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Introduction: Young Rebels and
Social Change

Any study of mainland Chinese film needs to take account of its social and cultural
contexts, as changes in these aspects have an intricate influence on the content and
style of films, especially after 1949. Lenin’s alleged comment about film — that when
the medium is in the hands of socialist cultural workers, it becomes one of the most
powerful weapons for educating people — remained an important principle in the
policing of the Chinese film industry up to the 1980s. Between the 1950s and the
1980s, Chinese filmmaking, like other areas of the country’s social and cultural life,
was monitored by a highly centralized political establishment and extensively exploited
as a propaganda tool. This study traces the relationship between changes in politics and
changes in film from the 1950s to the present, with particular reference to the altered
cinematic portrayal of young adults from the late 1980s. Those years saw the release
of a number of films with young adults as protagonists, many of them rebels. In these
films, workers, peasants and soldiers — who had occupied the central position on
China’s silver screens since 1949 — were replaced by angry and alienated young men
and young women living on the periphery of mainstream adult society. This book is
a study of this new type of central character who appears in what I call “young-rebel
films.” While focusing in particular on the 1980s, it also examines some earlier and
later periods of Chinese film to provide comparative perspectives.

A quick way to give readers a sense of what the book is about is to say that it looks
for evidence in the young-rebel films that may help to answer the question: Has China
gone through a phase of “youth rebellion” comparable with that represented in films
such as Rebel Without a Cause (1954), Look Back in Anger (1959) or Easy Rider
(1969)? Although this comparison with the West is secondary to the book’s focus on
China, one chapter does compare and contrast the youth rebellion in China with a
similar phenomenon in Britain in the late 1950s and early 1960s.

Although youth study (gingnian xue), as an academic discipline, boasts but a short
history in mainland China, there has already been much controversy over when a
“youth culture” (gingnian wenhua) was formed. Some have claimed that youth culture
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existed in China over 2,500 years ago. The theoretical assumption of proponents of this
school is that youth culture is characterized by universality (pubianxing), exploration
(kaituoxing), and immaturity (youzhixing); that is, where there are youth, there is
youth culture. On this basis, they see elements of youth culture contained in some
of the earliest literary works such as The Book of Songs, because some poems in this
collection are about the life and love of young people.! However, one might argue that
this way of thinking adopts too broad a definition of “culture,” relating it to the general
characteristics of individuals rather than to the specific kinds of social activity and
group communication, the sharing of icons and role models, associated with the term
today in sociology or cultural studies.

Meanwhile, others have sought to pin down the origin of Chinese youth culture
to the beginning of the twentieth century when youth movements were springing up
vigorously across the country. According to these theorists, the main indicators of the
formation of youth culture are the popularity of mass organizations among young
people, the influence of youth movements on society, the development of a cultural
market for youth, generational conflicts and a collective identification among young
people.> The May Fourth period of 1919 satisfied these conditions. This classification
has, however, been challenged by those who believe that youth culture in China only
emerged during the Cultural Revolution years, which witnessed (among many other
changes) the birth and rise of the Red Guard Movement and the implementation of
the “rustication movement.” Launched by a group of Beijing high school students in
1966, the Red Guard Movement received strong endorsement from Chairman Mao,
and it spread like a raging prairie fire to encompass an enormous number of students
coming from literally every high school and university across the country. As political
fanatics in early stage of the Cultural Revolution, Red Guards took an active role in
“beating, smashing and looting” (da za giang). However, by 1968, the Red Guards had
been disciplined and their activities curtailed by the Party leader, who would soon have
hundreds and thousands of them sent down to “work in the countryside and mountain
areas,” which formed the “rustication movement” (shangshan xiaxiang), a nationwide
campaign to transfer urban youths to rural areas. Between 1968 and late 1975, more
than 12 million urban youths, about 10 percent of the entire urban population, were
removed from cities. However, as “one of the largest population movements and
one of the most unusual social experiences in history,” the rustication movement
was a reversal of the normal population trend in modern societies towards increased
urbanization.

