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Abstract 

Since the last decade, small- and medium-budget art films, as an important part of the 
film market, have received increasing attention. As an artistic presentation of real life, 
the ethical ideas they convey are also an important expression of social ethical ecology. 
This paper examines the paths of ethical expressions in small- and medium-budget art 
films of the last decade from three aspects: social governance ethics, film art ethics and 
citizen acceptance ethics, pointing out that they are gradually realizing their artistic 
values of pursuing truth, goodness and beauty through continuous ethical regulation in 
the ethical relationships of conflict and dialogue, disorder and rule of law, and 
equanimity and weakness. 
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1. Introduction 

The period from 2010 to 2019 can be described as the "decade" of the new century. During this 
decade, China has undergone profound changes in politics, economy and culture. The 
modernization of the media has driven the progress of cinema. 2010 was called the "first year 
of Weibo", and it was the development and popularity of Weibo, Douban, Zhihu and other social 
media that led to fundamental changes in the promotion of cinema and the expression of 
viewers' opinions, and the rapid development of the film industry. The total number of screens 
in the cinema in 2010 was 6,200, and in 2019 the number of screens in the cinema reached 
69,787, an increase of more than 10 times. With 10.172 billion yuan of box office sold in 2010, 
reaching 64.266 billion yuan in 2019, movie-going has become an important way of cultural 
consumption for urban residents. At the same time, the increase in the number of subjects of 
film creation, the diversification of audiences and the ways of viewing films have also become 
a distinctive feature of the changes in the film industry over the past decade. 

2. Small- and Medium-budget Art Films in China since 2010 

There is no clear definition of the academic concepts of small- and medium-budget films and 
art films. With the development of the economy and the rapid development of China's film 
industry, it is necessary to define the two terms on the basis of previous studies and in the 
context of the times. 

Rao Shuguang in 2008 called films with investments of 100 million yuan or more large 
productions, and films with other investment amounts were classified as medium productions, 
small productions and low-budget productions. [1] According to this view, movies with an 
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investment of less than 100 million yuan can be called small- and medium-budget films. In his 
2014 doctoral dissertation, Xu Hanzhi continued to follow Rao Shuguang's viewpoint and 
pointed out that film costs are commercial secrets and production companies do not always 
publish the true production costs, and there are even cases of misrepresentation of costs. In 
addition, films with excessive distribution costs is also a problem. However, Xu Hanzhi believes 
that the investment scope of small- and medium-budget films is relatively broad, and it is 
applicable to use 100 million yuan as the critical dividing line of small- and medium-budget 
films. [2] Subsequently, the cost of film production did not rise significantly due to further 
regulation of the film industry by the authorities, such as the introduction of the "salary limit 
order" and other initiatives. Coupled with the fact that the social price index was also preserved 
in a steady low growth in these 10 years, this paper also considers small- and medium-budget 
films as those with production costs below 100 million yuan. It is worth mentioning that during 
this decade, the development of "network movies" and "micro movies" has been rapid, and the 
main bodies of film production and investment have become more diversified, and many types 
of non-theatrical films have been covered in small- and medium-budget films. 

No matter what type of film it is, as an art, film is artistic in nature. And the concept of art film 
only has a clearer meaning in a specific field. Yuan Zhizhong refers to films created in 
accordance with the national industrial policy, operated in a market-oriented manner, and 
shown in theaters according to the appropriate schedule as "mainstream films", which are 
divided into commercial films, mainstream films and artistic films. [3] It can be seen that art 
films are the opposite concept to commercial films and mainstream films. According to this 
definition, art films should at the same time meet the policy requirements and pursue the return 
of investment and profit. Ding Yaping believes that compared to commercial films, art films 
pursue "newness" in both form and content, and can express the author's values. [4] Here artistic 
innovation and meaningful expression are the distinguishing features of art films. From the 
disciplinary construction of Chinese film ethics, Jia Leilei and Yuan Zhizhong argue that the 
starting point of film theoretical thinking is still cinematic art, and that "the ethics of justice in 
film is both an aesthetic law of art and a linguistic strategy of narrative." [5] According to this 
view, art film in the context of film ethics is a film that takes artistic value as its creative pursuit, 
conveys the moral concept of its creator, and serves to construct or deconstruct a certain ethical 
order. 

