Days of Sunshine:
A Comparative Study of British and
Chinese “Youth Problem” Films

Xuelin Zhou

ABSTRACT

This article brings together films of two countries that at first
sight seem separated by a sea of differences: British “angry young
man” films of the late 1950s and early 1960s and Chinese “youth
problem” films of the late 1980s. A study of parallels and differ-
ences between the youth fifms of the two countries not only throws
light on similar economic and cultural changes responsible for bur-
geoning youth cultures in Britain and China but also suggests that
the formation of youth culture depends as much on specific social
systems as on appropriate cultural contexts. This study makes clear
how young people of disparate cultures may have similarities in
lifestyle, behavior, and attitudes, and share a common opposition to
mainstream values.
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Although they might at first sight seem separated by a sea of
differences, Britain and China experienced similar profound transfor-
mations in the second half of the twentieth century. One of the most
striking of this period’s definitive features is the changing situation of
youth. Younger generations in post-World War II Britain and post-
Cultural Revolution China thought and behaved in different ways from
their elders; young men and women were considered “rebels,” standing
in an antagonistic relationship to mainstream ideology. In societies that
had conventionally held age in great respect, the prominence of young
people and their new autonomy was conspicuous.

This essay examines these common tensions in their dynamic re-
lation to confemporary film production in the two countries. Britain
and China saw the production of & muititude of “angry young men”
films and “youth problem” films,. from the late 1950s to early 1960s
and in the late 1980s respectively, and a study of parallels and differ-
ences between these films not only throws light on similar economic
and cultural changes responsible for the burgeoning youth cutiures of
the two countries but also indicaics that the formation of youth culture
depends as much on specific social systems as on appropriate cultural
contexts. In these films, conventional heroes—such as noblemen with
aristocratic backgrounds or comic figures in the British context; or
workers, peasants, and soldicrs in the Chinese context—were replaced
by angry and alienated youth, These youth films provide a wealth of
substantive images of youngsters living on the periphery of society.

The underlying argument of this study is that the emergence of
these “youth problem” films is a sign of, and gives us vital insight into,
the tremendous changes occurring in Britain from the late 19505 and in
mainland China from the late 1970s. The first part of the essay com-
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pares and contrasts late 19505 Britain with 1980s China in terms of
social and cultural change, showing that the structures of a capitalist
and communist society may share similar properties under specific
historical conditions. The second part looks at some innovative aspects
of the two groups of films. The essay then moves to a more detailed
analysis of what the “anger” in the two traditions took as its targets.
The study will conclude by suggesting that these parallels and distinc-
tions indicate that youth in different cultures may, in paralle] social
situations, share broadly similar behavior and attitudes in opposition to
mainstream values.

A Social and Cultural Revolution

Though living two decades apart and in two different political and
economic systems, the British post-World War II generation and the
Chinese post-Cultural Revolution generation survived similar social
and cultural trends. First, born in the mid- io late-1930s, the British
generation grew up during World War I, at which time they attended
schaol intermittently, and their parents were mostly away at war or
work. Young people were largely left to their own devices, which en-
couraged the development of independence and self-identity. After the
war ended, many young people no longer accepted that their elders
were necessarily their betters. They challenged the paternal authority
that had dominated family and society in past centuries, they criticized
the conventional cultural norms that had prevailed since the Victorian
Age, and they came to believe that their society had become narrow- -
minded and convention-hound. They wanted to sce changes in terms of
attitude, behavior, and lifestyle. They hoped that those changes would
enable them to gain a new sense of collective identity. As for China’s
“angry generation” of the 1980s, its members were born in the late
1950s or early 1960s and grew up during the Cultural Revolution years.
Many of their parents and grandparents were physically attacked by
Red Guards and dismissed from their work units during this chaotic
decade. Some were sent to work as laborers in the countryside or even
put into prison. Another consequence of the “revolution” was the com-
plete interruption of normal education at school. This absence of
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authority figures from home and school exerted a tremendous influence
in the shaping of the attitudes of the younger generation. In the history
of Chinese society, a morally perfect father figure, acting as an abgolute
authority “to preserve order and mainfain structure,” had always domi-
nated the individual home and general society (Li 10). By the time the
Cultural Revolution came to an end in 1976, the extraordinary authority
of the “father” began to totter, though the process of this fransformation
was contentious and painful. The young generation had become disitlu-
sioned and discontented with the social realities. Like their British
counterparts two decades before, they wanted to see changes in ways of
thinking and behaving.

Second, the post-war and postrevolution years witnessed
changes in living standards and lifestyles in both socielies. For most
British people, memories of wartime shortages and rationing grew
increasingly dim over the course of the 1950s. Shops were full of con-
sumer goods, and there was virtually full employment. Housing estates
expanded and new domestic technologies became available. In this
context, the consuming capacity of youth increased significantly. For
the first time, young people had money in their pockets and formed a
distinct consumer market. In China, the open-deor policy that the gov-
ernment had adopted in 1978 similarly led to a rise in affluence. For
example, average per capita annual income increased from 261 yuan
(Chinese currency) in 1979 to 1081 yuan in 1988." The economic boom
meant more opportunities for employment, Young people did not need
to give all of their earnings to their parents, and for the first time in
Chinese history the young possessed discretionary income.