Before any judgment can be passed on the validity of these efforts to define youth
culture, it is important that we turn first to the complex word “youth.” “Youth” can be
understood biologically with reference to those who have not yet reached full sexual
maturity, or more generally to the period of radical transformation from dependent
childhood to responsible adulthood. Alternatively, it can be understood sociologically
with reference to an intermediate phase of life during which the individual is developing
an autonomous personality and establishing a clear place in society. Because of these
nuances, a precise definition of the word is never possible as the concept of “youth” alters
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with social changes. The development of education, employment patterns, disposable
income, and even diet have played a role in the re-shaping of the pattern of youth. Even
the biological maturation of the body can occur earlier in some cultures than in others.
For a long time it was common practice in modern China to regard the ages of 15 and
25 as the lower and upper thresholds marking the beginning and ending of youth. In
1982, however, this was expanded to the period between 14 and 28. Since this revision
was approved by the Eleventh National Congress of the Chinese Communist Youth
League as the official age range for Chinese youth to join the organization, it came
to be regarded as the official duration of “youth” in contemporary China. The fifteen
years from 14 to 28 can be further divided along the lines of Margaret Mead’s Culture
and Commitment which speaks of three different cultural styles: the pre-youth period
(14-17), the co-youth period (18-22) and the post-youth period (23-28).* Although
the ages of the young rebels portrayed in the films described in this book are never
explicitly revealed, their background and experience suggest that they fall into the
second phase of Mead’s classification.’

Despite these complexities, the word “youth” retains a general meaning in relative
terms as a period of “between,” a period of transition, a period that is fluid and
exploratory. Terms that crop up frequently in discussions of youth culture include:
marginalized, flexible, transient, spontaneous, hedonistic, subversive, and non-
conformist. One may compare this list of associations with a typical Western account
— Robert Chapman’s 1953 essay “Fiction and the Social Pattern” which describes the
young adult years in New Zealand as a complex period of ferment between the controls
of childhood and the conformity of adulthood:

... [A]s soon as reaction becomes possible — when they [young people] start
to earn between fifteen and eighteen ... [their] reaction takes the form of a
rebellion, which seems, but only seems, to be a rebellion against the pattern.
Actually, to strike out against parental authority ... to assert or experiment
with other values and practices ..., this is the normal course over the ten
years between seventeen and twenty-seven. A period of adolescent and post-
adolescent Sturm und Drang seems to be an inherent part of cultural patterns
deriving ultimately from the European complex; though not being a part,
apparently, of all cultural patterns.®

While avoiding the tendency to overgeneralize or to essentialize “youth culture,”
it is possible to mark out a certain territory for study, if only as a hypothetical way of
understanding social phenomena. What is clear is that such a study must be socially
and historically specific: universalist notions of youth culture are too broad to be of
use. For this reason, it is better to focus on the twentieth century as the period in
which the concept of “youth culture” explicitly emerged. While we must dismiss the
first conception of youth culture in ancient China, the second conception may hold
some value. The May Fourth Movement — a movement that changed China’s cultural
and intellectual landscape once and for all — involved much participation and even
some leadership by youth. But Chinese society at that time was far from modernized,
especially in terms of education and economic development. While university students



4 Young Rebels in Contemporary Chinese Cinema

might have become an independent force in society, they encompassed only a small
minority of the young generation; and there were only rare indications that their values
and behaviour patterns constituted a distinct subculture. Also, Chinese society and
the Chinese nation (minzu) were at a crossroads. The most urgent need was for its
people, especially its youth, to stand up against foreign aggression. Though young
students spearheaded various protests and movements, the general social context
limited the formation of youth culture as an end in itself. Therefore, the May Fourth
era remains very different from later versions of youth culture. As for the Red Guards
and the rustication movement in the Cultural Revolution years, these were not signs
of a spontaneous cultural rebellion so much as a strategy of manipulation by the Party
and its leader. The Red Guard movement was destructive and rebellious, but strictly
speaking its participants were not subversive since they were following an established
ideology. In sociological terms, the Red Guards were “normative transgressive groups
organized from above into a norm-oriented movement.”” And this movement “was
not contracultural in style since there was no proclamation of inverse values. For,
while attacking those in authority (transgressive), Red Guards in general sought to
alleviate the disharmony between normative standards and actual social conditions
not by modifying the norms but rather by affirming the norms and modifying social
conditions.”®

Rejection of these conceptions is not to suggest that only one meaning of “youth
culture” is possible. Rather, it is to stress the distinctive context of China in the
1980s and the novelty of the youth culture that emerged at this point. Similarities
to Western youth culture since the 1950s can be seen, although (as we shall explore
later) such comparisons are complex. For Chinese youth, the 1980s was a period that
saw education flourishing and economy booming. It was a time of new concepts, new
styles and new values, a time when the market economy partially replaced the planned
economy, and the growth of mass media made trans-national communication possible.
The decade also saw the importation of popular culture from the West. Imported
films, TV programs, popular literary writings as well as concepts and ideas offered
Chinese youth alternative ways of thinking and living that had never been heard of in
this ancient country. In a context of increasing decentralization and deregulation and
the retreat of politics (compared with its centrality in previous decades), the “youth
question” (gingnian wenti) became an important topic in popular culture as well as in
academic discourse. According to Lu Jianhua, “Many changes on different levels of
society found an expression in the changing lifestyle, concepts and value system of
the youth in the decade [of the 1980s]. Besides, the youth question itself became an
autonomous social factor that influenced social progress.” No deviant youth culture
has space to develop so long as the dominant culture of a society closely controls and
guides the socialization of adolescents. But by the late 1980s, young people were able
increasingly to claim autonomy, freedom and independence. In many different ways
young people engaged in social transgression, as though to demonstrate an identity
of their own. Such activities eventually gave rise to a youth culture in the Western
sense. The term “youth culture” thus came to be conceived in a new way, and as this
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idea became increasingly conscious and explicit, it became itself an agent of history, a
rallying point for those seeking an alternative way of life.

