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Introduction
China has long been known for its strict censorship towards foreign media and news. So much so that the phrase “banned in China” has become almost as well known as “made in China”. The film industry is one of those areas that is greatly affected by the CCP’s stringent measures and in this essay, I want to look at how rather than western movies and companies entering China and changing local perspectives, China has used its financial clout and enormous domestic market to instead force movie studios to kowtow and follow the party line, essentially to silence foreign and domestic filmmakers from discussing issues related to the country. 
History of film censorship in China
The first implementation of some sort of ban on films in China predates the CCP and even the KMT rule and took place in 1911 in Shanghai in a nation that was still governed by Qing dynasty officials, a year before, the first film related regulations were issued by the Shanghai Autonomous, the 1910 ruling stated banned showing movies in open areas during the summer because the government didn’t approve of men and women sitting together in the dark. 
The 1911 regulations explicitly forbid showing films that featured “obscene content” and introduced more regulation to the growing cinema industry including demanding that men and women be sat separately. 
After the overthrowing of the Qing Dynasty later in 1911, local and provincial governments regulated things differently from one another, but the first government agency formed with the specific task of censoring films was created in Jiangsu province in 1923. The Education Department of Jiangsu formed The Board of Film Censors and in the years the followed many other local governments formed their own. 
The movie industry in China was largely not interfered with during this period but things changed when the Kuomintang seized power in 1927. The KMT was much more aware of the influence that film could have over the populace and took more drastic steps to censor films not just based on the visual content but on the political undertones of the movies. A series of regulations were created in the following years but it was not until 1930 that the first film censorship statute officially became the law. In 31 the first national centralized film censorship institution was established and featured members of the KMT propaganda department on its board. This committee targeted four main types of film.
· Firstly, films made in local dialects were not permitted because they interfered with the government's desire to establish mandarin as the spoken language of the country.
· Secondly, films that included political messages differing from that of the central governments would be banned. 
· Thirdly, any film that was deemed to have “offended Chinese dignity” would not be permitted. These were largely films where China or the Chinese people were shown in a negative light. Examples include legendary director Josef Von Sternberg's “Shanghai Express” which featured people, many Chinese among them, being taken hostage. The film was nominated for “Best Picture” and “Best Director” and the 5th annual Academy Awards, winning the Oscar for “Best Cinematography”
· Lastly, films that “advocated superstition” or films that had “no scientific basis” were also banned. These areas were very vague and were enforced for a wide variety of movies. Well known examples would include massively popular and influential films in the west such as 1931’s “Frankenstein” and 1933’s “Alice in Wonderland”. 
Obviously, the next few years in China were a time of war and once the CCP took power film censorship also endured great change. The “Encyclopedia of Chinese film” writes about this period, saying “During the first forty years of the PRC period, filmmakers were subjected to the most arbitrary, inconsistent and stringent film censorship because the CCP government never passed a film censorship law and enforced it through an agency. As a result, the criterion for approving or disapproving a film was often dictated by politics at a given moment”. It's no surprise really that the standard CCP vagueness was present in this area of media. During the Cultural Revolution the film industry was heavily targeted for criticism and Mao’s fourth wife Jiang Qing famously personally blacklisted 54 feature presentations. 
In 1986 china began the process of formally creating government departments tasked specifically with monitoring and censoring media content. Originally ADRFT (Administrative Department of Radio, Film and Television), later renamed SARFT (State Administration of Radio, Film and Television) in 98. It was then later merged with the General Administration of Press and Publication to become SAPPRFT in 2013. This lasted until 2018 when alongside the abolishment of presidential term limits, the SAPPRFT was also abolished and a new radio and television administration was formed and film management would be under the direct control of the Propaganda Department of the Communist Party’s Central Committee.[footnoteRef:3942] [3942:  https://deadline.com/2018/03/china-film-industry-regulation-communist-party-propaganda-department-1202350328/ DA 04/02/21] 

