an online 

introduction of the Metropolitan Museum of Art:  
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Chinese Landscape painting had evolved into an independent genre by the late 

Tang dynasty, which embodied the universal longing of cultivated men to escape 

their quotidian world to commune with nature.  Such images might also convey 

specific social, philosophical, or political convictions.  As the Tang dynasty 

disintegrated, the concept of withdrawal into the natural world became a major 

thematic focus of poets and painters.  Faced with the failure of the human order, 

learned men sought permanence within the natural world, retreating into the 

mountains to find a sanctuary from the chaos of dynastic collapse. (“Department 

of Asian art,” 2004)    

An obvious characteristic in Zhang’s martial arts spectacles is that he chose the long shot, 

or extreme long shot, and alternated with close-ups to show the action, in contrast to the 

medium long shots often used in martial arts films.  Through these visual strategies, 

China’s unique landscapes are integrated with fight sequences, together comprising a 

sumptuous sensory feast.  As a result of this priority of long shots and extreme long shots, 

the fight itself no longer takes over a large portion of the screen, but instead the natural 

landscape plays an important role of creating the film’s ambiance of the moment.  This is 

particularly obvious in the fight between Wu Ming and Can Jian in Hero, which is a 

spectacular action sequence set against the Arrow Bamboo Lake in Jiuzhaigou Valley 

National Park.  In this composition, the mountains and water take more space on the 

screen than the two characters (Fig. 1 & 2).  The only diegetic sound in the sequence is 

Wu Ming’s Peking Opera-like vocals, which functions much like the Chinese poetry 

often inscribed on Chinese landscape paintings.  In this composition, the fight itself was 

not emphasized and, indeed, weakened.  This framing highlights the humorous 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/tang/hd_tang.htm
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/cnat/hd_cnat.htm
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relationship between nature and man, which is the exact spirit stressed in Chinese 

landscape paintings.  It is reasonable to suggest that this action sequence is a moving 

Chinese landscape painting.  It conveys the ideals of martial arts, which lie in 

communication and not violence.  The incorporation of the landscape and unique sound 

design with the action gives the scene an atmosphere of serenity and peace: ‘xieyi’ (or 

free-style) is thereby achieved.  According to Jane Dwight (2011), “xieyi means to ‘write 

a picture.’ Brushwork is free and spontaneous, giving rise to spirited pictures.  It is 

characteristic of the Literati school of painters of the Song dynasty and is the most 

popular art from today” (p. 36).  Zhang’s pursuit of xieyi style was also articulated in the 

first fight sequence in the film between Wu Ming and Chang Kong in the Chess Court, 

where Zhang links swordplay with music and calligraphy to express the aesthetics of 

martial arts.  

 Besides landscape being incorporated as an important component of the action 

spectacle, one can discern that Zhang’s camera movement in his three blockbusters also 

imitates the format of the handscroll painting and the hanging scroll painting (Fig. 3 &4) 

to show off spectacular scenes.  For example, Zhang used a lot of lateral tracking shots in 

Hero and House of Flying Daggers where the camera and characters move from left to 

right (Fig. 5 & 6), reminiscent of Chinese handscroll painting—a continuous roll of paper 

or silk of varying length on which an image has been painted.  Alan Priest’s commentary 

(1954) about the handscroll painting is worth quoting at some length: 

Certainly the horizontal scrolls in Chinese painting are a special thing, with no 

good parallel in the west however we may catch at the faint likeness to panoramas 

and the like… and what is most striking and more important is that in these scrolls 
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the painters have managed to convey to those who look at them a sense of 

intimacy with these landscape… One means by which the painters covey their 

intimacy with their subject is to invite, to entice, the spectator into entering and 

becoming for a time part of the picture.  The spectator must himself unroll and 

roll these horizontal scrolls, an action which immediately calls the muscles of his 

eyes into play. (p .23) 

The camera’s lateral movements in Hero and Flying Daggers thus subtly invite and 

induce the audience to enter the spectacular world like a horizontal painting the director 

wants to show.  Zhang’s penchant for Chinese painting tradition was also highlighted in 

the 2008 Olympics Opening Ceremony in which he used handscroll paintings to create 

cultural spectacles (Fig. 7).  These two applications in different media reveal that Chinese 

painting traditions, or classical aesthetics, have become a favorite tool for Zhang to create 

spectacle.  Of Zhang’s brush-like camera work, Chris Lukinbeal (2005) writes, “As 

spectacle, it can be something fascinating in itself, thereby momentarily satisfying a 

voyeuristic appeal created by the narrative” (p. 11).  

 However, catering to the Western audience’s voyeuristic pleasure is not the sole 

purpose behind Zhang’s spectacle creation in his blockbusters.  Zhang’s spectacle 

creation also conveys his conceptualization of the subject of his films.  This is similar to 

Chinese landscape paintings, in which concepts were formed before painters take up the 

brush.  As Tang Dynasty’s painter and art historian Chang Yen-yuan’s description of 

celebrated painter Ku K’ai-chih’s creative procedure describes, “His conception was fully 

formed before he set brush to paper. When the picture was finished, it embodied the 

conception; hence it was imbued with spiritual life forces” (quoted in Goepper, 1963, p. 
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28).  Likewise, Zhang Yimou once commented, “In traditional Chinese aesthetics, a 

painting’s value lies in its idea [hua gui zai li yi] and this idea precedes the brush [yi zai 

bi xian]. I think cinematography is just the same” (quoted in Berry & Farquhar, 1999, p. 

85).  In Hero and House of Flying Daggers, Zhang follows the compositional rules of 

Chinese landscape painting: “all are dominated by the verticality of a craggy mountain 

peak, coursed by streams, dissected by mist and clouds, and dotted with trees; if human 

or other figures are present, they are rendered minuscule in the vast natural environment” 

(quoted in Rist, 2006, p. 190). Hao Dazheng (1999) describes this rule:  

The portion of space occupied by human figures in Chinese painting is 

considerably smaller.  The dominant theme of Chinese painting has always been 

nature, and the world of landscape painting was the utopia of the Chinese 

intellectual, who firmly believed that by means of an understanding of nature one 

could return to nature and find a resting place for one’s spirit there. (p. 50) 

In Hero, landscape and characters are often placed in the extreme long shots, which were 

dominated by vast valleys and mountains so that characters look very small (Fig. 8 & 9).  

This framing approach conforms to the film’s theme of Tianxia (or nationalism): 

Individualism should be sacrificed for nationalism, which is implied by the sharp contrast 

between vast landscapes and miniature human figures in the scenes.  Zhang also inserts 

empty shots of beautiful Chinese landscapes many times in the film, which look exactly 

like landscape paintings (Fig. 10 & Fig. 11), to imply the achievement of Emperor Qin 

Shi Huang, who conquered all of the other Warring States and united China in 221 BC.  

The visual displays in the film are obviously a result of the ‘idea’ of the story—a reversal 

narrative on Emperor Qin Shi Huang, who is often described as a ruthless tyrant, 
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although the film recounts him as a wise, lonely, and sympathetic figure being misread 

historically.  The multiple narratives of the film also imply that historiography could be 

unreliable in the support of the film’s narrative about Qin Shi Huang.    