The consequences of the increase in income and availabilify of
consumer goods in each country were multi-leveled. On the political
level, capitalism in Britain in the 1950s underwent fundamental
changes. The gap between the Conservative and Labour parties ap-
peared to have narrowed, for the affluence and economic boom secured,
in John Hill’s words, “a ‘consensus’ among political parties on the
framework within which government should now work” (7). On the
social level, the 1950s was essentially a conservative “settling-down™
period. Men returned from war to go to work, allowing women to return
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home from their jobs—a reassertion of traditional gender roles. The
social insecurity of the previous two decades (the Great Depression and
World War II) made many adults long for social security and a better
standard of material life. With the end of the war, they believed it was
time for marriage, family, and domesticity. But this social and political
entrenchment disappointed the younger generation, who saw their
parents’ ambitions as dull and cenformist. Like Jimmy Porter in John
Osborne’s Look Back in Anger, they lamented the disappearance of
“any good, brave causes” (184) they had imagined they would support.
In a similar way, the 1980s saw significant changes in Chinese politics
and a fundamental reinterpretation of “socialism.” By the mid-1970s,
widespread dissatisfaction with the overall political system existed
both inside and outside the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). After
December 1978 the CCP shifted its focus from political stability to
economic construction. Throughout the following decade, though the
“four cardinal principles” remained part of the CCP’s “basic line,
economic growth became the country’s central task. Economic com-
petition replaced political conflict, and the market cconomy became a
substitute for the planned economy. The program of economic reform
was officially and theoretically justified by what was called the “theory
of the initial stage of socialism,” which was given its authoritative
expression at the Party’s Thirteenth National Congress in 1987 This
new version of “socialism with Chinese characteristics” encouraged a
more materialistic outlook. Meanwhile, the program of reform intro-
duced political and social diversity and brought information about the
economic affluence of some foreign countries to the young generation.
The new situation, as Hooper observes, “created [among youths] a
substantial level of disaffection with the CCP and by extension with the
socialist system itself, as weli as deviations from socialist values and
behaviour” (229).

Third, though British society did not really become permissive
until the 1960s,* it was less rigid and less conservative in the 1950s.
While the basic social structure remained unaltered, there were—by
the mid-1950s-—~some significant changes in attitude and behavior. As
Arthur Marwick notes, “After the parochial post-war years, therc was a
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new openhness to ideas and attitudes from both the Continent and the
United States” (British Society 120). The influence from America was
particularly strong, especially in the arena of popular culture. For ex-
ample, Hollywood largely dominated the preduction and distribution of
films in Britain. British people preferred Hollywood film (mostly mu-
sicals and romances) to their native products, as they were fascinated
with “the high technical standards of American cinema and, also, the
clements of fantasy” (Marwick, Culture in Britain 56). In popular mu-
sic, Bill Haley and Elvis Presley were widely imitated and adapted.” In
television, from the earliest days of independent {commercial) broad-
casts, people working in the industry were well aware of “the looming
presence of the United States” through its “technical innovations™ and
“talent in winning consenting audiences” (Marwick, Culture in Britain
86-87). In China, the 1980s saw a relaxation of ideological control.
The 1978 debate on the thesis that “Practice is the only criterion of
truth” marked the beginning of a “mental emancipation movement.”®
The CCP expressed a comparatively more tolerant attitude than previ-
ously toward alternative voices in society. While the politics of culture
had failed to nurture a garden with “a hundred flowers blooming and a
hundred schools of thought contending,” the social and cultural land-
scape was certainly more colourful and dynamie. Concepts and values
previously condemned as “bourgeois” and “counterrevolutionary” now
found acceptance in society. The open-door policy not only opened the
country’s economic door but also widened its people’s eyes and minds,
Popular music, martial arts novels, and romantic stories began to bom-
bard mainland China in the late 1970s, mitially from Hong Kong and
Taiwan. This was followed by the influx of “high culture” concepts and
popular culture forms from the West. Translations of Sartre, Freud and
Niefzsche found their way onto the desktops of Chincse inteliectuals,
Short skirts, bell-bottomed trousers, long hair, and sunglasses posed a
defiant contrast to the sombre and conformist attire of the Cultural
Revolution years. However, by the late 1980s, many people had lost
interest m politics. Hedonism, associated with materialism and
money-worship, gained force. :

Fourth, Britain by the late 19505 had largely become a mass-
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media society. Intense competition existed between newspapers and
television, television and cinema, and the BBC and commereial chan-
nels. The penetration of commercial television helped the world of
advertising to become increasingly prominent, Such changes created
concern among intellectuals such as Richard Hoggart, who argued in
his landmark The Uses of Literacy that the power of the conventional
“high culture” was being reduced and British society was “moving
towards the creation of a mass culture; [and] that the remnants of what
was at least in parts an urban culture ‘of the people’ are being de-
stroyed” (12). Similarly, the decade after the Cultural Revolution in
China saw a period of transformation from an austere environment with
limited cultural and media choices to a socicty dominated by mass
media. The number of TV stations, for example, surged from 32 in
1978 10 422 in 1988. This period also saw a boom in other forms of
cultural production. The number of newspapers (including tabloids)
rose from 182 jn 1976 to 829 in 1988, while the number of magazines
mereased from 542 in 1976 to 5,856 in 1988. In another important mass
medium, the number of radio stations increased from 93 in 1978 to 461
in 1988 (Zhongguo tongji nianjian 874-79). Consumer advertising,
banished during the Cultural Revolution as “a societal waste, not ad-
ding any value to commodities,” reappeared in 1979 as an unmistakable
sign of modernization.” From the mid-1980s on, China also had its focal
rock ’n’ roll music.