Famous examples of recent censorship
Farewell my Concubine – A very well know example is this 1993 drama by Chinese director Chen Kaige. The film explores topics such as suicide and homosexuality that were and still are taboo while touching on darker aspects of CCP rule, it was widely praised in the west, even winning the prestigious Palme d’Or at the Cannes film festival and both a BAFTA and Golden Globe for Best foreign language film. Banned initially in China, after just two months a censored version was released in but “only because the international outcry over their treatment of the film was threatening to sour China's image in the midst of its campaign to bring the Olympic games to Beijing in 2000.”[footnoteRef:15086]  The starring actor Leslie Chung would later commit suicide by jumping off a hotel building in the centre of Hong Kong citing a personal battle with depression in his suicide note, Chung was Bisexual.  [15086:  https://www.nytimes.com/1993/09/04/movies/china-s-censors-issue-a-warning.html DA 04/02/21] 

Many other films have been banned and continue to be banned in China for portraying homosexual themes, these include “Brokeback Mountain” and “Call Me by Your Name”. 
Seven years in Tibet and Kundun – Both these 1997 films depict China negatively in relation to its annexation of Tibet while portraying the Dalai Lama in a positive light and displaying China’s desire to have him killed, Mao Zedong is also depicted in “Kundun” including a scene where he describes Tibetans as “poisoned and inferior” because of their religious beliefs. No wonder then that both are banned in China. Brad Pitt (Seven years in Tibet’s main actor) and Martin Scorsese were both banned from the country as well, but Brad Pitt has since made promotional appearances in China. 
Any films that depict China’s relationship with Tibet negatively or the Dalai Lama will be banned in China. 
V for Vendetta – Interestingly this 2005 cult hit was only banned in China in 2020. It didn’t have a cinema release in the country, but it was available to view on online platforms and television. Another interesting thing about this ban is that this film has absolutely no relation to China at all, its an anti-government, anti-establishment film set entirely in and regarding the UK, the main character dons the famous Guy Fawkes mask and scenes depict the houses of parliament and other well-known London landmarks. 
Anti-government themes will sometimes be subject to bans from Chinese censors, also films that depict the Chinese government in a shady or otherwise negative light will often also be banned such as “Lara Croft Tomb Raider: The Cradle of Life” which suggests that the Chinese government is really run by underground secret societies. 
Censorship, of course, is not just the banning of films it includes editing and removing portions of films for all sorts of reasons. Scenes in “Skyfall” were removed for referencing prostitution in Macau. The famous nude scene in “Titanic” was edited out. And large chunks of Sci-fi or horror movies such as “Resident Evil” or “Alien: Covenant” were removed for graphic violence and blood. Why would you permit a Resident Evil film to be released if you are then going to remove gory parts of the film? It’s akin to editing out the kung-fu scenes in Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon. 
The recent Mulan remake and its controversies
Disney's live action remake was not short of controversy. Firstly, the lead actress came out in support of the Hong Kong police during the protests in 2019 which led to calls for the movie to be boycotted.[footnoteRef:10324]  “I support the Hong Kong police. You can all attack me now. What a shame for Hong Kong” Liu Yifei said on Weibo. Liu is an American citizen.  [10324:  “https://edition.cnn.com/2019/08/16/asia/china-mulan-actor-protests-intl-hnk-trnd/index.html DA 02/02/21] 

The film also received plenty of negative press after filming many of its scenes in the Chinese Province of Xinjiang, where alleged mass incarceration, torture, rape and what some have called genocide of the Uyghur Muslims has been thought to be taking place. The films credit specifically thanked the Xinjiang Public Security Bureau which is thought to have been involved in the alleged offences. 
After the international outcry China banned media coverage of the film shortly before its release which was a blow to the big money project.[footnoteRef:27885] [27885:  https://mobile.reuters.com/article/amp/idUSKBN2611FP DA 02/02/21] 