 It is interesting to note that all three blockbusters set the stories against the 

background of the struggle between power and individuals in feudal China.  They either 

touch upon the struggle over governmental corruption (Flying Daggers), governmental 

violence (Hero), or women’s challenge of patriarchal power (Golden Flower).  To show 

patriarchal power or governmental power, Zhang uses long shots of the Imperial Palace 

and human figures shot from a low angle to highlight its totalitarian, oppressive power 

over individuals (Fig. 12).  To emphasize the overwhelming power of Imperial Palaces, a 

signifier of totalitarian power in feudal China, Zhang intentionally creates a mise-en-

scene, in which Imperial Palaces and our hero Wuming are located in the center of the 

composition and a large number of people in black costumes are standing on the two 

sides of the screen to visually form a walking aisle.  The camera follows Wuming 

walking down the aisle toward Imperial Palaces along the vertical axis, resembling a 

hanging scroll painting (Fig. 13).  This visual strategy in Hero not only implies that 

Wuming was under close surveillance and faced the impossible task of killing the 

Emperor, but also highlights Wuming’s courage and determination.  By way of this close 

analysis, Zhang’s internal conflict over totalitarian power in Hero was also exposed 

through the contrast between his choices of shots and composition and the theme of 

nationalism. 

 A close reading of Zhang’s first three blockbusters clearly indicates that spectacle 

was an important strategy in early Chinese blockbusters, building the audio-visual 
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attraction to appeal to Chinese and Western audiences, which have distinct visual 

characteristics derived from classical painting.  Patriarchal power and oppression are 

consistent themes in Zhang’s art films such as Judou (1990) and Raise the Red Lantern 

(1991).  This recurrent theme again became a central focus in Curse of the Golden 

Flower.  In her book Primitive Passions, Rey Chow (1995) characterizes Zhang Yimou’s 

early works (up to the early 1990s) as ethnographic self-display, and primitivism that is 

achieved through the narrative and spectacle of women to signify the backwardness of 

patriarchal China.  Chow refers to Zhang Yimou’s ethnographic exhibitionism as 

Oriental’s Orientalism (p. 171).  She defends Zhang Yimou’s films for not simply 

“selling Oriental exoticism to a Western audience” (p.176) or “airing one’s [Chinese] 

dirty laundry in public” (p.171).  She contends that this exhibitionism “performs a 

critique (i.e., evaluation) of it by staging and parodying orientalism’s politics of visuality. 

In its self-subalternizing, self-exoticizing visual gestures, the Oriental’s Orientalism is 

first and foremost a demonstration—the display of a tactic” (Chow, 1995, p. 171).  

According to Chow, “the seduction of Zhang’s films—the appeal of his visual 

ethnography” resides in the ways that “they keep crossing boundaries and shifting into 

new spheres of circulation” (p. 149).   

Zhang continued this tactic of the Oriental’s Orientalism in creating spectacle in 

commercial blockbusters.  However, in his blockbusters, “mythic and brilliant cultural 

artifacts” packaged in the martial arts films or historical costume dramas that aim to sell 

Chinese culture replace “backwardness” and “primitivism.”  Although the backgrounds 

of these three blockbusters are still an oppressively feudal China, as in his art films, the 

“cultural details” of the blockbusters no longer exemplify what Ray Chow claims as 
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“ethnographic backwardness.” Instead, we may describe the objects of these spectacles as 

an “ethnographic spotlight.”  Zhang’s blockbusters have consciously functioned as a 

cultural soft power of the nation by showing the charm of Chinese culture through 

visuality.  Zhang purposely panders to the West’s Orientalism to showcase Chinese 

civilization and history through Orientalist aesthetics.  This approach could be considered 

a strategically submissive way of engaging with the Western hegemonic gaze, and a form 

of surrender to masculine visual pleasure.  The purpose behind this self-fetishized posture 

is to strive for the space in the ‘homogeneous’ tendency of Hollywood blockbusters and 

enhance the chance of circulating Chinese blockbusters beyond national borders.  

 

Narrative and Storytelling in Chinese blockbusters 

Although visual spectacle has become one of the major selling points of Chinese 

blockbusters, the reception of Chinese blockbusters in China is complex.  An interesting 

phenomenon appeared following the emergence of the Chinese blockbuster trend: the box 

office and Chinese audience’s responses to the early Chinese blockbusters were polarized.  

On the one hand, almost all of the early Chinese blockbusters achieved box-office 

success.  The star power and spectacle were the major attractions for Chinese moviegoers 

who had been away from Chinese film consumption for a long time.  More importantly, 

Chinese blockbusters utilize aspects of Chinese culture and history for commercial gain.  

Like the Hollywood industry that often bases its film on presold properties such as 

bestsellers, TV shows, comics and so on, Chinese filmmakers rediscovered traditional 

Chinese cultural resources including folktales, classic novels, and historical biographies 

to create narratives in their blockbusters.  A shared sense of Chinese culture and history 
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or the pursuit of cultural identification can be seen as one crucial means of product 

differentiation from Hollywood blockbusters and other national cinemas.  This content 

strategy helped create audience awareness and anticipation prior to a film’s release.  For 

instance, Hero’s story is based on a historical folktale about China’s first empire, the Qin, 

and its first emperor, Qin Shihuang (259 to 210 BC). Painted Skin is an adaptation of a 

story from ancient Chinese classic literature (ghost stories), The Strange Tales of Liao 

Zhai, which is about a fox spirit in human form written by Pu Songling.  Red Cliff is 

adapted from China’s classic novel Romance of the Three Kingdoms, written by 

Guanzhong Luo (1330-1400 AD). Mulan: Rise of a Warrior (2009) is the epic story of a 

girl-warrior who fights to defend her father in ancient China.  The story existed in its first 

filmic form as an animated Disney feature produced in 1998.  It returned to China as a 

“native” re-enactment of a folktale, thus at once enacting and displacing the Westernized 

version.  Chinese audiences are more familiar with these traditional stories than with 

Hollywood blockbusters.  These stories have different themes to cater to Chinese 

audiences’ emotional and entertainment needs, such as love, heroes, housing, money-

worship, family values, and so on.  Hence, Chinese audiences can easily identify with the 

narrative, characters, and texts on a nostalgic level as well as on a contemporary media 

level.  Although Chinese blockbusters’ visual effects cannot compete with Hollywood 

blockbusters, Chinese blockbusters are becoming a competitive force on the domestic 

market because of cultural factors, increasing scale of production, and improved quality. 

On the other hand, the evolution of Chinese blockbusters has been accompanied 

by harsh criticism.  Chen Kaige’s The Promise, Zhang Yimou’s Hero, and Feng 

Xiaogang’s Banquet all received a lot of criticism from critics and moviegoers.  Although 
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stars, spectacle, cultural factors, and marketing campaigns effectively attracted the 

audience to the theater, a lot of Chinese viewers were left unsatisfied, having taken in 

neither a story nor an interesting idea after stepping out of the theater.  This can be 

discerned through online film discussion forums, such as Douban.com, Baidu.com, and 

Mtime.com, where Chinese moviegoers, critics, and cinephiles published their opinions 

of these blockbusters.  The overemphasis on visual spectacle and spectacle-driven 

narrative in early Chinese blockbusters were central concerns of the critiques.  These 

directors' grip on the drama is weakened by their penchant for creating spectacle.  One 

example is Chen Kaige’s epic fantasy-action blockbuster The Promise, released in 

December 2005.  The film recounts a young homeless girl, Qingcheng, who scavenged 

food from dead soldiers to feed herself.  Crying out after losing a morsel of food, she is 

approached by the goddess Manshen and told that she will be given the choice of having 

a wealthy life, but in exchange she will lose every man she ever loves.  After she 

becomes the most beautiful princess, a respectful general and his slave vie for her 

affections.  As a commercially oriented film, The Promise offers impressive visual 

spectacle with designed sets, detailed costumes, and martial-arts sequences.  However, 

Chen attempted to make this commercial fantasy-action blockbuster a thought-provoking 

allegory by adding profound thoughts about love, destiny, trust, and power.  