To understand the new characters of the 1980s young-rebel films, and the
relationship with their elders and with Chinese society in general, it is necessary to
situate them within a broad generational context. The concept of “generation” implies
that those who grew up during a particular period of history are likely to share certain
beliefs and styles of behaviour. There are, naturally, many individual exceptions, as
other factors besides age come into play. Nevertheless, such a concept helps us make
sense of large amounts of social and cultural data, and such simplifications can provide
a starting point for more detailed analysis. Moreover, Chinese society has itself long
been accustomed to looking for such groupings. “Generation” is a common organizing
concept in many areas of society, and how the Chinese people have defined the main
“generations” exerts an influence on everyday judgments, as well as providing valuable
social data.

Throughout the twentieth century, profound cultural changes swept Chinese society
approximately once a generation — the Revolution of 1911, the Communist revolution
(1937-49), the socialist revolution (1949—66), the Cultural Revolution (1966-76), etc.
In each case, a major political change has been associated with a conscious attempt to
mould the way young people think. The concept of generation need not assume that such
moulding was entirely successful; but it does acknowledge that every citizen of a certain
age is likely to have been exposed to certain major experiences and influences. The
Western equivalents of such upheavals include the Depression, World War II, and the
Vietnam War. Such events were so powerful that they touched almost everyone’s life in
some way. Nevertheless, in this study the concept of generation has been used with care,
limiting it to China and remaining alert to individual differences at the level of detail.

According to Mao-sang Ng, China has been a hero-worshipping country from the
beginning of the twentieth century.' Its people have tended to speak in terms of four
generations of Communist China up to the 1980s, with each generation represented by
particular exemplary figures or “heroes.”"!

To summarize common assumptions about the character of these four generations:
The First Generation included those who founded the People’s Republic. Arallying point
of this generation was the May Fourth Movement — “What began as a demonstration
to protest China’s treatment at the Paris Peace Conference developed during the
following year into a national movement for cultural and political awakening.”'> Born
at the turn of the twentieth century, a time of great change and of enlightenment in
modern Chinese history, this generation was made up of “rebel heroes,” such as Mao
Zedong, Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping. They were known for their commitment to
rebelling against old systems, old structure, old morality and old culture, and for their
determination to build a new China. This is the generation that would dominate the
social and political life of the twentieth-century China and shape the lifestyle, private
as well as public, of the next two generations.

The Second Generation was made up of those born in the 1920s and 1930s, reaching
adulthood in the 1950s. This generation allegedly played a key role in constructing the
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socialist project and received high praise from the Party. The best-known comment
— from Chairman Mao in 1957 — became a household quotation in China over
the next two to three decades: “The world is yours, as well as ours, but in the last
analysis, it is yours. You young people, full of vigour and vitality, are in the bloom
of life, like the sun at eight or nine in the morning. Our hope is placed on you.”"
Despite the emphasis placed on them by the Communist leadership, this generation
lived primarily in the shadow of the First Generation. On the one hand, members of
the generation were described as vigorous, diligent and self-sacrificing workers of
socialist construction; on the other hand, they were considered inexperienced and in
need of political education, so they could throw themselves heart and soul into mass
revolutionary struggles, serve the interests of the masses, and qualify themselves to
become successors to the socialist cause.