In summary, small- and medium-budget art films are films with an investment of 100 million 
yuan or less, which convey certain ethical values and are approved for theatrical release. "Film 
ethics, that is, the ethical life expressed in films, is in fact an integral part of the ethical life of 
our society as a whole." [5] This paper takes small- and medium-budget art films produced and 
released in mainland China since 2010 (e.g., Dying to Survive, A Cool Fish, Song of the Phoenix, 
No Man's Land, Black Coal, The Coffin in the Mountain, The Dead End, Kaili Blues, So Long, My Son, 
Song of Youth and Better Days) as the subjects of study, and explores the ethical expressions of 
small and medium budget art films in the past 10 years from three aspects: social governance 
ethics, film art ethics, and citizen acceptance ethics. Specifically, the ethical dimension is 
explored from the process of film creation and dissemination: social governance ethics are 
important for film dissemination, film art ethics are about film creation and content expression, 
and citizen acceptance ethics are reflected in the decoding process of the audience. 

3. Ethics of Social Governance: Conflict and Dialogue 

Social governance ethics is a collection concept that includes the intersectional ethics of state 
ethics, institutional ethics, legal ethics, economic ethics, and ecological ethics, and is the 
interrelationship between individuals and political-economic-social systems. The ethics of 
social governance points to "good governance". Hegel argues that the ethics of the state, 
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although of the highest ethical character, is subject to the influence and constraints of various 
factors and has various defects. [6] With the rapid development of China's economy and social 
transformation and other factors, some social conflicts will inevitably arise. As an artistic 
reflection of life, movies largely reproduce real-life scenes, and moreover, they are an artistic 
presentation of social ethics. In Dying to Survive (2018), the ethical conflict between the 
patients' desire for survival and the drug management system is shown. The ethics of the drug 
management system is to ensure people's safe use of drugs, and the patients' pursuit of health 
is also a basic personal ethic. The two ethics have the same purpose and conflict under specific 
management systems that do not apply. A multi-layered narrative based on courtroom 
arguments, Silent Witness (2013) peels back the layers of a confusing phenomenon to reveal the 
truth about a father's perjury to cover up his daughter's murder. The ethical narrative of the 
conflict between affection and law is common in movies, but Silent Witness is a modern story 
about the conflict between affection and law in the context of the rule of law, where the legal 
system is relatively perfect, the technology of investigation is advanced, and the power of 
"prosecution, defense and trial" and the rights of the parties can be effectively protected. In 
American dreams in China (2013), the three partners clash over whether the company should 
go public to make more profits or stick to their own investment philosophy. The ethical conflict 
between corporate pursuit of profit maximization and adherence to social values has also been 
the underlying issue in various economic cases over the past decade. Crosscurrent (2013) uses 
a poetic narrative as a metaphor for the conflict between the over-exploitation of the Yangtze 
River and the ecological balance, where industrial and ecological civilizations have different 
ethical orientations. In addition to the dichotomous narrative structure showing the ethical 
conflict, there are many places in the film where a dialogue of multiple ethical values takes place, 
a dialogue that fully demonstrates the multiple values of the characters in the film, but without 
moral judgment. A Simple Life (2012) shows professional ethics and a variety of family ethics 
through a master and servant, demonstrating without judgment the various ethical views that 
exist in an aging society. Soulmate (2016) contrasts the ethics of growing up with two girls of 
the same age, while A Cool Fish (2018) discusses the developmental ethics of various characters 
at the bottom of the social ladder. 