Another parallel between the two cultures was the recognition by
the leisure and fashion industries of youth as a distinct and potentially
lucrative market. Their new affluence gave British youngsters fresh
ways of expressing themselves in persenal identity and “lifestyle”
terms, “with expensive hair styles, lipsticks, stilctio heels, motor bikes,
portable transistor radios, and smarter clothes” (Montgomery 157). In
1980s China, the economic boom and the rise of a dynamic urban
popular culture similarly provided youth with more options for enter-
fainment, consumption, and personal display. Conventional ways of
life such as “hard work and plain living” (jignku pusu) and “thrift and
industriousness” (ginjian jieyue) no longer appealed. The young would
spend, if not overspend, what was in their pockets. They became fre-
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quent visitors to dance halls, poolrooms, video game arcades, discos,
and karaoke bars. The leisure and fashion industries were able to reap
record profits by turning to this newly emerging youth market.

Last but not least, the film industry in both countries recognized
that young people constituted a ready market. British cinema had its
golden years in the 1940s when audience attendance soared partly as a
result of a lack of other available entertainment. The year 1946 saw a
record 1.6 million in attendance across the country. But the following
decade saw a sharp drop in attendance figures from 25 million in 1950
to 21 million in 1957 and 14.5 million in 1958 (Montgomery 162).
However, during this time of declining film audiences, teenagesrs re-
mained the age group most eager to go out with their peers to the cin-
ema.® Under such circumstances, the film industry came to’ place “a
greater emphasis on productions with an appeal to the young” (Ri-
chards 220). Partly to adapt itself to the changing paftern, the British
film industry had more X-rated films screened in the Jate 195 0s.° The
“X” certificate, which indicated “aduits only” (or “no person under
16”), was introduced by the British Board of Film Censors (BBFC) in
May 1950. An X-rating (for horror- or sex-related subject matter) was
more likely to attract young adults to the cinerna. This was initially a
matter of imports—there were no X-rated British films in 1950 and
1951—but the number of local examples gradually increased: one in
1954; two in 1952, 1953, and 1955 respectively; three in 1956; seven in
1957; nine in 1958; eleven in 1959; and seventeen in 1960 (Marwick,
The Arts 127)."°

Along similar lines, many of the Chinese “youth problem” films
were produced with young people as their target audience. Chinese film
enjoyed a golden age in the late 1970s and carly 1980s. After the deci-
mation of the indusiry during the Cultural Revolution, Chinese pcople
simply flocked to small and shabby cinemas to see whatever they could.
The average cinema attendance per person reached a record level—28
times per year in 1979—while total attendance increased to 29.3 billion
(Ni 44). However, with the progress of the reform program, filmmakers
began to feel the pressures of the market. Though the number of fea-

"ture films rose from 46 in 1978 o 158 in 1988, attendance decreased
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from 29.3 billion in 1979 to 18.7 billion in 1988 {(Zhongguo tongji
nianjian 8718). As viewers became more selective, the banner of “en-
tertainment” was raised. In 1987, Contemporary Cinema (Dangdai
dianying),.a key film journal in China, focused on this topic for three
consecutive issues.!! Amidst this “enfertainment tide,” the importance
of youth, especially urban youth, drew much attention from the film
industry. In late 1980s China, as in 1950s Britain, the largest segment
of the film audience consisted of young urbanites (Wang 4). Filmmak-
ers developed a preference for films revolving around urban youth and
their travails in the belief that such films were more likely to report a
higher box office. Thus, these “youth problem” films were made partly
from cultural and partly from economic motives.'?

In these contexts “angry youn g men” and “youth problem” movi-
es surfaced in both countries. On the British side, partly drawing on the
idea of Free Cinema" and partly following the fashion within the Bri-
tish film industry for “big stars and creative artists to set up their own
companies to make independent pictures [...] and make them their own
way” (Hill 39), John Osbormne and Tony Richardson formed Woodfall
Studio. In the period between 1959 and 1963, this film company con-
tributed significantly to the British New Wave movement by producing
Look Back in Anger (dir. Tony Richardson, Woodfzll Studio, 1959),
Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (dir. Karel Reisz, Woodfall Stu-
dio, 1960), 4 Taste of Honey (dir. Tony Richardson, British
Lion/Woodfall Studio, 1961}, and The Loneliness of the Long Distance
Runner (dir. Tony Richardson, British Lion/Woodfall Studio, 1962).
These, together with Room at the T, op (dir. Jack Clayton, Remus Studio,
1959), 4 Kind of Loving (dir. John Schlesinger, Vic/Waterfall Studio,
1962), and This Sporting Life (dir. Lindsay Anderson, Romulus, 1963),
formed the bulk of the “angry young men” movies. Similarly, films
with “problem youth” as the subject matter swarmed onto cinema
screens in China during the period 1987-88. The following list is far
from exhaustive: Sunshine and Showers (Taiyang yu, dir. Zhang Zem-
ing, Pear] River Studio, 1987), Coffee with Sugar (Gei kafei jia dian
fang, dir. Sun Zhou, Pear] River Studio, 1987), Samsara (Lun hui, dir,
Huang Jianxin, Xian Studio, 1988), Masters of Mischief ( Wanzhu, dir.
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Mi Jiashan, Emei Studio, 1988), Rock Kids (Yaogun gingnian, dir. Tian
Zhuangzhuang; Beijing Studio, 1988), Out of Breath (Da chuan qi,
dir. Ye Daying, Shenzhen Film Company, 1988), Obsession (Fen-
ghuang 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).