If the Second Generation were “socialist heroes,” devoting themselves
wholeheartedly (and blindly) to building a socialist China, then the Third Generation
was made up of “revolutionary heroes.” Born in the early 1950s, this new generation
— like its immediate predecessor — was welcomed by the Communist regime as
“the most active and vital force in society” and “the most eager to learn and the least
conservative in their thinking.”'* Receiving Communist education from the cradle,
members of the generation firmly believed in the ideas of socialism, such as the notion
that the meaning of individual life was to serve others. Its core values “included
such things as collectivism, redness and expertise, glorification of Mao, altruism
and unquestioning acceptance of Party leadership.”’®> When the Cultural Revolution
erupted in 1966, many of them plunged into the Red Guard Movement and envisioned
themselves as “revolutionary successors” and “revolutionary rebels,” dedicating to
eliminating “old thought, old culture, old customs and old habits.” The iconoclasm
of the Red Guard Movement may seem to align it with the worldwide youth rebellion
of the 1960s in the West,'s but the movement was politicized in an Eastern style,
and in some respects it was highly organized. The passion and enthusiasm of the
Red Guards were mobilized to uphold the thought of Chairman Mao and to protect
the “revolutionary fruits,” not to distinguish youth as an independent bloc or to turn
“revolt into style.” Not surprisingly, by 1969 when more than 400,000 young people
gathered at Woodstock, carrying the anarchism and hedonism of Western youth culture
to a new high, their Chinese counterparts were simply engaged in answering the call
of Chairman Mao and submitting themselves to being re-educated by “poor and lower-
middle peasants” (pinxia zhongnong). In some of the most remote and isolated areas
of the country, and after encountering local poverty and local scepticism about politics,
they were awakening from decade-long blind worshiping; and their minds began to
change though not necessarily in ways the Chairman had intended. Some started to
question the Cultural Revolution which had not only damaged their country but also
brought themselves a “sacrificed youth.”

The Fourth Generation, consisting of those born in the late 1950s or the early 1960s,
did not share the same optimism and sense of duty as the two previous generations.
Unlike its elders, the Fourth Generation was too young to be directly affected by the
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Cultural Revolution. Although the anti-cultural, anti-intellectual and anti-scientific
turmoil had deprived them the opportunity of a systematic education, this disruption
meanwhile offered a bigger space in which they could develop their own interests.
While their elders were humiliated and “purged,” members of this generation were by
and large enjoying a life devoid of supervision and discipline in an era of “lawlessness
and disrespect for authority.”'” By the time China opened the nation’s doors to the
outside world in 1978, this generation was neither sophisticated enough nor ready for
arapidly transforming society. As new values and styles were introduced from abroad,
some became dislocated in the face of this challenge. Like a group of children lost
in an expanding urban “concrete jungle,” they ventured to cross roads without being
accompanied by adults. Some more adventurous (or rebellious) ones started to alter
the traffic regulations to suit their own needs, and determined to cross even when the
pedestrian light was red.'®

This brief discussion of generations provides an initial overview of the period of
history covered by this study. The classification has become sufficiently codified in
popular use for capital letters to be appropriate (“First Generation”). The book will
concentrate on the third and fourth of these generations — with the directors of many
films coming from the third, and their on-screen protagonists coming from the fourth.
Above all, this study seeks to analyze how some members of the Fourth Generation
were represented in the cluster of young-rebel films produced and released in China
in the late 1980s.

My use of “young rebel” as a core phrase of this study can be related to the vast
literature around this term and similar terms, written in the West since the 1950s and in
China today. In 1968, Theodore Roszak’s The Making of a Counter Culture categorized
youth into five groups: 1) conservative youth; 2) liberal youth; 3) old-line Marxist
youth; 4) militant black youth; and 5) counter cultural youth.!” Two-and-a-half decades
later, Michael Brake suggested “four main areas” as a way to classify young people
when he compared and contrasted youth culture in a number of Western societies: 1)
respectable youth (making up the majority of the younger generation); 2) delinquent
youth (referring to some young adolescent males from the working class); 3) cultural
rebels (often coming from a middle-class family); and 4) politically militant youth.?

As we shall see in the course of this book, Chinese young-rebel films of the 1980s
portray a style of rebellion that exhibits strong Chinese characteristics. It combines
elements of Roszak’s category 5 and Brake’s categories 2 and 3 with elements of what
was described as “slacker culture” in the USA in the 1980s and 1990s. However, these
elements are mixed and inflected in a way that is specific to Chinese culture and history.
The present study sometimes uses other phrases such as “angry and alienated youth,”
“disaffiliated youth,” “dissenting/discontented/malcontented youth,” and “rebellious
youth.” On some occasions, the phrase “problem youth” appears, as a phrase in use
among members of mainstream society who see discontented young people as causing
problems for parents, neighbours and officials. It should be emphasized that when the
term appears in this study, it does not indicate any value judgment but simply refers to
a social attitude. Similar terms such as “juvenile delinquent” were in use in the West



8 Young Rebels in Contemporary Chinese Cinema

in the 1950s. It should also be noted that — like the “angry young men” in England in
the late 1950s or the “counter cultural youth” of the United States in the 1960s — the
Chinese young rebels of the 1980s represented “only a strict minority” of the Fourth
Generation. As the product of a society undergoing radical transformation, these young
Chinese somehow emerged from their orthodox socialist education not as “Communist
successors” but as “rebels.”