Unfortunately, the complicated plot, the pursuit of profound expression, and visual 

spectacle form an awkward combination.  Many complained online that the movie was 

difficult to understand, but some audiences ridiculed the film as vacuous.  Other people 

recognized that there is no narrative flow or even logic to the story.  Faced with bad 

reviews from audiences and critics, Chen Kaige claims that, “this film could be 
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understood five years later” (“Guanzhong Wunianhou Cai Mingbai,” 2011).  This is 

similar to how another well-known Fifth Generation director, Tian Zhuangzhuang, 

responded to criticism of his experimental films, The Horse Thief and On the Hunting 

Ground in the 1980s: “My films are made for the audiences of the 21st century” 

(Guojiang, 2007, p. 25).  Chen’s self-defensive posture exposes that Chen Kaige still held 

an “art film mentality” when making commercial films.  A Chinese viewer named Hu Ge 

made a funny short mosaic film titled A Murder Case Caused by a Bun to spoof Chen 

Kaige’s The Promise’s unintelligent storyline and narrative by reediting the film together 

with a legal TV show.  After it was released on the internet, it immediately went viral.  

Chen Kaige was irritated and threatened legal action for copyright infringement, but the 

case fizzled out due to widespread internet support for the beleaguered Hu (Jiang, 2006).  

This video highlights the flawed narrative of the film and the audience’s disappointment 

with the film.  It also exposed the audience’s high expectation of a well-told story in 

addition to visual spectacle in Chinese blockbusters, which was the exact weakest aspect 

in a lot of Chinese blockbusters.  

As mentioned earlier, the most powerful film directors such as Zhang Yimou and 

Chen Kaige, who have cultural, symbolic, and social capital, were the first to be able to 

take on new challenges: the high-budget blockbuster.  Although they employed 

commercial film strategies such as star power, marketing campaigns, special effects, and 

spectacle, an “art film mentality” still fundamentally rules their minds when making 

blockbusters.  This “New Bottle, Old Wine” strategy revealed their preference for the 

mixture of commercial mode of production, martial arts genre, and episodic narrative that 

dominated Chinese art films.  It is obvious that the episodic narrative structure and 
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character-driven plot still dominate the early commercial blockbuster production of the 

Fifth Generation directors.  In his influential essay “The Art Cinema as a Mode of Film 

Practice,” David Bordwell (1999) argues, “The art cinema defines itself explicitly against 

the classical narrative mode, and especially against the cause-effect linkage of events. 

These linkages become looser, more tenuous in the art film” (p. 217).  In Hero, multiple 

flashbacks become a main device to advance the storytelling.  This is a common strategy 

in art films to interrupt the linear, cause-effect sequence of events.  As Bordwell (1985) 

points out, “The art film is nonclassical in that it creates permanent narrational gaps and 

calls attention to process of fabula construction… Eventually, the art-film narration 

solicits not only denotative comprehension but connotative reading, a high-level 

interpretation” (p. 212).  The film is based on the historical story of Jing Ke's attempt to 

assassinate the Emperor of Qin in 227 BC.  In addition to Zhang’s sympathetic rewrite of 

an Emperor who was often described as tyrant (which triggered a major controversy) lack 

of clarity and unity in narration is another reason for criticism.   

Hero’s story centers on an assassin, Nameless, who attempts to win the trust of 

the Emperor in order to assassinate him, but ultimately decides that China's unification 

and peace are more important than personal vengeance.  Hero borrows the story device of 

Akira Kurosawa’s Rashomon (1950) in the way it shows flashbacks that generate 

ambiguity with the narrative and the objective reality. To use Bordwell’s (1985) term, 

“the art film’s ‘reality’ is multifaceted” (p. 206).  Hero’s flashbacks present a 

multifaceted event.  This multiple narrative was in concert with the theme of the 

impossibility and uncertainty of comprehending historical truth.  Meanwhile, the 

flashbacks present different connotative depictions of the hero.  Zhang expresses his 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jing_Ke
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Qin_Shi_Huang
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thoughts about the “hero” through different love stories between Broken Sword (Tony 

Leung) and Flying Snow (Maggie Chang) and associated patriotic attitudes.  This 

multiple narrative structure in Hero is obviously spectacle-driven, as Zhang Yimou can 

present different action sequences and fight choreography distinguished by colors.  The 

frequent use of the flashbacks disrupts the linear narrative advancement of a martial arts 

film, which is necessitated by characters’ motivations and obstacles.  This alterative 

narrative goes against expectations raised by the film’s genre.  Unlike many of the 

recognized American auteur directors who did their most expressive and significant work 

within highly conventionalized forms (Schatz, 1981, p. 7), Zhang demonstrates his 

ambition to produce a high-quality blockbuster with the non-conventional narrative and 

genre norms in Hero.   

House of Flying Daggers once again demonstrates Zhang’s brilliant manipulation 

of color and cinematography, but his penchant for visual spectacle resulted in the 

disjuncture between content and form.  The film’s major failure lies in its storytelling and 

narrative, which lose coherence and clarity.  The film is the story of a love triangle set in 

the reign of the Tang Dynasty, when a rebel organization called The House of the Flying 

Daggers rises and opposes the government for corruption.  A police officer named Leo 

sends Officer Jin to investigate a young dancer named Mei, claiming that she has ties to 

the Flying Daggers.  Leo arrests Mei, only to have Jin break her free in a plot to gain her 

trust and lead the police to the new leader of the secret rebel organization.  This 

undercover police story was set against the historical backdrop of the conflict between 

the corrupt Tang Dynasty and the rebel organization, but this storyline was suddenly left 

out in the middle of the film.  A hasty ending to this storyline indicated that the 
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government suppressed the organization.  The rest of the movie focuses on the two 

policemen fighting for the love of Mei.  Zhang failed to connect the two plotlines into a 

unifying overarching story or to fully develop a central storyline into a rich and complete 

whole because of the overemphasis on visual spectacle.  This kind of empty and beautiful 

postcard-style film obviously is a quick mechanical reproduction of his previous success 

with Hero.  In particular, the last sequence of fighting in which two men fight for love 

completely lost the aura of the “xia” spirit and “jianghu” of martial arts films.  