The ethical values and artistic expressions expressed in the small- and medium-budget art films 
of this decade are mainly post-modern, but shades of pre-modern ethical values also appear, 
which echoes the promotion of traditional culture in the current society. Although traditional 
culture deserves to be inherited and protected, it should be wary of pre-modern dross, such as 
the "female virtue education" and "Yuzhang Academy" that have emerged in society during the 
past decade. The persistent pursuit of the art of Suona and the noble personality of Master Jiao 
San are portrayed in Song of the Phoenix (2016), but they also portray the image of a stubborn 
old man who upholds traditional social ethics, especially when Master Jiao San believes that he 
cannot enjoy the Song of the Phoenix tune at his funeral ceremony after his death. Modernity 
brought about the postmodern era, but the decentering, anti-authority, extreme individualism, 
hedonism, consumerism, deconstruction and disorder of the postmodern era are not conducive 
to social progress, and there are calls to return to modernity and seek a third way. Mr. Donkey 
(2016) is a dystopian narrative through a fictional time and space, making a mockery of the 
ugly humanity of extreme individualism and hedonism, and expressing the hope for ideals and 
order. The movie Goodbye Mr. Loser (2015), which was also the first creation of the Mahua 
FunAge, uses the various encounters of Charlotte in the dream world to satirize the various 
post-modern scenes in today's society, and also uses the waken-up dream to show that it will 
all come to an end. 

The theme of the expression of social governance ethics in small- and medium-budget art films 
in these 10 years shows a state of conflict and dialogue. Conflict is due to the collision of multiple 
values, while dialogue is the adaptation and integration of multiple values. The development of 
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society is also a process of constant conflict and dialogue, and the expression of social 
governance ethics in small- and medium-budget art films is a reflection of Chinese society in 
this decade. 

4. Film Art Ethics: Disorder and Rule of Law 

Film art ethics is mainly the relationship between film works, film producers and morality. The 
study of film works is the focus of film ethics, which includes the artistic language, the artistic 
image of film and the laws of moral expression of filmic meanings. [7] 

Violence, sex, crime and other narratives are common in art films, and the direct image 
depiction of these narratives often becomes the "selling point" of the film and attracts the 
audience's attention, and may be fallaciously praised as "artistic features". With the 
development of the marketization of movies, art films will also pursue profits, and there are 
bound to be "striking" scenes "carefully" produced for box office revenues. No Man's Land (2013) 
is a film noir that has been revised for release. Audiences found it controversial because "there 
is not a single good person in the film." In addition to the various human fierce ethical conflicts 
performed in the film, the film is filled with a large number of violent and bloody scenes. Also 
as a film noir, Black Coal (2014) bagged many awards, but the film still featured direct shots of 
corpse pieces, eyeballs and other nerve-jangling shots for the audience. Violent elements are 
rife in detective, crime and other types of films. Numerous youth movies inevitably involve 
depictions of sexuality. "Vulgar, cheesy shots make the quality of domestic youth romance films 
has been shaky. Some nude shots in those films are just to meet the audiences’ or the director's 
own voyeuristic desire." [8] Although the role of film censorship has been strengthened during 
this decade, it is still common to see shots that do not quite meet ethical norms. 

Qu Chunjing believes that the director's narrative behavior does not have moral immunity, and 
the narrator should be ethically responsible for the narrative behavior and consciously hold the 
bottom line of narrative ethics. [9] Film producers need to be responsible for the ethical norms 
of film works, and then the moral quality of film producers themselves is particularly important. 
"The aesthetic value of a film work is bound to reflect the moral quality of the film producer, 
and at the same time, the moral quality of the film producer is bound to influence the aesthetic 
value of the film work." [7] During this decade, as post-modern "pan-entertainment" continues 
to infiltrate, the public's attention to "popular stars" far exceeds that of their works. With the 
development of social media, every move of filmmakers is exposed to the public. Similarly, the 
moral quality of "stars" can have a direct impact on "fans". Therefore, the treatment of unethical 
artists during this decade has been very severe. Some famous film directors, screenwriters and 
actors have been completely "banned" for drug abuse and have no chance of making a 
comeback. Some actors have also been "banned" for being involved in prostitution and 
extramarital affairs, which shows the high moral quality demanded by society for film 
producers. 