By turning the spotlight on films that have taken these young rebels as central
characters, the book investigates how a “Chinese youth culture” has been constructed,
represented and interpreted. The scope of the study is mainly confined to the movies
of the 1980s. What merits such a study is not the number of young-rebel films but
their innovative and controversial content. Films focusing on dissenting youth make
up only a minority of the Chinese films during that period of time. For example, 1988
was the year that saw the greatest number of such films being produced — six in all —
whereas the total output of Chinese films for that year, as listed in the /989 China Film
Yearbook, was 144 (excluding co-productions). But a small number of films can still
have a major impact, as was the case in Western countries when some “underground”
films acquired an iconic significance during the 1950s and 1960s. For Chinese cinema,
the production and public circulation of young-rebel pictures represented a direct
challenge to tradition. The expectation that the central characters or protagonists
would be workers and peasants was disrupted by film-makers who preferred to focus
on angry and alienated youth on the periphery of mainstream society.

The films selected for discussion in this book were confined to those produced
in the 1980s, with a contemporary urban setting, and featuring characters who had
been born locally (not inclusive of the mobile population from rural areas). There
is one important exception, Zhang Yuan’s 1993 Beijing Bastards (Beijing zazhong,
Beijing Bastards Group production). My decision to include this film in a study that
concentrates on the 1980s was motivated primarily by its detailed coverage of the
culture around rock 'n’ roll, which came into being in China only in the mid-1980s
and did not receive detailed exploration in film until the 1990s. Other films on rock
'n’ roll include Weekend Lover (Zhoumo gingren, dir. Lu Xuechang, Fujian Studio,
1993) and Dirt (a.k.a. Dishevelled Hair, Toufa luanle, dir. Guan Hu, Inner Mongolian
Studio, 1994).>' Though these films are very similar in theme and mood to the 1980s
young-rebel films, they were denied public distribution after their completion. Copies
have found their way overseas but in China they have had only an illegal, underground
circulation.

It is an underlying hypothesis of this study that there emerged in China in the
late 1980s a youth culture that was informed on the one hand by the collapse of the
Communist dream in the horrors of the Cultural Revolution, and on the other hand by
the commodity culture of consumer capitalism. The collapse provided an opening for
something new, but one may ask whether the arrival of commodity capitalism — or the
kind of youth culture associated with it — was the necessary result, and also whether
this development was altogether emancipatory. As it proceeds, the book will seek to
explore the implications. This is not to forget that the relationship between Western
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youth culture and consumer capitalism is far from straightforward. Some types of youth
culture have displayed a strongly alternative or oppositional spirit; but rebel forms of
music (for example) have been quickly absorbed by the capitalist music industry. And
when these maverick forms reached China, it was natural that they should carry with
them many traces of the Western context from which they had emerged.

In the context of the 1980s, the arrival of new Western influences, including
youth culture, was greeted by many urban Chinese, both young and old, as a positive
development. The decade represented a landmark on the country’s journey from
a fixed policy of national isolation to marching out to meet the world. The decade
marked a clear turning-point from a planned and centralized economy to a market
economy; from strict ideological control to cultural diversity; from economic sterility
to economic prosperity; and from a society in which everyone felt they were engaged
in class conflict and class struggle to one where most people came to believe that
— as a popular expression of the times says — “Money may not be omnipotent, but
without it one is as good as impotent.” Commodity capitalism only reached China as
the country was (in the words of Tao Dongfeng) transforming “from a pre-modern to
a modern society, from an elite to a mass society, from an agricultural to an industrial
society. Therefore, modernity is the question of the first importance. What accompany
the coming of modernity are inevitably a tide of secularization and the rise of
popular culture and commodity culture. Although secularization, popular culture and
commodity culture are marked with various shortcomings ... they play a positive role
in deconstructing the centralization and monopolization of political culture.”?

Thus, the fact that some members of the younger generation were no longer willing
to conform to established norms and values coincided with the upsurge of consumerism
and materialism, and, as we shall see, the two developments were linked in complex
ways. The young rebels of the 1980s, with their films and rock music, were part of the
avant-garde of Western influences. This youth rebellion in China had a spontaneous
character — it did not appear to be the result of any capitalist conspiracy, though the
government sometimes portrayed it as such. Inevitably these young rebels were helping
to pave the way for a later and broader influx of capitalist mass culture, with all its
negative as well as positive aspects; but during the early stage described in this study,
it can be argued that these rebel forms of culture functioned in a largely progressive
way. Western styles, genres and images were borrowed and (with some imagination)
adapted to Chinese conditions, providing an alternative to an official Communist
culture that for many individuals had become intolerable. It is in the light of this 1980s
context that the present study views the changes in the role of youth — from docile
children of the Party to defiant young rebels — as a kind of emancipation.