Curse of the Golden Flower is the best among Zhang Yimou’s three blockbusters 

because it offers a clear-cut and smooth narrative.  As his long-term producer Zhang 

Weiping comments, “You can see from this movie, Zhang Yimou knows how to tell a 

story” (Ji, 2006, para.2).  The film leans more heavily on drama than stunts as in his last 

two period martial arts films.  The film is based on the well-known Chinese play titled 

Thunderstorm (lei Yu) by the Chinese dramatist Cao Yu, but is set in the imperial court in 

ancient China.  The film inherited the play’s tight narrative structure, complex 

characterization, and taboo theme.  The film is essentially another version of Zhang’s 

earlier film Ju dou (1990) packaged in a visual feast with exotic color, operatic mise-en-

scene, and a slow pace, as it deals with the various romantic, familial, and political 

intrigues lurking in the imperial palace.  Golden Flower grossed $72 million in overseas 

film markets (“Curse of the Golden Flower,” 2007).  The film was selected by Time 

Magazine as one of the best pictures of the year and also set a new box-office record with 

250 million RMB in the domestic film market, the highest-grossing film of the year.  In 

terms of production scale and box -office receipt, Golden Flower is a blockbuster film, 

however, its slow-paced, dramatic and tragic plot, and the open ending hardly qualify it 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cao_Yu
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as a ‘high concept’ blockbuster.  As Schatz (2003) observes, “the new Hollywood films 

became increasingly plot-driven, increasingly visceral, kinetic, and fast-paced, 

increasingly reliant on special effects, increasingly ‘fantastic’ (and thus apolitical), and 

increasingly targeted at younger audiences” (p. 23).  Furthermore, most of the highest 

grossing blockbusters in Hollywood are high concept films, in which a one-sentence 

description conveys the story idea (Wyatt, 1994. p. 7).  Golden Flower hardly qualifies as 

a high concept film since it is difficult to pitch with a succinctly stated premise.  In terms 

of characterization and slow-paced narrative, Golden Flower can be seen as an art film 

packaged with commercial film elements.  Arguably, the early Chinese blockbusters of 

the Fifth Generation still relied more on an episodic narrative structure, slow pace, driven 

by characters, with the emphasis on visual spectacle rather than narrative.  The Fifth 

Generation directors, like Zhang Yimou, showed their terrific technique and visual 

imagination in constructing spectacle, but their abilities in narrative and genre indicated 

that they were reluctant to completely follow the conventions of commercial film 

production.  However, the contributions of the Fifth Generation directors to the 

development of Chinese cinema are undeniable.  In the 1980s, they led Chinese cinema 

onto the world stage with their art films.  In the 2000s, the Fifth Generation directors 

pioneered the transformation of the film industry into the age of commercial film 

production and broke into the international market for Chinese commercial cinema.  

After Hero and House of Flying Daggers’ successful distribution in the West, 

however, subsequent Chinese blockbusters, including Zhang Yimou’s Golden Flower 

and Feng Xiaogang’s Banquet, received the cold shoulder in the international film 

markets as the martial arts heat was winding down.  The failure and frustration of selling 
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Chinese blockbusters in foreign markets forced Chinese filmmakers to turn their focus 

back to the domestic market.  Although the early Chinese blockbusters have narrative 

drawbacks, the domestic market for Chinese blockbuster consumption has been 

effectively stimulated and cultivated.  Extricating themselves from an over-reliance on 

the martial arts genre and overseas markets, Chinese directors began to explore various 

genres and modern themes in Chinese blockbusters. Commercial blockbuster production 

demonstrated that Chinese artists were willing to adopt the conventions of commercial 

Hollywood feature filmmaking such as tighter narrative, goal-oriented characters, and 

fast editing and so on.  In particular, the artist and industrialist began to take film genre 

seriously.  The commercial film narrative refers to classical Hollywood narrative 

conventions, marked by linear, cause–and-effect narratives populated by goal-orientated 

characters.  This classical Hollywood narrative matured in the golden age of Hollywood.  

As Pramaggiore and Wallis (2008) point out:  

The principles of narrative that govern commercial feature films emerged from 

the practices and preferences of Hollywood filmmakers in the early part of the 

twentieth century. Commercial Hollywood studios established a formula for 

making popular films that tell stories and refined these rules over several decades. 

(p.20) 

Chinese filmmakers’ adoption of Hollywood’s commercial film narrative marks a 

significant departure from the norms of Chinese art films that had dominated the Chinese 

cinematic expression for decades.  It also indicates that the industry and artists began to 

read the pulse of the audience that had been ignored for more than 50 years under the 

socialist studio system.  As Schatz (1981) comments on the studio system, “Not only did 
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the audiences attending these theaters provide the bulk of revenue for the studios, but 

they also determined the general trends of studio production and cinematic expression” (p. 

5).  This rule was now functioning in the Chinese film industry as it transformed from a 

socialist film studio system into a capitalist film industry.  For example, at the second 

stage of the blockbuster production trend, the big-name directors like Zhang Yimou and 

Feng Xiaogang, showed their openness to Hollywood narrative conventions and genre 

norms as responses to the needs of the market and the audience.  Assembly (2007) was 

Feng’s first war film, adapted from the novel Guan Si (A Legal Case), which is based on 

a real-life account of a veteran army captain who fights to gain recognition for his 

comrades who died during the Chinese Civil War.  The film grossed 2.6 billion RMB at 

the box office in the domestic market and became the only Chinese blockbuster of 2007 

that could compete with the Hollywood blockbuster Transformer—whose box-office 

revenue in China reached 2.8 billion RMB.  To depict high-quality realistic battle scenes, 

Feng hired the action and effects team from the 2004 South Korean war film Taegukgi to 

work on Assembly.  The director was obviously influenced by Taegukgi and the 

American war film Saving Private Ryan in terms of gritty cinematography, color, and 

brilliant scoring.  The first half of the film offers impressive bloody battle scenes, while 

the second half of the film becomes a historical war drama.  The film does not focus on 

nation building or both sides’ conflicts in the Civil War.  It actually eschews nationalism, 

heroism, and the customary patriotic rhetoric often seen in the socialist war films.  By 

reversing the grand narrative of socialist war films that have strong ideological and 

political messages and always focus on the CCP leaders and authorities, Assembly instead 

focuses on soldiers.  As a war/buddy genre film, the subject of the film is friendship, but 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taegukgi_%28film%29
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the core of the story is ultimately about the respect for individuals and the quest for 

justice and historic truth.  Feng follows the Hollywood storytelling paradigm as David 

Bordwell (1985) defines it:  

Presents psychologically defined individuals who struggle to solve a clear-cut 

problem or to attain specific goals. In the course of this struggle, the characters 

enter into conflict with others or with external circumstances. The story ends with 

a decisive victory or defeat, a resolution of the problem and a clear achievement 

or nonachievement of the goals” (p. 57)   

The main character, Guzidi, drives the plot of the film to achieve his goal of fighting to 

gain recognition for his dead comrades for their sacrifice and get them a memorial.  The 

film is a great breakthrough in the ideology-laden war genre in Chinese cinema, which no 

longer portrays the war as a “cause” or propagates socialist beliefs; instead, humanity 

becomes the focus of the camera and the narration.   

Feng’s adoption of Hollywood genre and narrative conventions is also evident in 

his film Aftershock (2010).  The movie is a hybrid of the disaster film and family 

melodrama.  The film revolves around a happy family that was destroyed by a 

cataclysmic earthquake that took place on July 26, 1976. The husband, Da Qiang, loses 

his life to save his wife.  The mother, Yuan Ni, has to face an agonizing choice between 

saving her son or daughter, both of whom are trapped by a collapsed concrete slab. She 

chooses her son, Fang Da. However, her daughter Fang Deng overhears her mother's 

tough choice and then miraculously survives and is adopted by a PLA soldier, Mr. Wang, 

and his wife.  For Fang Deng, the pain of being given up by her mother still lingers on.  