A Filmic “Revolution”

Up to ihe late 1950s, British cinema had had a paichy tradition of
exploring realism, especially working-class realism. More recent Bri-
tish films offered unchallenging entertainment in the form of middle-
class drawing-room comedies or heroic wartime exploits based on
traditional “stiff-upper-lip” or public-school values. According to Peter
Stead, many conventional British films of the time had "no real body or
texture,” with the soundtrack, editing and mise-en-scene all su ggesting
“that one is looking at a comic or a series of cartoons rather than deal-
ing with real people or real situations” (180). The British “new wave”
filmmakers found this situation suffocating and were determined to
bring about a change. Their “angry young men” films looked at the
everyday events and settings of contemporary life and were intended to
make the most of the mise-en-scene of working-class life in the indus-
trial hinterland of Northern and provincial Britain, such as Blackpool,
Salford, Bolton, Bradford, Wakeficld, Morecambe, and Manchester.
For example, when Room at the Top was made into a film, many
changes were made with the aim-—according tfo Laing—of avoiding
“any elements which would detract from an emphasis on direct pictorial
realism-—something which gives its audience unmediated contemporary
experience” (180). Similarly, up to the mid-1980s, Chinese film had
had a “glorious” tradition of eulogizing the countryside and repudiating
the city." But the new Chinese “youth problem” movies were more
thorough-going than earlier films in their exploration of complex urban
realities, and they contained no trace of nostaigia for “history.” The city
in these films was no longer represented as “a weak, tired and unrealistic
son,” contrasted with a countryside that was like “a strong, docile and
faithful mother” (Dat, Jingchen tuwei 40). Instead, the city was repre-



Days of Sunshine 87

sented as a complete world in itself, chaotic but dynamic, internally
diverse and conflicted,

One distinetive common feature of youth films of both fraditions
was the portrayal of a new type of hero on the cinema screen. British
cinema had been known for its emphasis on meledramatic elements,
with the so-called message in a film being often conveyed through “an
entirely theatrical and unrealistic acting performance” (Stead 184). But
the “angry young men” filmmakers sought to present their young screen
heroes as real people. They constituted a new kind of hero who, in voic-
ing his anger, discontent, and confusion, spoke up (according to a con-
temporary eritic) for “a way of feeling which really seems a part of the
spirit of our times” (Harcourt 16). These young (usually male) heroes
with a working-class background “nurtured their native regional and
lower-class accents, scorning to assume the brittle upper-class vowels
traditionally taught at drama school” (Lewis 164). An important theme
here was the new opportunity for social mobility available to work-
ing-class young men. The 1944 Education Act gave free education to
all children up to the age of 19, which meant that a large number of
children from working-class families had a chance for higher education,
as those who proceeded to university would receive a grant from the
government-—“scholarship boys” as Hoggart called then. But the am-
bitious young heroes of these films often experienced a crisis of iden-
tity on their journey to a higher social position, and their success was
often “a material gain and a human loss” (Laing 167). The Chinese
“youth problem” movies also portrayed a new déclassé stratum of
youths in contemporary China. Littie effort had been made in Chinese

.cinema to explore in detait the life, the love, and the loneliness of these
freewheeling young men and women in the new consumer-oriented
society. 8hao Mujun, a veteran film critic, had this to say about this
new type of screen hero:

Previously there had been no attempts in Chinese cinema
to truly present the hopeless, rascally lives of this young
stratum of society, and so treatment of this theme had a
refreshing appeal for audiences. If the lavish mockery and



88 Tamkang Review, Vol. XXXI{I, No. 2

biting sarcasm of established moral criteria and behavior
norms by these youths occasionally hit some vital point of
feudalism, ultra-leftism or formalism, it will easily arouse
the sympathy of audiences (especially young audiences).
Besides, the language they speak is extremely ingenious,
with the characters being loquacious and sharp-tongued in
such a way that the audience may find in a volley of laughter
a pieasurable compensation for some of their own frustra-
tions. (29)

The young people to whom the critic alludes lived on the
periphery of socicty, having neither a respectable social status nor lofty
ideals. (Nor did they aspire to status or idealism.) Coming from the
chaotic years of the Culttural Revolution, they despised the existing
social order and orthodox morality. Their emergence on the silver
screen was not only indicative of a changing society buf also suggested
the coming of a “beat generation” in Chinese film.