Not surprisingly, there are alternative points of view, just as comparable periods in
Western history (such as “the sixties”) have received a mixed press. It can be argued
that the young Chinese rebels spearheaded a consumer revolution, encouraging a
general (and less than discriminating) appetite for American and British music and
films, and a more hedonistic style of adolescent behaviour that has created much
stress for family life in capitalist countries. Capitalism in the West may have come to
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expect and tolerate youth rebellion, and to view it as a source of innovation, but such
behaviour is still controversial within families and within communities. By the 1990s,
the commodity revolution — imported from the West this time — had already generated
some strong social fallout in China and began to have a significant — and not always
positive — impact on society. What Chinese cinema has experienced over the past
decade is revealing in this respect. The importation and popularity of Hollywood
blockbusters, while diversifying the Chinese film market and entertaining audiences
with a wider range of colours and tastes, also brought “wolves to the door” by throwing
the Chinese film industry into crisis.?® Today, after twenty years of modernization (or
Westernization), Chinese society can now boast that it is the world’s fastest growing
economy; but this has been achieved at a cost. While traditional Chinese values have
been severely challenged and sometimes entirely rejected, no comparable moral or
ethical standards have come along to replace them. The growth of materialism has been
accompanied by a range of social problems, such as corruption within government
departments; fraud, counterfeit, and ugly forms of competition in business and financial
circles; and a new type of social indifference and detachment among many individuals.
By the late 1990s, there had been much talk of “moral crisis” within Chinese society.
Growing up in a context of modernization and Westernization, the fin de siecle China
youth have demonstrated even more startling changes in their values and worldview.**
Ji Baochen commented recently:

When our teenagers are crazy about Hollywood blockbusters but have no
idea who Qu Yuan and Si Ma Qian [well-known historical figures] are; when
our university students can gain very high scores in TOEFL tests but can not
write fluently in Chinese, we have sufficient reasons to believe that something

has gone wrong with our education.

Yet criticisms of youth should not always be accepted at face value. Here, as
elsewhere, university students are often singled out to represent the extent of the general
moral crisis that Chinese society is said to be facing at the moment. University students,
in Roszak’s category of “conservative youth” and Brake’s category of “respectable
youth,” have always aroused feelings of envy in China, where, up to the 1980s, they
were regarded as “favourites of society” (shehui de chonger) or “proud children of
heaven” (tianzhi jiaozhi). The borderline in the 1980s that still separated rebellious
youth from mainstream youth became blurred in the 1990s. As one Chinese scholar
remarked, “In terms of its basic value and spiritual status, the difference and distance
between current youth culture and the mainstream culture might be the least since the
1980s; to some extent similar to the situation of the 1950s and 1960s.”? Certainly, the
culture of the 1980s young rebels has gone on to influence an increasing number of
young people such as university students, in a similar manner to the way the music,
values and icons of the 1960s counter-culture in the West spread over the following
decades through the mainstream of youth culture (albeit in diluted or commercialized
forms). Thus young people in general came to be criticized for having “neither
acquired the spirit of traditional culture nor adopted a new ideal and spiritual haven,”
and described generally as “a beat generation” or “a generation of no theme.””’
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To the extent that this dissemination of “rebel” values has occurred, we may ask
the question: When the majority of a generation rejects traditional values, and there is a
widespread sense of crisis, is it still appropriate to speak of them as “rebels”? A further
question would be: What are the threats and opportunities in such a situation? Clearly
there are exciting new freedoms, but also “the fabric of society” is placed at risk.”
These are large questions, and to answer them fully would require a separate study. I
hope the present book will at least help to prepare the ground for such a study. While
this book will focus on the emancipatory aspects of youth culture within the context of
the 1980s, the reader should remain aware that the changing cinematic representations
of young people signals not only the development of a new youth culture, but also
a number of other drastic changes that Chinese society was (for better or worse)
experiencing at that time. What John Clark, Stuart Hall, and others have said of the
growing significance of the category of “youth” in post-war Britain applies here:

Youth appeared as an emergent category in post-war Britain, one of the most
striking and visible manifestations of social change in the period .... Above
all youth played an important role as a cornerstone in the construction of
understandings, interpretations, and quasi-explanations of the period.”