Films that were changed to pass Chinese censors or please Chinese audiences
Dr Strange (+ The Avengers franchise) - Comic book fans are a very passionate group of people, and they notice when you change something from the original content. In the comics a character known as “The Ancient One” originates from an area that would later become Tibet, and Dr Strange travels to Tibet to meet and be mentored by him. In the recent entries to the Marvel Cinematic Universe “The Ancient One” is played by Tilda Swinton, a white woman from London and once a member of the now dissolved Communist Party of Great Britain, and the character was instead given a Celtic background.[footnoteRef:31457] This angered fans who hoped the films would be faithful to the originals crafted by the likes of the great Stan Lee. One of the films writers, C Robert Cargill said that the character was a “cultural landmine”, and that no decision would've pleased everybody, in an interview with a podcast he said that risking “alienating” a billion people and risking losing access to the 2nd biggest film market in the world was too greater financial risk.[footnoteRef:16190] Former Tibetan National Congress president Jigme Ugen tweeted that “The whitewashing of Dr Strange is also kowtowing to China to twist history. Something the Ancient One would forbid.”[footnoteRef:28046] [31457:  https://www.theguardian.com/film/2016/apr/26/doctor-strange-tilda-swinton-whitewashed-china DA 05/02/21]  [16190:  https://screenrant.com/doctor-strange-china-tibet-ancient-one/ DA 04/02/21]  [28046:  https://twitter.com/JigmeUgen/status/724927170934657025 DA 05/02/21] 

The final two Avengers movies “Endgame” and “Infinity War” both featuring “The Ancient One” grossed for a combined $998 Million in China alone. [footnoteRef:23064]  But they were not the only Marvel movies changed for China. [23064:  https://www.forbes.com/sites/scottmendelson/2019/08/08/avengers-endgame-infinity-war-avatar-marvel-iron-man-black-panther-last-jedi-star-wars-spider-man-pikachu-mulan-china-box-disney-office/?sh=2c4154ca7943 DA 04/02/21] 

Iron Man 3 – If you saw Iron Man 3 outside of China you wouldn’t have been aware that the Chinese cinema release of the movie included an additional scene in which Chinese stars Fan Bingbing and Wang Xueqi perform surgery on the main character.[footnoteRef:2854] During the scene there are clear instances of product placement. Just watching the scene, you can see how incredibly out of place it is and how forced it feels, it is completely irrelevant, and the movie is better off without it. Essentially for 3 minutes it isn't a western superhero movie, it’s a Chinese hospital drama. It was so bad that even local audiences thought it was unnecessary.[footnoteRef:32051] [2854:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=39m85puOQok&feature=emb_title DA 05/02/21]  [32051:  http://www.szdaily.com/content/2013-05/03/content_8006444.htm DA 05/02/21] 

That wasn't the only controversy involving this film, the movies villian “The Mandarin” was originally Chinese in the comic books. In Iron Man 3 he is played by Ben Kingsley who comes from Yorkshire.
Iron Man 3 broke records in China, making the most money of any midnight release.[footnoteRef:18639] [18639:  https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/iron-man-3-china-scenes-450184 DA 05/02/21] 

Red Dawn (2012) - In the original Red Dawn from 1984 the invading army was the Soviet Union, however in the remake it was Chinese. That was until the studio decided it wanted to maintain access to the Chinese market for future projects and in post-production changed the army to North Korean. This involved digitally editing dialogue and clothing worn in the film to sound and look North Korean. This was after Chinese state-run newspaper the Global Times had said that the film was an attempt to “demonize China”.[footnoteRef:17549]   [17549:  
https://archive.is/20120918022853/http://www.slashfilm.com/2010/06/10/more-mgm-fallout-red-dawn-delayed-perhaps-indefinitely/ DA 04/02/21] 

The movie failed to return its budget in earnings globally.
Independence Day: Resurgence – A sequel to the 1996 classic, “Resurgence” hope to bring that epic sense of scale back to the big screens two decades after the original. However unable to secure the return of main actor Will Smith the prospects weren't looking bright. What viewers were left with was a dull, poorly written non-event that for no reason at all featured Angela Yeung Wing, better known as Angelababy. Angelababy is not a fluent English speaker, so for chunks of the film viewers are treated to a mishmash of English and Chinese language sections and the cast of actors have no real synergy with each other.    
This was far from the only Hollywood movie in recent years that has included Chinese stars for little to no reason. “Looper” featured Xu Qing, but only in the Chinese version. “Transformers 4” included multiple actors, again in a version only released in China. It seems that this is beginning to become to norm for blockbuster movies, release a main version in the rest of the world but make a special version that includes some Chinese actors and some product placement to rake in the cash from the second biggest and fastest growing movie market in the world. 
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