Another goal shared by the two groups of films was the candid
portrayal of the discontent of angry young men and women in the two
countries. Tony Richardson, in directing Look Back in Anger, was clear
in his purpose: “It is absolutely vital o get into British films that same
sort of impact and sense of life that what you can loosely call the Angry
Young Man cult has had in the theatre and literary worlds” (9). This
“Angry Young Man cult” was the response of a group of young wrilers
to the combined effects of a series of dramatic events such as the Suez
Crisis and the 1956 Soviet invasion of Hungary. They expressed in
their writings their “dissatisfactions and tensions” at the bankruptcy of
conventional responses (Nehring 199), and their central characters
aired their anger at many aspects of post-war British society. Yimmy
Porter in Look Back in Anger, for example, regarded 1950s Britain as a
place where “Nobody thinks, nobody cares. No beliefs, no convictions
and no enthusiasm” (Osborne 17}, For Jimmy, nothing substantial had
really changed in British society since the 1940s, and the Labour and
Conservaltive governments’ promises of a classless society had never
come true. Arthur Seaton in Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, “an



Days of Sunshine 89

authentic product of working-class affluence,” spoke out against the
taxman, the bosses and national service, as well as nostalgia for the past
{Richards 222). Frank Machin in This Sporting Life, a disruptive, ob-
sessed rugby player, was one of the most unpredictable and hot-
tempered among the angry young men. Colin Smith in The Loneliness
of the Long Distance Runner deliberately lost a race in order to assert
his independence and express his anger with the establishment. All
these movies focused on youthful discontent, and—to borrow Yska’s
phrase about New Zealand’s bodgies and widgies of the 1950s-—
presented a picture “of studiously laboured rejection of adult standards
of respectability” (227-8). :

The angry youths represented in Chinese films lived a careless
life and took a cynical attitude toward the hypocrisy and formalism of
contemporary Chinese society. They attacked or ironized many aspects
of society: the outdated mode of education (Masters of Mischief), the
boredom of army life (Out of Breath), the rigidity of conventional work
(Samsara, Rock Kid), the hollowness of ideclogical orthodoxy (Half
Flame, Half Brine). Living in an age of aimlessness with what a film
critic describes as the “grey ideological syndrome of fin de siecle”
(yishi xingtai shijimo huise zonghezheng), these screen heroes were
known for their subversive consciousness and skeptical sentiments
(Iluang 41). They trampled down the established moral code and blas-
phemed the so-called “holiness” and “eternity” of conventions. For
them, the meaning of life did not lie in working for others or realizing
ideals—they were living for the sake of life itself. Hedonism and care-
lessness were what they were seeking. As restless figures loafing about
in the “concrete jungle,” they were rebels and challengers of the mod-
ern lifestyle and contemporary society.

Up to the late 1950s, a traditional purpose of British film had been
“to satisfy the demand for family entertainment” (Hill 49-5(), an aim
requiring a policy of “class restraint” and “sexual repression” on the
big screen (Lovell 367). In contrast, the “angry young men” filmmakers
presented a beautiful display of sexual and emotional frankness in their
works that was quite startling for British cinema. Their films’ immedi-
ate critical recognition and commercial success owed much to their
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{reatment of sex and emphasis on sexual subject matter, Reom af the
Top, for example, was initially advertised as “A Savage Story of Lust
and Ambition.” After the release of the film, an article in the Daily
Express hailed its candid approach: “Here was a British film which at
long last got its teeth info the subjects which have always been part and
parcel of our lives, but have hitherto been taboo subjects on the prissy
British screen” (Mathews 144). Sexuality was closely linked with class
as a major theme of the film since its protagonist Joe used his sex ap-
peal to climb up the social Jadder. This message was made clear at the
very start of the film when Joe’s arrival at his new office caused sexual
exciterment among the office girls. Most talked about was the scene in
which Joe seduced Susan, the daughter of a rich businessman. “Oh
Joe,” Susan sighed, “wasn’t if super?” According to Tom Dewe
Mathews, with Susan’s sighing words, “the British screen had finally
made a direct reference to sex, and more daringly still it had acknow-
ledged that women can take pleasure from the experience” (144). Pre~
marital sexual behavior was generally more acceptable among young
people and this is clear in these “angry young men” movies. The then-
secretary of the British Board of Film Censors, John Trevelyan,
provided an insight into such changes from a film censor’s perspective:

In retrospect one can see that Jack Clayton’s Room af the
Top was a milestone in the history of British films. [. . .] At
the time its sex scenes were regarded as sensational and
some of the critics who praised the film congratulated the
Board on having had the courage to pass it. Ten years later
these scenes seemed very mild and unsensational. [. . .}
There was no nudity or simulated copulation, but there was
rather more frankness about sexual relationships in the dia-
logue than people had been used to. (106)