Christine Griffin adds that the importance of the category reflects the belief that
young people hold the key to the nation’s future, being “expected to reflect the cycle of
booms and troughs in the economy; shifts in cultural values over sexuality, morality and
family life; and changes in class relations, concepts of nationhood, and in occupational
structures.”

As mentioned earlier, “youth” has generated substantial discussion in the West,
in both quantity and quality, as well as in academic and popular contexts. One aim of
this book is to investigate whether similar themes and approaches have relevance to
the less-analyzed field of recent Chinese history, using film as a case study. One thing
that quickly became apparent to me is that Western analyses cannot be applied without
considerable modification. For example, in comparison with the Western rebels of the
1950s (the “Angry Young Men” or the “Beats”), the Chinese young rebels were much
less educated, due to their often irregular and highly politicized education during the
years of the Cultural Revolution. Also, the “left-wing” politics associated with some of
the Western counter-cultures can not be transferred directly to Chinese society, where
the “establishment” has for years promoted communism and demonized capitalism.
When China began its reform program, many young rebels gave up the jobs connected
with the state that had been arranged by their parents and instead set out to make their
fortune as wheelers and dealers in the new world of consumerism. Another difference
is the fact that Chinese young-rebel films were limited to a minority or niche audience
and did not have as widespread a social impact as the best-known counter-culture
movies in the West.

Because of these national differences (and others to be noted in the chapters that
follow), I found myself engaged in a balancing act. On the one hand I could see useful
links to be drawn between East and West, but on the other hand I was very aware of
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the need for a culture-specific approach. Ultimately my way of inter-relating the two
aspects was to identify phases when historical conditions created a structural similarity,
when capitalist and socialist societies were curiously paralleled, despite the obvious
differences in social texture. One such phase occurred in China in the late 1980s, which
I compare (in Chapter 5) with Britain in the late 1950s. Other comparisons are possible
— say, with the United States in the early 1950s — but there was space in this book
to explore only one example in detail. What my comparison does at least illustrate is
the extent to which angry and alienated youth in different cultures may, under specific
social conditions, share similar patterns of behaviours and attitudes in opposition to
mainstream values.

In the course of undertaking this study, I have sought to observe the following two
principles.

First, as discussed elsewhere in this introduction, I have attempted to deal with
concepts of youth as social constructions, rather than engage in the difficult and
controversial activity of arguing that a particular concept is the most authentic or valid.
In other words, I have sought to work as often as possible with those concepts that are
widely accepted within the culture, that are themselves socially active and influential.
At times, however, I have also sought to view such concepts critically, to locate them
within social history. There will, therefore, be times when I seem to have departed from
my aim of maintaining a critical distance in viewing all conceptions of youth as social
constructions. A more assertive and judgmental approach is sometimes demanded
because of the sheer weight of data that I am attempting to analyze. Generalizations
are required if we are to start to see patterns. China is a large country with a huge
population base, and we are still at a very early stage of identifying such patterns. The
book may occasionally err in the direction of over-generalization, although I would
urge the reader to remember that most of the large categories and generalizations I use
are not my own but the product of that culture. Even if — to avoid too much repetition
— I'do not always remind the reader of their conceptual status, such categories should
always be viewed as constructions, as part of the conceptual sorting process constantly
at work within a society.

My second principle has been to discuss films as films, in the light of film studies,
and not merely to reduce them to raw sociological data. That is, it is always necessary
to acknowledge that films can be sophisticated constructions, mediations, and
representations. The book is thus a close study of films as “texts,” although it also
relates them to relevant social and industrial contexts. To supplement my personal
reading of these young-rebel films, I undertook interviews in China with film directors
and scholars for first-hand information about the making of these films. In addition, I
have immersed myself in the available secondary resources published both in China
and in the West. The Western resources can be broadly grouped into three categories:
social history and cultural studies work on the phenomenon of youth culture; film and
media studies work on Chinese cinema; and studies of Chinese society from a Western
perspective (in some cases through a sociological reading of media texts). Although
Western perspectives can be limiting, all these categories of material have provided
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me with useful concepts and analytical tools. The Chinese resources are comparatively
sketchy, scattered in newspapers and journals, together with rare book-length studies
of youth cultural practices. Publications concerned with the study of youth in China
tend to offer either abstract and ambiguous explanations from a physiological and
sociological perspective, or accounts of youth movements from a highly ideological
political perspective. The field has simply not yet been explored fully, and this study
aims to introduce a new perspective.