Thirty-two years later, after the Wenchuan earthquake in 2008, she is married to a 
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Canadian, and travels to China and volunteers for the rescue team.  By chance, she meets 

her younger brother Fang Da and she learns how her mother Yuan Ni suffered through all 

those years.  Fang Da forgives her mother and the family is finally reunited.  In 

Aftershock, Feng presents the highly effective rendering of the Tangshan earthquake, 

which killed an estimated 240,000 people in 1976.  The older generation’s familiarity 

with the 1976 historical tragedy and the painful memory of the younger generation about 

the 2008 earthquake enabled the production company to broaden the scope of its target 

audience and to cater to a multigenerational audience.  The film successfully evokes the 

collective memories of the 1976 and the 2008 earthquakes among Chinese people.  In 

addition, the family melodrama presents China’s traditional prejudices against daughters, 

but the film also glorifies the essence of Chinese family values that easily hooked the 

audience.  Aftershock became one of the highest-grossing domestic films in the history of 

Chinese cinema.    

Likewise, Zhang Yimou’s The Flowers of War (2012) was another work that 

rewrote the socialist war genre.  When the film was released, audiences and the media 

praised how it looks like a Hollywood blockbuster.  This not only signaled that China 

could produce high-quality blockbusters, but also that Chinese filmmakers could 

successfully employ Hollywood storytelling devices to produce Hollywood-like 

impressions.  The film itself follows the classical Hollywood narrative style, which is 

driven by cause-effect, goal-orientated individuals coping with the obstacles.  The 

narrative is focused on goal-oriented protagonists: An American priest and a group of 

courtesans find refuge in a church compound, whose leaders are desperate to protect a 

group of innocent schoolgirls from the violence and persecution wrought by the Japanese 
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army during Japan's rape of Nanking in 1937.  The film does not place an emphasis on 

the battle scenes during the time of the Japanese invasion, but highlights the destruction 

of city of Nanking and the awful horrors of the war and the suffering and death of human 

beings.  The film plays on the ‘White Knight’ trope.  The American priest, John Miller, 

played by Christian Bale behaves like the stereotypical knight, who evolves from a drunk 

to a hero during wartime.  He tries to lead the Chinese women to safety and rescue them 

from evil Japanese soldiers.  As Gina Marchetti (1994) comments about the ‘white 

knights’ trope in Hollywood cinema, “the white knight’s gender and racial superiority 

and concomitant moral imperative to rule are thus simultaneously affirmed” (p. 164).  

However, The Flowers of War subtly dispels the ‘white knight’ trope by showing Miller’s 

weak power through his failed negotiation with Japanese invaders.  Miller’s weak power 

is also symbolized through the Catholic Church.  As a sign of Western power, the church 

is invaded by Japanese soldiers and becomes vulnerable.  The true heroes of the movie 

are, in fact, the Chinese prostitutes who undergo the hero's journey and surrender their 

own bodies and sacrifice their lives for the schoolgirls.  Yu Mo, the leader of the 

prostitutes, is played in an effective heart-of-gold way and always had the upper hand 

over Miller, which somehow reverses Hollywood’s stereotypical description of the 

romantic relationship between white knights and Asian women.  

Chinese blockbusters’ box office success has rewarded the film directors in 

different ways.  Feng Xiaogang’s status as leading commercial film director was further 

consolidated through his blockbuster practice and he has become one of the most 

powerful film directors in the film industry.  Zhang Yimou proved himself a 

commercially viable director after he turned to commercial film production.  His 
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achievement in art films and commercial films earned him the title “Grand Master” (da 

shi) and nobody can challenge his authority and status in the Chinese film industry.  In 

addition to big-name film directors who became more involved in commercial film 

production, Hong Kong film directors who have rich experiences in making commercial 

films began to enter the Mainland film market to co-produce films after the Mainland and 

Hong Kong signed the Closer Economic Partnership Arrangement (CEPA) on June 29, 

2003. According to the CEPA, official Hong Kong-China co-productions are considered 

domestic. Under CEPA, even Hong Kong films that do not qualify as domestic will have 

more access to the mainland market than movies from other countries.  Since then, big-

name Hong Kong film directors, such as Hark Tsui, Peter Chan, Ronny Yu, and Teddy 

Chan, joined the blockbuster director camp to make Chinese blockbusters through co-

productions that are generally Mainland financed but use mixed casts and crews from 

Hong Kong and Mainland China.  This led to the phenomenon of “Going North,” which 

means Hong Kong film talent going to Mainland China to make films.  Hong Kong film 

directors, who have significant practice with commercial film production, become an 

important creative force in Chinese blockbuster production, and further boosted the 

quality and growth of commercial blockbusters.  Their blockbusters were some of the 

biggest box office successes such as The Warlords (2007), Red Cliff (2008) and Journey 

to the West: Conquering the Demons (2013). 

Meanwhile, the Mainland talent pool has continued to expand.  With the deeper 

commercialization of the film industry, many young directors turned to commercial film 

production. With the booming market and growing confidence in Chinese cinema, 

younger generation directors were given the opportunity to make medium or high-budget 
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blockbusters, which add fresh film language, genre elements, and modern style into 

blockbuster production and aim to attract young audiences.  It is worth noting that Feng 

Xiaogang’s 1942 (2012) and Zhang Yimou’s The Flowers of War (2012) did not generate 

expected revenues and were even considered a box-office flop by Chinese media in terms 

of their high-budgets (Yu, 2012). Instead, a low-to-mid budgeted Lost in Thailand (2012) 

directed by a lesser-known actor-turned-director Xu Zheng became a dark horse at the 

box office and surprisingly took in 126.4 million yuan (US$ 220 million) although it only 

cost 30 million yuan to make (Yu, 2012).  This new trend continued in 2013. The young 

directors began to rely on genre films to recount contemporary Chinese stories touching 

upon young audience’s daily life concerns such as love, housing, career, and 

moneymaking.  A few medium-budget films made it into the 2013 top-ten box office 

chart (which featured seven Chinese films and three Hollywood films) including Finding 

Mr. Right, Tiny Time, and So Young.  New and young directors directed those medium-

budget films.  This phenomenon demonstrates that new film talent has begun to play a 

significant role in commercial film production and the film market is more diversified 

and no longer solely dependent on big-name auteurs and their Chinese blockbusters. 

 

Conclusion 

The rise of Chinese blockbusters has been the key to the industry’s survival and 

flourishment in the 2000s, combating competition from Hollywood blockbusters and 

other leisure activities.  The Chinese blockbusters stimulated Chinese moviegoers’ 

renewed interest in Chinese films and effectively maneuvered their participation in 

Chinese blockbuster consumption.  The emergence of the blockbuster goes hand-in-hand 
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with industrial structural changes, thanks to the commercialization of the film industry.  

The rapid growth of the multiplex and theater chains provides the necessary context for 

blockbuster consumption, and increases the circulation of Chinese blockbusters.  The 

trend of mergers and conglomerates in the media sector helps enlarge economies of 

production scale, thereby making the mode of the high-budget, high-risk, and high-return 

blockbuster possible.  The tremendous box-office success of Chinese blockbusters 

attracted more private capital into the film industry, which reversed the financial crisis of 

the industry in the 1990s.  The huge market and opportunities also attracted film talent to 

enter the Mainland film industry through various types of collaborations.  This talent flow 

contributed significantly to the improvement of Chinese blockbusters.  

With decades of industry transformation since the onset of the movie industry 

reforms, film culture has shifted to commercial film as a dominant mode of production.  