In China, though sexual culture had flourished in popular litera-
ture of the past, sex-related topics remained taboo in public. To many
Chinese, any reference to sex and sexuality was easily associated with
“moral decadence” (daode baihuai) and “vulgar taste” (diji quwei).
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The representation of sex and sexualily in Chinese film had unsurpris-
ingly been restricted by social and cultural norms. In the “youth prob-
lem” movies, however, this forbidden zone was presented in an explicit
way—through a fairly direct representation of extra-marital sex and
cohabitation among young heroes and heroines, for instance, Long
Xiang and Xiaoxiao in Rock Kids, Yu Guang and Ding Xiaolu in Mas-
ters of Mischief, Shi Ba and Yu Jin in Samsara, Zhang Ming and Wu Di
in Half Flame, Half Brine, and Ding Jian and Li Bailin in Out of Breath.
The significance of the premarital sexual scenes inthese films exists on
several levels, First, the sex was treated with explicitness and a sense of
beauty. Though restraint was still maintained, filmmakers no longer
relied on allegorical means of expression such as a pair of swimming
fish or mandarin ducks in the river, Secondly, such a pre~marital sexual
relationship was rather casual in most cases. The young man and
woman involved would sometimes go to bed before they knew each
other well. Traditional Chinese standards would regard their relation-
ship as illegal and decadent; it would be condemned with no hesitation
by the mass media (including mainstream films). But in these films the
sexual relationship was not negatively represented. Thirdly, the pre-
marital sex did not necessarily lead to eventual marriage. No responsi-
bilities, either social or individual, were required in the course of the
affair. This behavior was considered “abnormal” or “perverse” in con-
temporary Chinese society, but in these films it was treated with a
matter-of-fact acceptance. Fourthly, some changes in the use of pejora-
tive language also indicated more relaxed attitudes: “muoralistic” terms
were replaced by those with neutral connotations. For instance, “pre-
marital sex” (hungian xing xingwei) replaced “illegal cohabitation”
(feifa tongju), “sweetheart” (ai ren) replaced “broken shoes” (poxie, a
figurative reference to a loose woman), and sexiness (xing gan) re-
placed sluttishness (sa0 huo). In short, sex was separated from morality
in these films.

“Anger” in the Two Traditions

While the British and Chinese youth films expressed the anger,
frustration, and disillusionment of their young heroes, there were



92 Tamkang Review, Vol XXXIIi, No. 2

simnilarities and differences in the targets of their anger. A prime target
attacked by the British working-class “angry young men” was the Es-
tablishment. By the mid-1950s, “the sense of ‘establishment’ hypocrisy
and incompetence was validated, for the discontented, by the Suez
invasion of 1956 (Sinfield 233). The evacuation of British troops from
the Suez Canal Zone on 22 December 1956 not only brought the domi-
nance of British imperialism in the Middle East to a rapid end but alse
proved to be one of the last gestures of the already dismantling British
Empire. The effect of this political and military crisis on the general
public at home was profound. According to Enoch Powell:

The Suez fiasco cut deep into the consciousness of the British
people. It had the same sort of effect as a nervous breakdown,
similar to what America experienced after the Vietnam War
but more severe. They no longer felt sure of themselves. They
disbelieved that they could any longer be a nation, with all
that meant in terms of independence, pride and seli-
confidence, (105)

In Jimmy Porter’s case the Establishment was the world of mid-
dle-class convention represented by his wife and her disapproving
parents. For Joe Lampton it was the ex-officer rival who reaped the
fruits of life without making an effort {o earn them. For Arthur Seaton
it was the social set-up in which a young factory worker like himself
lived a life of suppression and frustration. For Colin Smith it was the
stale ethics of society embodied by the Governor and the Borstal offi-
cials,

Anger in the Chinese “youth problem” movies of the 1980s was
also given specific motivations. Those included orthodox and rigid
authorities, a cliché-ridden lifestyle, the traditional power of the father,
and unquestioning conventional attitudes. For instance, Shi Ba in Sam-
sara mocked the established system by teasing the soldier guarding the
national flag in Tiananmen Square, Long Xiang in Rock Kids was un-
happy with the rigid system of the state-run work unit. He quit his job to
become a freelance breakdancer. Yu Guan in Masters of Mischief ex-
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pressed his discontent with the older generation’s attitude through a
tit-for-tat conflict with his father. Ding Jian and his peers in Quf of
Breath simply took advantage of the opportunities offered by the
open-door policy and committed themselves to making big fortunes by
(illegally) buying and reselling goods that were in great demand. Such
tensions between generations as represented in these youth films
provided a basis for what Pickowicz has called “the profound cynicism
of post-Mao urban youth” (199).

Nevertheless, an important difference in emphasis between the
British “angry young men” films and the Chinese “youth problem”
movies is the treatment of class. While class inequality was a big issue
in both post-war Britain and post-1949 China, class conflicts in China
had come to be articulated in different terms, and often from a specific
political (revolutionary) perspective. For more than two decades, Chi-
nese society was in general divided into two classes: the revolutionary
and the counterrevolutionary. The ideology of class sustained its domi-
nant position in the political, economic, and personal life of Chinese
people until the late 1970s. After that, the so-called significance of
class struggle was ridiculed and was replaced by new slogans such as
“To get rich first is glorious.” Most of the Chinese “youth problem”
movies set out to represent how their young heroes and heroines were
dedicated to exploiting the advantages made possible by the newly
introduced market economy, and none of them touched on the issue of
class or the class struggle as understood in Communist China,

On the other hand, class conflict figured prominently in the Brit-
ish “angry young men” movies, Despite the claim that the 1950 afflu-
ence was dismantling old class barriers—as in Prime Minister Harold
Macmillan’s boast that “the class war is over and we have won” (Gamble
66)—certain inequalities remained deeply embedded in British society.
Such issues were thoroughly explored in British “angry young men”
movics. In The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner; the uliimate
form of the battle was a long distance cross-country race between the
public school team and the Borstal boys. From the moment the public
school boys entered the changing room, sharp contrasts were estab-
lished to emphasize class hatred and class resentment. Well-dressed
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boys {in expensive white track suits and ties) confidently greeted their
rivals who were dressed in basic dark shorts and T-shirts (including the
small, dark, and wiry Colin).