In addition, during this decade, there have been novel incidents such as "yin and yang contracts", 
"fraudulent movie ticket sales" and "kneeling for movie ticket sales". How to legally pursue box 
office is also about the moral bottom line requirements of film producers. While the actors' 
salaries are high, small- and medium-budget art films cannot afford to pay for "famous" actors 
due to the lack of sufficient funds, thus making small- and medium-budget art films lack 
attention in the market and fall into a vicious cycle of investment losses, which is one of the 
reasons for the lack of development momentum of art films in China today. Film production is 
characterized by high upfront investment and risky costs, and can also become a tool for capital. 
Some small- and medium-budget films are not even aimed at pursuing high quality and ticket 
sales, but carry "money laundering", "tax avoidance", "advertising", "fund raising" and other 
ulterior motives. This has led to a large number of "bad movies" in this decade. 
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Addressing a state of disorder necessarily uses mandatory laws to enforce them. Law and 
morality are interconnected. In order to better promote the healthy development of the film 
industry and regulate the market order, etc., the Film Industry Promotion Law of the People's 
Republic of China came into effect in March 2017. The general requirements for the 
development of the film industry, film creation and production, film distribution and projection, 
film industry support and protection, and legal responsibilities are clearly defined, and the 
ethics of film production are guaranteed by law. In the three years since the law was enacted, 
China's film industry has been effectively promoted, "regulating and forming a trinity of 
"management, liberalization, and promotion" of the film management system with Chinese 
characteristics."[10] The ethics of film production began to move from disorder to the rule of law.  

5. Civic Acceptance Ethics: Pacification and Weakening 

Films have the role of transmitting values and meanings, as well as the function of edification. 
"Film ethics should study the basic issues such as the law of the role of film in the formation of 
moral qualities of the audience; the criteria, methods and characteristics of the moral 
evaluation of the audience; and the law of the counteraction of audience morality to film 
production." [7] Art films do not exist in isolation, but also have the role of public communication. 
The ethics of public reception of cinema is to discuss the audience's acceptance of film values 
from the perspective of public spirit. From the perspective of intersubjectivity, the film 
audience is not an "object" in film projection, but a subject together with the film producer and 
the film work. They are not purely "recipients", and will selectively accept the ethical meaning 
of a film work according to their own ethical value orientation. From the perspective of 
aesthetic acceptance, there are three states of ethical acceptance: encounter, fusion, and 
expansion.[11] Simply speaking, "encounter" refers to the conflict between the ethical 
orientation of the film and the audience, "fusion" refers to the audience's consensus on the 
ethical value orientation of the work, and "expansion" refers to the audience's acceptance and 
identification with the ethical value orientation of the work. In the past, movie viewers could 
express their opinions on movies through submissions and letters, but with the increased 
interactivity of the Internet in the past decade, there are more diverse and faster ways for 
viewers to express their opinions. Platforms such as Douban, Zhihu, Meituan and Maoyan are 
available for viewers to express their opinions and rate their works. Audiences can also express 
their opinions about a film in social media, thus influencing the attitudes of others. A glimpse of 
the state of the civic acceptance ethic of films can now be obtained by examining the vast 
amount of audience comments and ratings in social media. 