In general, this book attempts to bring together Chinese and Western modes of
analysis by employing an eclectic approach. Sometimes I will draw upon my personal
experience to supplement the textual and social analysis, as I grew up in China and
lived through most of the years covered in the study. These multiple perspectives
seem to me necessary in writing about recent history, because the record is full of
uncertainty, and at times unavoidably sketchy or hypothetical. As noted earlier, the
primary purpose of the book will be to analyze the construction of youth culture
in mainland China in the 1980s by examining the young-rebel films produced and
released at that time. In exploring some of the political, social, cultural and commercial
elements that contributed to that phenomenon, the book will follow a thematic rather
than chronological framework.

Chapter 1 will explore the long-held antithesis between the city and the countryside
in the development of Chinese society in general — and Chinese cinema in particular
— up to the 1980s. It will argue that the emergence of the urban dynamic provides
Chinese young rebels with a “battlefield” for alternative ways of living and dying.

Chapters 2 to 4, which constitute the bulk of the book, will show how youth culture
in 1980s China was constructed on the basis of three aspects — beliefs, behaviour and
product (popular music as well as film). Chapter 2, “The Apolitics of Rebellion,” will
look at how malcontented young adults rebel against various aspects of the established
society, in terms of education, intellectual elite, morality, domestic and social authority,
and sexual values. The films examined include Awakening (Su xing, dir. Teng Wenji,
Xi’an Studio, 1980), Drive to Win (Sha Ou, dir. Zhang Nuanxin, Youth Studio, 1980),
Masters of Mischief (Wanzhu, dir. Mi Jiashan, E’mei Studio, 1988), and Samsara (Lun
hui, dir. Huang Jianxin, Xi’an Studio, 1988). The particular significance of the youth
rebellion described in these films can further be understood by examining how and
why the young rebels begin to be “vindicated by history” towards the end of these
films.

Chapter 3, “The Politics of Lifestyle,” will focus on lifestyle changes among the
young people of the 1980s and what those changes signify. The formation of a youth
culture in China, like that of other countries, is linked with commodity capitalism.
This chapter will look at how Chinese young rebels practise an alternative lifestyle by
pursuing a blend of anarchy and anomie. The key films of this chapter are Sunshine
and Showers (Taiyang yu, dir. Zhang Zeming, Pearl River Studio, 1987), Coffee with
Sugar (Gei kafei jia dian tang, dir. Sun Zhou, Pearl River Studio, 1987), Out of Breath
(Da chuan gi, dir. Ye Daying, Shenzhen Film Company, 1988), Obsession (Fengkuang
de daijia, dir. Zhou Xiaowen, Xi’an Studio, 1988), and Half Flame, Half Brine (Yiban
shi huoyan, yiban shi haishui, dir. Xia Gang, Beijing Studio, 1988).
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Chapter 4, “Rock ’n’ Roll: From Rebellion to Consumption,” will trace the
development of rock 'n’ roll music in China and its links with the emergent youth
culture. The chapter will look in particular at how young rebels use their own rock music
as a means of reflecting their changing attitudes, behaviour and “mood of living.” The
films examined include Rock Kids (Yaogun gingnian, dir. Tian Zhuangzhuang; Beijing
Studio, 1988) and Beijing Bastards. Jiang Wen’s In the Heat of the Sun (Yangguang
canlan de rizi, Dragon Air Film [Hong Kong] and Xiehe Film [Taiwan], 1994) also
receives considerable attention, to show how the rock myth constructed by the rock
and rollers and their audiences in the 1980s came to be deconstructed in the following
decade.

Chapter 5, “A British Comparison,” will offer a sample comparative study of youth
cultures. It aims to bring together the films of two countries that seem at first sight
to be overwhelmingly different: the British angry-young-man films of the late 1950s
and early 1960s, and the Chinese young-rebel films of the 1980s. The British films
discussed here were made between 1959 and 1963, including Room at the Top (dir. Jack
Clayton, Remus Studio, 1959), Look Back in Anger (dir. Tony Richardson, Woodfall
Studio, 1959), Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (dir. Karel Reisz, Woodfall Studio,
1960), A Taste of Honey (dir. Tony Richardson, British Lion/Woodfall Studio, 1961),
A Kind of Loving (dir. John Schlesinger, Vic/Waterfall Studio, 1962), The Loneliness
of the Long Distance Runner (dir. Tony Richardson, British Lion/Woodfall Studio,
1962) and This Sporting Life (dir. Lindsay Anderson, Romulus, 1963). Drawing on the
Western literature on youth rebellion, the chapter will compare the social history of the
two countries in terms of structural similarities, and draw some general conclusions
about the nature of youth rebellion and how it should best be understood, within its
particular national and historical contexts.
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