Another significant difference between the British and Chinese
“youth problem” movies involves attitudes toward materialism. While
materialism tended to be embraced by the Chinese “Angries” of the
1980s as an alternative to the grey orthodoxy they had known, many of
their British counterparts tended to see it as being “intolerable and
suffocating,” indicative of a “cultural loss” and the “desolation of the
urban environment” (Anderson 15). While Joe in Room ai the Top was
determined to “get the hel! out of the working class,” the film showed
that he did so at a price. To the director of Saturday Night and Sunday
Morning, “the film began to ask the question whether material im-
provements in people’s lives weren't going to be accompanied by a
spiritual crisis” (Orbanz 53). In one scene, Arthur complained that most
people would be happy to conform so long as they possessed “their own
telly and their fags.” In The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner,
Colin only walked away in disgust and burnt the one-pound note given
him by his mother when he saw his stepfather bringing home a televi-
sion.

At the least, then, the British films viewed materialism with am-
bivalence, The reasons for the British young people’s ambivalent ati-
tude toward materialism should be considered in the broad context of
the historical development of consumption. Consumption became a
mass trend in the West in the 1920s. Although World War II slowed
down this expansion of consumption, the post-war years witnessed its
resurgence. So-called “full employment” in Britain enabled young
people to buy commaodities which had been considered rarities not long
before: motor bikes, fashionable clothes, tape recorders, television sets,
_etc. But youngsters soon realised that these products were no longer
luxuries in an increasingly affluent society but merely symbolized the
security and prosperity that their elders had aspired after. In the eyes of
the younger generation, affluence carried with it the notions of “selling
out” and conformity that were associated with the old class system.
Perhaps there was a contradiction here: while England’s rebellious
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youth of the 1950s (and 1960s) were enjoying the comforts of life
offered by an affluent society, they had a conscious aversion toward
them. By the late 1960s, this grew into a strong fecling of anti-
materialism among vouths in the West, driving many young people 1o
leave their economically rich but (it was thought) spirituaily poor par-
ents. These youths abandoned wealth with the hope of living a simple
and pure life away from the turmoil of the material world, and in the
pursuit of “higher” cultural and spiritual ideals.

In contrast, the Chinese “youth problem” films emerged from a
saciety for which affluence represented a new, exciting world. In 1980
China, young adults constituted the most dynamic consumer group, as
reflected in these youth films, Not infrequently, the lead figures of the
films were shown as seeking and indulging themselves in maferia]
comforts. They did their utmost to get as much enjoyment as possible
from eating, drinkin g, and playing around. To them, “everything in life
is phony, except money” (Out of Breath). Riding on the tide of the
surging censumerism, they took advantage of what the reform program
could offer them and were never tired of singing “The Song of Re-
minbi” (Chinese currency) as performed by the lead character in Half
Flame, Half Brine: “The biggest unit of the Reminbi is ten Yuan; and
the smallest unit one cent. Whether it’s the biggest or smallest, it’s best
loved by the masses.” These young adults were ciad in fashionable
clothes, armed with advanced means of communication and transpor-
tation, and frequented expensive enfertainment places such as five-star
hotels, pool rooms, dance halls, and karaoke bars. This new lifestyle
and life attitude was based on an acceptance of individualism and he-
donism, which was a challenge to the official culture’s version of uto-
pia that had been packaged for youth consumption.

As we have seen, although the social textures of late 1950s Bri-
tam and late 1980s China were very different, there were similarities of
structure. The two societies were curiously parallel, with each of them
undergoing dramatic social, cultural, and economic transformations
and dislocations that Jed to generational differences in attitudes and
eXperience, and to the rise of a youth culture in opposition to the main-
stream. Meanwhile, we have also seen that the films of the two cultures
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have differences in terms of specific detail. While both groups of youth
rebellion films explore the idea of youthful “anger,” this anger emerges
from a different historical, social, and economic situation at the level of
lived experience. If the British “angry young man” movies were “born
out of the social and cultural upheaval of the late 1950s that embraced
the death of the empire, the rise of working-class affluence, [and] the
emergence of a distinctive youth culture” (Richards 219), the produc-
tion of the Chinese “youth problem” movies was more an answer to the
contradictions presented by a new age “when consumerism saw an
upsurge,” an age that was “characterized by agony, anxiety, perplexity
and grotesquerie” (Dai, “Ideology” 28). What this essay has attempted
to illustrate at the very least is the extent to which young people in
different cultures may, under specific social conditions, share simmlar
behaviors and attitudes in opposition to mainstream values. From this
perspective, these films—which spoke in many ways for the younger
generations—were clearly an important cultural breakthrough, sug-
gesting the touching of a raw nerve in both societies.