There is a famous story in the history of modern Chinese art that when the opera The White 
Maiden was originally performed, Chen Qiang, who played Huang Shiren, was almost shot dead 
by righteously indignant fighters. It is evident that the encounter between the ethics of the 
villain in the art work and the recipients of the time was very intense, which is precisely the 
edifying purpose of the art work with revolutionary themes. Numerous works of art in the 
fifteen years before the reform and opening up, such as Red Sorghum (1987), which seem to be 
classics today, were initially subjected to intense criticism. As mentioned above, the social 
ethics expressed by small- and medium-budget art films in this decade are in conflict with each 
other, but the ethical expressions of the films and the ethics of audience acceptance are in a 
state of "peace". Kaili Blues (2016) is a magical art film with very low-budget that has received 
a lot of attention because of its "literary" character. On the one hand, the film has been heavily 
interpreted and even "over-interpreted", and on the other hand, it has been criticized for being 
"fanciful" and "uninformed", but this has not affected the audience's acceptance of this film, as 
well as their appreciation of the film. A common phenomenon worth mentioning is that the 
situation of art films being "highly rated by professionals but not by audiences" has persisted 
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during this decade. With the availability of systems that accurately count ticket sales and social 
media ratings, the contrast between "high professional ratings" and "high audience ratings" can 
be clearly seen. Kaili Blues has a Douban score of 7.9, which is high among domestic art films, 
while its movie ticket sales are only 6.5 million.  The social media of professional movie reviews 
are more of audiences who love movie art and have high viewing quality. They will rate and 
review the movies carefully, so generally art movies can get higher ratings while commercial 
movies have lower scores. However, art films have lower ticket sales due to low investment in 
promotion and low theatrical scheduling. It is evident that the audience's appreciation and 
acceptance of art films still need a long time to cultivate. During this decade a number of crime 
films have also gained critical acclaim, with directors such as Cao Baoping, Diao Yinan and Jia 
Zhangke making a series of crime films, such as The Dead End, Cock and Bull, Black Coal, Wild 
Goose Lake and Mountains may Depart. These films are more sophisticated and interrogate 
human nature, but because they are realistic in nature, they are acceptable to contemporary 
audiences. The reason for the more "peaceful" ethical encounters is that, on the one hand, 
contemporary Chinese audiences have been exposed to a large number of works through 
various channels, and their mental capacity and critical ability have been greatly enhanced. On 
the other hand, audiences in today's society have diverse values and do not have a holistic 
response to ethical acceptance. Coupled with the strict film censorship system, "out-of-the-
ordinary" movies will not be released in theaters. 

One of the core issues in the audience's judgment of a film work is "whether it is worth the time" 
or "whether it is worth the money to go to the cinema", while the degree of good or bad to the 
work and whether to accept its ethical value are not the key issues, so the integration is in a 
"peaceful" state. For audiences, who now have a much wider range of options for their spiritual 
lives and choices of films to watch than in the past, there is first and foremost a question of 
access before the intersection and convergence of ethical acceptance. If the audience is not 
exposed to the film, there is naturally no question of intersection and integration. Generally 
speaking, audiences will go for films that can blend with their own ethical values. The higher 
box office of small- and medium-budget art films in this decade include Dying to Survive (2018), 
Us and Them (2018), Sheep Without A Shepherd (2019), Breakup Buddies (2014), Jian Bing Man 
(2015), etc. The themes of these films all revolve around the care for the disadvantaged, 
individuals achieving development while reaping love, upholding social justice and individual 
rights, gaining new life after emotional failure, and rising again after hitting a low point. It is 
clear that audiences still choose films with timeless narrative themes and ethical values. 