In this dynamic process, the industry has grown enormously over the last 30 years at an 

average annual rate of 30 percent.  Hollywood blockbusters provided a model for the 

industry to follow, so the ways of doing business and of making movies have changed 

and moved away from a socialist mode of production.  Through Titanic and Crouching 

Tiger, the state and filmmakers recognized the power of popular film.  The state, the 

industry, and filmmakers reached a consensus in the commercial front.  For any national 

cinema, Hollywood is not only a threat but also an overwhelming attractor.  Many 

scholars have discussed the complicated, sometimes adversarial relationship between 

national cinemas and Hollywood.  However, Hollywood cannot at this point be 

considered as “totally other” from any national cinema; instead, there is “so much of any 

nation’s film culture which is implicitly ‘Hollywood’” (Elsaesser, 1987, p. 166).  Also, as 
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Andrew Higson (1989) reminds us, we should “[bear] in mind always that Hollywood 

may itself be an integral part of that cultural formation” (p. 42), and:  

Hollywood is not only the most internationally powerful cinema—it has also, of 

course, for many years been an integral and naturalized part of the national culture, 

or the popular imagination, of most countries in which cinema is an established 

entertainment form. In other words, Hollywood has become one of those cultural 

traditions, which feeds into the so-called national cinema of, for instance, the 

Western European cinema. (p. 39)   

Conversely, the global success of Hollywood is partly due to its ability to absorb other 

film cultures. As the historian Pells puts it, “what Americans have done more brilliantly 

than their overseas rivals is to repackage the cultural products we receive from abroad 

and then retransmit them to the rest of the planet” (Pells, 2002, p. 7).  As we have pointed 

out above, Mulan bears on its face the mark of Chinese popular culture, but really derives 

from a Disney film.  Resisting Hollywood has proven impossible, although some 

protective measures may work well to secure the initial growth of a local industry.  For 

any national film in the age of globalization, ‘glocalization’ or Hannerz’s ‘creolization’ 

may be the best way to compete against Hollywood.   
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Conclusion 

Reform of the movie industry in China achieved a huge breakthrough in the first 

decade of the 21st century, which resulted in significant structural transformations in three 

sectors and phenomenal growth to become the second largest film market in the world.  

The top-down movie industry reforms have been underway for over 30 years, with 

Hollywood blockbusters dominating the domestic film market for almost 20 years from 

1994 to 2013.  These two phenomena fundamentally changed the direction and 

production culture of the Chinese film industry.  China's accession to the WTO in 2001 

generated tremendous benefits for China and brought with it unprecedented opportunities, 

but also new responsibilities, pressures, and challenges. As China further opens up its 

domestic film market to foreign rivals, cultural protectionism is not feasible in the long 

run.  The state realized the urgency of modernizing filmmaking practice and 

commercializing the film industry in order to protect itself from the inevitable global 

cultural exchanges, competition, and increasing western cultural influence.  After many 

years of internal struggle and conservatism, the state gradually embraced global 

commercial culture and widespread commercialization of the media as its top priorities in 

the new millennium. Therefore, the state elevated film to be a tool of soft power, took a 

co-operative strategy to incorporate Fifth and Sixth Generation directors to make films 

within the production system, and actively encouraged regional and international co-

productions through the signing of the CEPA (Closer Economic Partnership 

Arrangement), and the ECFA (Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement). Its 

ambition to project China as a regional media hub is obvious.   
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The main focus of this project has been on the Chinese film industry from 1999-

2013, which was the most important period with regard to the movie industry reforms. I 

would call this a “transitional period” in which the film industry evolved from a socialist 

film studio system to a commercial film industry guided by the state’s movie policies.  

The year 1999 marked the beginning of a new phase of Chinese cinema when the state 

announced a series of deregulation policies to deepen the movie industry reforms and the 

commercialization of the film industry that had stagnated in the 1980s and 90s. By 2013, 

the centralized film studio system had transformed into a vertically and horizontally 

integrated cluster of entertainment conglomerates. In the film exhibition sector, the 

multiplex developed quickly and has become mainstream. China had 4,582 cinema 

complexes and 18,195 screens, increases of 25% and 39% respectively in 2013 (Frater, 

2014).  The boom of the multiplex in China is one of the most important industrial factors 

behind the emergence and popularity of Chinese blockbusters.   Chinese films’ market 

share reached 59%, exceeding Hollywood’s share for the first time since 1994. China’s 

box office revenue reached 21.77 billion RMB ($3.6 billion) in 2013, up about 27% over 

2012, with home-grown fare drawing particularly large crowds and driving down 

Hollywood's share of the market (Makinen, 2014).  Seven of the 10 highest-grossing 

films were Chinese, and only three Hollywood films making the list (Makinen, 2014).  

These data indicate that Chinese cinema’s battle with Hollywood achieved at least a 

temporary victory since Hollywood blockbusters had dominated the domestic film market 

since 1994. According to the MPAA’s annual Theatrical Market Statistics reports, China 

became the top international box-office market for Hollywood in 2012 and retained this 

position in 2013.   

http://variety.com/t/china/
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Over the course of this study, I have argued that China has developed an 

alternative commercial film industry model in the new millennium through top-down 

movie industry reforms. This model incorporated Western media practices into China’s 

own experiences and concepts of economic reforms. In addition to adopting Western 

commercial film practices, such as vertical integration, media mergers, and 

conglomeration, the state also firmly abided by China’s basic rules of economic reforms 

for state-owned enterprises, which nurture multiple forms of ownership but keep public 

ownership in a dominant position in strategically important industries. The state 

prioritized the development of state-owned media conglomerates as the infrastructure 

development strategy; therefore, state-backed film companies enjoyed priority access to 

resources and facilities, receiving priority over private film companies.  This hybrid 

industrial model served the state’s purposes of continuous control over the film industry 

while enhancing efficiency and commercialization of the industry.  In other words, the 

state effectively retained hegemony over the film industry while transforming it into a 

commercial culture industry. 

As a state-controlled industry, the state’s movie policy is of vital importance for 

the path of national cinema renewal, cultural exchanges with international film industries, 

and the future of Chinese cinema. Entering into the new century, the state indeed played 

an active role in deepening the commercialization of the film industry and facilitating its 

growth by giving the film industry more time to revive with the assistance of the import 

quota system. However, we should not ignore the role industry people played in this 

dynamic transformation process. We also need to trace how they responded to the 

industry transformation and struggled and negotiated with a socialist legacy and market 
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forces. I have explored human agency in terms of two distinctive but relevant practices—

film debates and the blockbuster phenomenon.  Film discourse was a site of contestation 

between film as a commodity and film as art. It provides a contrastive entrance to 

understand the dynamic process of the industrial transformation and changing production 

culture. Through the examination of film debates from the mid-1980s through the early 

2000s, I have traced how filmmaker, critics, and intellectuals broke the shackles of 

socialist and art film culture influences, and gradually accepted global commercial film 

culture.  The examination of these film debates gives us background stories about how 

filmmaker, critics, and intellectuals eventually turned to commercial blockbuster practice 

as a dominate mode of production in the new century.   