NOTES

I would like to thank Professor Roger Horrocks for his valuable
comments and suggestions at various stages of writing this paper.

! The calculation was made on the assumption that the average
income was 100 yuan in 1952, The figures are from Zhongguo tongji
nignjian 29. Other figures in the articie are from the same source un-
less otherwise noted.

2 The concept of the Four Cardinal Principles (sixiang jiben
yuanze) was first put forward by Deng Xiaoping in a speech in 1979:
“To carry out China’s four modernizations, we must uphold the four
cardinal principles ideologically and politicalty. This is the basic pre-
requisite for achieving modernization. The four principles are: 1) We
must keep to the socialist road. 2) We must uphoid the dictatorship of
the proletariat. 3) We must uphold the leadership of the Communist
party. 4)- We must uphold Mamxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong
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Thought.” (Deng XKiaoping, “Uphold the four cardinal principles, 30
March 1979,” in Selected Works of Deng Xiaoping, Beijing: Foreign
Language Press, 1983) 172,

* For a full explanation of the “theory of the initial stage of so-
cialism,” sce Zhao Ziyang, “Advance Along the Road of Socialism
with Chinese Characteristics: Report Delivered at the Thirteenth Na-
tional Congress of the Communist Party of China on 25 October 1987,”
Beifing Review 30.45 (9 November 1987) IEXXVIL; especially pp. 1I-
VI

* For example, the Betting and Gaming Act (1960) recognized
working-class vices as well as more aristocratic ones. In 1967, there
were the Abortion Act, the National Health Service (the Family Plan-
ning) Act and the Sexual Offences Act (legalizing homosexuality).
1968 saw the abolishing of theatre censorship (the Theatre Act). In
1969, came the Representation of the People Act (reducing the voting
age to eighteen) and the Divorce Reform Act.

* For example, the record of Haley’s Rock Around the Clock, the
title song of the American film Blackboard Jungle (dir. Richatd Brooks,
MGM, 1955), sold extremely well in the British market, In 1956, the
film Rock Around the Clock {dir. ¥red Sears, Columbia, 1956) received
enthusiastic responses among British audiences, especially young ones.

® This movement of mental emancipation (sixiang jiefang yun-
dong) was triggered by an article on Guangming Daily, 11 May 1978.
Entitled “Practice is the sole criterion for testing truth” (Shijian shi
jianyan zhenli de weiyi biaozhun), the article had struck a nerve across
China. It was hailed as the only time in the history of the CCP’s
ideological movement when “truth” triumphed over “power.” See Li
Honglin, Zhongguo sixiang yundong shi: Yijiu Sijiv~yijiu bajiv (A
History of China’s ldeological Movements: 19491 989) (Hong Kong:
Cosmos Books, 1999) 137. The significance of the movement was to
strike at the very heart of Mao Zedong Thought and indicate a TECOVETY
and re-vitalisation of the nation. For details of the complex political
and social background of the movement, sce X, L. Ding,- The Decline of
Communism in Ching: Legacies Crisis, 1977-1989 (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge UP, 1994) 84,
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7 For a succinet account of the relationship between advertising
and urban culture/modemnization, see Danicl Bell, The Cultural Con-
tradictions of Capitalism (New York: Basic, 1973) 68.

® The following information about “going to the cinema” in Bri-
tain in the 1950s is from Montgomery 165.

Teenagers Adults
Once a week or more 60% 13%
Once or twice a month 27% 10%
Less frequently 12% 28%
Never 1% 49%

¥ For example, two of the largest cinema circuits owned by The
Rank Organization screened only six X-rated films between 1951 and
1956, none of which was British. But the number increased to a total of
51 between 1958 and 1961.

" Nearly all “angry young men” movies were given an X-
certificate by the British Board of Film Censors: Room at the Top, Look
Back in Anger, Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, The Entertainer,
A Taste of Honey, 4 Kind of Loving, The Loneliness of the Long Dis-
tance Runner, and This Sporting Life. '

' for an English version of some documents published on Con-
temporary Cinema during the debate, see George Semsel, Chen Xihe,
and Xia Hong, eds. Film in Contemporary China: Critical Debates,
1979-1989 (Westporl: Praeger, 1993) 83-140.

2 Tior an account of the filmumakers’ motives in adopting writings
about young urbanites from their own perspective, see, for example, Mi
8 9. Similar explanations were given by the directors of some of these
films including Tian Zhuangzhuang, Xia Gang and Huang Jianxin in
my interviews with them in Beijing in November and December 2000.

13 «Bree Cinema” refers fo a series of short films, most of which
focused on the work and play of young working-class people in con-
temporary Britain, presented by the London-bascd Natienal Film
Theatre in the 1950s. The films were called “free” because none was
produced within the framework of the commercial industry and be-
cause they displayed personal, independent perspectives. The leaders
of “Free Cinema"—Karel Reisz, Lindsay Anderson and Tony
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Richardson—would also be the driving force of the “angry young men”
movement on the British big screen.

* Tor a more detailed account of the antithesis between the city
and the countryside as represented in Chinese film, refer to Xuelin
Zhou, “The Ideology of the City in Modern Chinese Cinema,” New
Zealand Journal of Asian Studies 2.2 (December 2000} 91-106.
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