Since the encounter and integration are relatively "peaceful", the role of expansion is weakened. 
In the new situation, how to enhance the "four powers" of mainstream media has become an 
important issue, and the role of art films, which are often exist as cultural consumer products, 
in expanding the ethical value of the audience is not strong, The continuous dissolution of 
values and meanings is also a characteristic of post-modern society. How to enhance the role of 
movies in forming the moral quality of the audience is also a topic worthy of in-depth discussion 
in the future. The strong national will and national sentiment of mainstream films, coupled with 
the propaganda strategy of official mainstream media, have formed a grand narrative system 
that reflects the mainstream ideology and the will of the people over a long period of time, so 
that they show a strong appeal in the process of being accepted by the audience, and then the 
ethical values of the audience are further expanded and extended, and on the basis of 
integration, they continuously receive the ethical expressions of mainstream films and 
internalize them into their own ethical consciousness. This has resulted in a series of excellent 
film works such as The Birth of New China, Wolf Warriors Ⅱ, Operation Mekong, Operation Red 
Sea, The Wandering Earth, The Climbers, The Captain, My People,My Country, which have become 
exemplary works for mainstream media to enhance the "four powers". 
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In contrast, small- and medium-budget art films, as a genre opposite to mainstream films, leave 
behind grand narrative techniques and choose to start from the smallest details, focusing on 
the ordinary things of "small people" and highlighting individual ethics, family ethics and other 
ethical propositions with artistic expressions. In contrast to the direct and powerful moral 
appeal of the grand narratives of mainstream films, the audience's inner reaction to the placid 
ethical narratives of small- and medium-budget art films is also relatively placid, and then its 
expanding role is difficult to be realized. This is also the reason why small and medium-budget 
art films in recent years have demonstrated the phenomena of "high ratings", "low ticket sales" 
and "highly rated by professionals but not by audiences". However, there is no shortage of 
"breakthrough" films, such as the movie A Cool Fish released in 2018, with a cumulative box 
office of 759 million yuan, which has aroused widespread concern among academics and the 
general public about the Guizhou film phenomenon and the new power of Guizhou films. If the 
local scene in Guizhou has a visual curiosity effect, the storytelling itself has a psychological 
proximity that is internally consistent with the audience. Through the dark humor that tells the 
twists and turns of fate, sorrow and joy of the small people at the bottom of society, the realistic 
expression truly reproduces the current situation of the survival of people at the bottom of 
society. Coupled with the commercial operation method, it triggers the audience's empathy, 
acceptance and identification with the ethical value orientation of the film, which also 
completed its own expansion of meaning. For deeper reasons, the people-oriented ethical 
concern is the root of the success of such films as Breakup Buddies, I Belonged to You, American 
dreams in China, Dying to Survive, Better Days, etc. Starting from small places and taking the 
ethical relationship of individuals and groups as the object of description and expression, the 
readability and accessibility of the film texts are greatly enhanced through commercialization. 
And the transmission of meaning and education and expansion of people are realized on the 
basis of integration. In the process of acceptance, the audience naturally internalizes the ethical 
consciousness of the film into their own ethical consciousness, thus realizing the integration 
and expansion on the basis of film ethics, i.e., acceptance of the harmony on the ethical level by 
the audience. 

6. Conclusion and Outlook 

"We should convey truth, goodness and beauty through literature and art works, convey the 
values of upward mobility, guide people to enhance their moral judgment and sense of moral 
honor, and help people to aspire to and pursue a life of respecting and observing morality."  On 
the whole, Chinese small- and medium-budget art films since 2010 have authentically 
reproduced the ethical ecology of social governance in ethical conflicts and dialogues with a 
strong sense of realism, including the survival and struggles of the masses at the bottom of 
society, the big dreams of small people, and the emotional entanglements of men and women. 
The continuous collision between modern and post-modern, and the convergence of multiple 
ethical values, reflect the inclusiveness of the Chinese nation of " harmony with difference". At 
the same time, in the expression of film art ethics, small- and medium-budget art films 
dominated by box office and the eye-candy economy are characterized by violence, sexuality, 
crime and other "impetuous" expressions. It is not a matter of not reflecting these expressions, 
but of how to reflect them properly. Then the ethical orientation of small- and medium-budget 
films becomes an important issue for their future development, that is, to rebuild order in the 
midst of disorder and to guide the ethical direction with the rule of law. After all, the film is 
ultimately oriented to the audience. only within the scope of the legal system and in line with 
the ethical expression of social justice can small- and medium-budget art films highlight their 
eternal value of pursuing truth, goodness and beauty in the process of leading the audience to 
appreciate the film. The development of film art is in line with the development of film 
technology. In the next decade VR, AR, 5G communication, ultra-high definition and other 
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technologies will develop faster and be popularly applied in film production. The realism, 
immersion and sense of immersion of films will continue to be enhanced, and art films will 
further face issues related to technology ethics. On the one hand, with the development of the 
film industry, the commercial properties of films are becoming stronger and stronger; on the 
other hand, with the lowering of the production and broadcasting threshold due to the 
popularization of technology, the survival space of small- and medium-budget films and the 
related survival ethics issues all deserve our continuous attention. 
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