Along with the infrastructural changes, the film industry pursued commercial 

blockbusters as a strategy. Following Hollywood’s idea that “movies with greater 

production values should be more appealing to prospective moviegoers” (Elberse, 2014, 

p.1), the Chinese film industry also expected that Chinese blockbusters with big stars, 

big-name directors, and bigger budgets can lead to higher box-office returns. In fact, the 

“blockbuster strategy” worked. Chinese blockbusters made significant contributions to 

the revival of the film industry, which was in despair to find solutions to compete with 

Hollywood blockbusters in the late 1990s and early 2000s.  Early Chinese blockbusters 

employed the strategies of auteur and martial arts genres to reduce financial risks and 

guarantee international distribution. The big-name art film directors pioneered this new 

mode of production, which demonstrated how much the industry has transformed and 

how much Chinese filmmakers have changed during the industry transformation.  The 

internationally well-known art film directors Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige were 
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forerunners of this new mode of production. Their early blockbusters gave confidence to 

the industry and established a model of finance, marketing, and exploration of 

international film markets for emergent Chinese blockbusters when the film industry was 

at the cross-roads in the late 1990s and early 2000s.  The early Chinese blockbusters were 

either martial arts films or historical dramas, which relied on its own cultural resources to 

create narrative content.  Almost all of the early Chinese blockbusters created stories 

based on traditional Chinese folk stories, popular literature, and Chinese history. For 

example, Hero’s story is from a historical folk story about China’s first Empire (the Qin) 

and Emperor Qin Shihuang (259 to 210 B CE); Painted Skin is an adaptation of a story 

from ancient Chinese classic literature (ghost stories), The Strange Tales of Liao Zhai 

tells about a fox spirits in human form written by Pu Songling. Red Cliff is adapted from 

the Chinese novel Romance of the Three Kingdoms written by Guanzhong Luo (1330-

1400 CE). They have different themes to cater to Chinese audiences’ emotional and 

entertainment needs, such as love, heroism, family values and so on. Chinese audiences 

easily identified with narratives of Chinese blockbusters. So, the cultural resonance 

created by Chinese blockbusters became an important means to attract Chinese audiences. 

Additionally, the improved quality and visual effects of Chinese blockbusters provided 

pleasures similar to Hollywood blockbusters. With many years’ efforts, in 2013 Chinese 

films recovered some market share previously lost to Hollywood blockbusters in the 

domestic film market. 

After Hero’s (2002) global box office success, the blockbuster began to become 

the most important product in the film industry and a major contributor to total box office 

grosses.  However, no healthy film culture relies on blockbuster movies alone.  The 
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structure of Chinese film production demonstrated some changes after the so-called “ten-

years of Chinese blockbusters” (2002-2012). Roughly, a pyramid-shaped structure is 

forming — the blockbuster stands on the top, while genre and art films form the base of 

the pyramid.  In other words, the dominant blockbuster production trend has been 

complemented by medium and low budget genre films since the first decade of the 2000s.  

Two low-budget genre films contributed to the emergence of this low-to medium genre 

film production trend. Love Is Not Blind (2011) became a dark horse at the box-office in 

2011. The film’s budget was RMB 9 million (US $1.4 million), but took in RMB 

350million (US $56 million).  This romantic comedy film was adapted from an online 

novel. It tells a story of how a 27-year-old woman goes through her emotions in the 33 

days following her break-up with her boyfriend of seven years, and eventually finds her 

true love.   The film was released on 8th Nov 2011, Singles Day, to comfort and warm 

the hearts of all those individuals who celebrate Singles Day.  In 2012, Lost in Thailand, 

a mixture of road movie and comedy, delivered an unexpected box office smash of 126.4 

million RMB (US $220 million) with its production cost 30 million RMB (US $4.6 

million). The story tells of Xu and a rival business manager who fight over a 

revolutionary new in-house technology for control of their company. Xu flies to Bangkok 

to make the deal where his eyes are opened to life's true priorities by Wang, a happy-go-

lucky man.   The unexpected success of these two films made the industry realize that the 

big-budget blockbuster is not the only way to make money and compete with Hollywood. 

In addition to blockbusters, the film industry also needs to produce a large number of 

good-quality medium and low budget films to fill the screens of the multiplex theaters.  

Since 2013, diverse low-and medium-budget genre films emerged and played an 
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important role contributing to the total annual box-office, such as comedies, road films, 

youth movies, horror films, sci-fi movies, and fantasy films.  These films include So 

Young (致青春, 2013), Finding Mr. Right (北京遇到西雅图,2013), Tiny Time (小时

代,2013), Chronicles of the Ghostly Tribe (九层妖塔, 2015), and Mojin: The Lost Legend 

(寻龙诀,2015).  

Although many other genre films’ quality is not always good, these attempts 

showed that the film industry is more diversified and no longer solely dependent on big-

name film auteurs and their blockbusters as it was in the first decade of the new century. 

These genre films also provided young talent with opportunities to make films. More and 

more newcomers are willing to make genre films with a medium or low budget.   The 

emergent genre film production trend indicates that the commercialization of the film 

industry reached a new level of maturity. We could argue that Chinese cinema has 

entered a new phase after 2013. Commercial films have occupied a large portion of 

Chinese film production through blockbusters, genre films, and commercial main melody 

films.  In other words, commercial films have become a major product of the film 

industry that radically changed the hierarchy of production structure in the 1980s and 90s.  

The top-down film production model, in which the film industry followed the state’s 

administrative order every year, significantly changed.  As this genre film mentality 

becomes popular among filmmakers, the industry has started to pay more attention to the 

audience’s needs and tastes.  In China in the 1990s, the audience became the first to 

respond to Western cultural products, in particular Hollywood blockbusters, whereas the 

film industry’s response to global commercial film culture manifested a slow, passive 

adaptation to the changing industrial and cultural environment.  A new generation of 



215 
 

movie-goers was emerging that was heavily influenced by global commercial film culture 

and new technologies. One of the positive outcomes of many years of industrial 

transformation was that the film industry began to take the audience seriously.  This 

project does not touch upon audience studies and movie-going patterns, which should be 

an interesting future research topic.  

Compared to American media industry studies, contemporary Chinese film 

industry studies in the United States has its limitations in methodology and breadth of 

research. In the 2000s, deregulation fundamentally altered the structure of the 

relationship between producers/distributors and exhibitors, which significantly impacted 

film production in China. However, few scholars have examined the commercial 

transformation of the film industry, and in particular there has been very little concrete 

analyses of transformations in the production, distribution, and film exhibition sectors. 

Thus, this project makes a contribution to the understanding of how a centralized film 

industry was transformed into a commercial film industry.   First, it offers a timely survey 

of the phenomenal boom of the multiplex in the new millennium.  As an important 

reform measure, new theater chains completely changed the film distribution and 

exhibition sectors. The emergence of mall multiplexes not only significantly transformed 

the cinematic space and leisure activities of Chinese people, but also impacted how 

movies are distributed and exhibited. The case study of Chinese film exhibition reforms 

offers the first detailed description of the film exhibition transformation and the multiplex 

development within the contexts of social, cultural, and industrial transformations. 

Second, this project provides a detailed description of the transformation of the socialist 

film studio system. The purpose behind the state’s deregulation was to transform film 
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studios into vertically and horizontally integrated media conglomerates. To understand 

Chinese cinema and changing production culture in the new century, it is important to 

understand how film studios were reorganized and how the new infrastructures impacted 

filmmaking practices. The transformation of the production sector has to be analyzed and 

understood.  The concrete analysis of the China Film Group Corporation revealed the 

state’s strategies of transforming film studios into modern enterprises. Thirdly, it 

contributes to a burgeoning literature on Chinese commercial films.  In the United States, 

film scholars have shown less interest in commercial films, and instead primarily focused 

on Chinese art films. As the film industry transforms into a capitalist culture industry, 

commercial film production is prospering and has become a dominant mode of 

production. Commercial film has become an arena in which many different actors and 

forces are competing. This interaction of different players within this space reflects the 

complicated nature of changing film production culture in China.  The study of 

commercial film production is an excellent vehicle for examining cultural agents and 

their struggles over social and cultural changes, as well as industrial commercialization. 

Fourth, the methodology in this project exploring industry transformation and the 

changing filmmaking practices from an extra-textual perspective should be valuable to 

contemporary Chinese film industry studies.  This dissertation employs an integrative 

approach of combining political economy, cultural studies, industrial studies and film 

studies to analyze industry transformation and film culture changes in hopes of providing 

a comprehensive investigation of the research questions.   

Although this study was carefully researched and prepared, I am aware of its 

limitations and shortcomings.  One research area not addressed in this project is private 
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media conglomerates. Deregulation in the 2000s not only fundamentally changed the 

state-controlled film studio system, but also led to the prosperity of private film 

companies. Over the past decade, private film companies have become a significant force 

in the three sectors. Due to a lack of information, my study has only focused on the steps 

taken by state-owned media conglomerates in the pursuit of vertical and horizontal 

integration. Similar activities also took place within private media conglomerates, 

although limited by the state’s cultural policies.  State-owned film companies and 

privately owned film companies developed different strategies to respond to the larger 

structural changes and economic goals, and adjusted to the changing cultural environment, 

based on their advantages and disadvantages.  For example, private film companies do 

not own any important film institutions and assets.  Most of the important film 

institutions were merged into state-owned media conglomerates like CFGC. However, 

without institutional power, private film companies like Huayi Bros. developed a talent 

agency to nurture their power by controlling groups of stars.  Huayi Brothers, which 

developed from a small advertising company into a media empire, has become the first 

privately-owned media conglomerate and launched an IPO in 2009. In recent years, 

Huayi Brothers has aggressively developed towards a vertically and horizontally 

integrated corporate structure, setting up its own film distribution company and theater 

chains.  Huayi Bros. has become a major independent player and a very important 

commercial film producer.  In addition, other private media conglomerates, including 

Wanda Group, Bona Film Group, and Enlight Media Group, are also important film 

producers, distributors and exhibitors alongside of state-owned media conglomerates, and 

their businesses reach across film, television, talent agencies, film distribution and 
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exhibition and so on.  The industry transformation remains an ongoing process. The 

structure of market power is changing and still far from clear.  I have only tapped the 

surface of what can be accomplished in contemporary media industry analyses. Much 

research remains to be done on topics such as vertical and horizontal integration, and 

emerging private media conglomerates in order to understand the whole market control 

and structure. 

Another potential and important research topic worth exploring in the future is the 

Internet’s influence on Chinese cinema. After the first decade of the 2000s, the Internet 

began to manifest its potential force and influences on film business in China. China has 

now surpassed 649 million internet users, outnumbering the entire U.S. population two to 

one (McKirdy, 2015).  Although the film industry’s exploration of the Internet is still in 

its infancy, the Internet has manifested its potential as a profitable venue for publicity, 

marketing, and distribution for Chinese cinema. In addition, the Internet also provides 

unknown filmmakers with the opportunities to gain more access to the public and to 

industry professionals when their films can’t get into theater chains. As the rapid 

development of the film market and the Internet, the film industry has had to adapt to the 

changes the Internet has brought, and is still adapting. It would be fascinating and 

complex to examine how the Internet has changed movies and the movie business. How 

does the film industry deal with theater distribution and internet distribution? how does 

the industry handle online film and piracy? Those questions are fundamental and crucial 

as the Chinese film industry is further commercialized and fully integrated into the global 

entertainment system. 

http://www.cnn.com/profiles/euan-mckirdy
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Globalization and global commercial films have brought drastic competition to 

Chinese cinema. In particular, Hollywood’s reentry in the Chinese film market has 

brought great challenges, but also brought in modern filmmaking experiences and high-

quality commercial films. After 1994, Hollywood once again became the most influential 

foreign film culture in China. Through the collaboration with Hollywood majors, the film 

industry learned advanced approaches in film distribution, exhibition, and marketing.  

The initial development of the multiplex cinema in China also can be attributed to the 

collaboration with Hollywood.  For example, as a newcomer in film exhibition business, 

Wanda Group chose Warner Bros. as its business partner in 2004 to invest in and build 

the multiplexes in all of their shopping malls.  During this collaboration, Warner Bros. 

“provide[d] overall technical support in the design and construction of the cinemas, full-

time operational and management services on an on-going basis, as well as have its 

world-renowned icons key to the branding” (“Wanda Group,” 2004), but eventually 

withdrew its investment in China's cinema market due to tightened restrictions on foreign 

ownership in 2006 (Friedman & Lee, 2006).  The Chinese film industry has also accepted 

Hollywood’s business philosophy.  Hollywood’s vertical and horizontal integration 

structure became a model for the film industry to imitate when transforming the socialist 

studio system to a commercial film industry. The term “high concept” has been 

introduced by film scholars to the field of Chinese cinema, and accepted by filmmakers 

(Yin & Wang, 2006) to employ in their blockbuster practices.   

My analyses have responded to this study’s research questions. I have analyzed 

the film industry’s transformation and its recreation of commercial film culture within 

China’s special political, social, cultural, and economic conditions. The state’s mission 

http://www.warnerbros.com/studio/news/wanda-group-and-warner-bros-international-cinemas-jointly-create-warner-wanda-cinemas),although
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for deregulation and liberalization of the film industry in the 2000s is twofold: 

commercialize the film industry and integrate its filmmaking practices into global media 

practices; and maintain its hegemonic control over the film industry. The most important 

strategy that the state employed was to openly embrace and endorse commercial film 

culture, and in particular Hollywood’s commercial business model and commercial film 

culture. The rapid growth of Chinese cinema in the 2000s proved this strategy’s success. 

Chinese cinema’s competitiveness has been improved, its distribution and exhibition 

practices have been modernized, and the centralized industry structure has been 

transformed into one of vertical and horizontal integration.  China has shown its potential 

to become the largest film market in the world in the light of its huge population and 

rapid growth of the domestic film market. All these changes took place over the last ten 

years.  

The film industry is now a sunrise industry in China and continues to grow. The 

rapid development of Chinese cinema is attracting large inflows of private and foreign 

capital, and talent from all over East Asia. Meanwhile, the competition with Hollywood 

will be fierce in the new century.  Hence, the sustainable development of the film 

industry depends not only on more open movie policies from the state, but also on the 

successful adaptation to the game of the global market economy.  It is therefore urgent 

and timely to build a healthier film industry by ensuring an environment in which 

Chinese cinema production can grow, develop and revive in a fiercely competitive global 

environment. The state still tightly controls over the film industry that has operated as a 

commercial culture industry.  As a result, the tensions and contradictions between the 

market, the state’s control, and filmmakers’ demand for creative freedom remain. 
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Considering the rapid growth of Chinese cinema and the increase in international co-

productions, research on the contemporary Chinese film industry should be encouraged 

and promoted.  It is our duty as scholars to cultivate awareness about the dynamics of 

regulatory practice, industry discourse, institutional convergence, and technological 

development that are shaping the entertainment industries.  It is my hope that this project 

can establish a foundation for further research and study, and bring China's media 

reforms and industry transformation into the academic discourse within the global 

communities.   
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