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T
hree hours before sunrise, 
hostler Jiang Meilin straps 
white sacks of  supplies onto 
the saddle, and prepares to 
head up to the coal mines. 

“No explosives today; there’s an 
inspection,” he explains to the camera. 

In the opening sequence of  Miners, 
the Horsekeeper, and Pneumoconiosis, 
filmmaker Jiang Nengjie follows the 
horse caravan up the Yuechengling 
Mountains in southwestern Hunan 
province, whose inhabitants are said 

to have mined the ore-rich landscape 
since the end of  the Qing dynasty. In 
the distance, explosions sound from 
coal mines said to be over a thousand 
meters deep. Local officials are 
bribed to give warnings before safety 
inspections, so it’s business as usual in a 
rural industry that is as popular as it is 
informal, illegal, and dangerous. 

Filmed intermittently between 
2010 and 2018, Jiang’s documentary 
is a chronicle of  the rise and fall of  
illegal coal mining in his hometown, 

and the sweep of  lung diseases that 
accompanied it. With their lungs 
hardened by long-term inhalation 
of  dust, miners cough and hack to 
their deaths before Jiang’s camera 
while struggling to receive medical 
treatment. Nationwide, civil 
organizations estimate that 6 million 
people suffer from pneumoconiosis, 
informally known as “black lung,” 
making it China’s number one 
occupational disease.

In a genre typically glutted with 
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begins by portraying the harsh lives 
of  miners on the mountain. It then 
follows the workers back to the 
village when the mine closes in 2013, 
after Jiang’s cousin goes bankrupt in 
order to compensate the family of  a 
miner injured in an accident. It’s a 
compassionate act, as the contract-
less job leaves laborers little legal 
basis to demand compensation for 
occupational injury. After the closure, 
Jiang’s cousin moves to Changsha to 
work in food delivery.

The final section, with a clear 
upgrade in image quality, begins in 
2016 when Jiang’s father pays a visit to 
Zhao Pinfeng, a former workmate in 
a neighboring village. Having worked 
in mines since he was 15 years old, 
Zhao, in his 40s, is diagnosed with 
terminal pneumoconiosis, unable to 
work, and has to provide for a wife 
with intellectual disabilities and two 
school-aged children. Over the next 
three years, Jiang follows the family’s 
struggle to receive medical treatment 
and social compensation. 

Most scathing is Jiang’s depiction 
of  the village’s official poverty 
alleviation program, whose promises 
are hollowed out by local corruption. 
When Zhao applies to the village 
leaders for a basic living allowance, 

glossy state TV productions, full 
of  sweeping drone shots and 
narrated with poetic speech, Jiang’s 
documentary strives for a level of  
candor that CCTV crews rarely reach. 
The film is unsentimental, honest, 
unnarrated, but sharply observational, 
allowing the lives of  miners to quietly 
unfold to the soundtrack of  casual 
chatter, impulsively belted country 
songs, and restrained emotion in 
Hunan dialect.

The presence of  the camera is 
remarkably unobtrusive, at times even 
the butt of  the jokes which the workers 
throw out as Jiang walks into the 
illegal mine. Unlike the usual ossifying 
distance between filmmaker and 
subject, the documentary’s scintillating 
brutality comes from the fact that the 
community recognizes Jiang intimately 
as their own. In interviews with media, 
Jiang has revealed that the hostler is 
his father, and the illegal mine’s owner 
is his cousin. 

Jiang’s family has also been scarred 
by the industry: His grandfather died 
of  a mining accident when Jiang was 
7 years old at the same site where 
Jiang shoots, and his father and two 
of  his uncles have all contracted 
pneumoconiosis. 

Structured in three parts, the film 

Zhao Pinfeng 
(center) passed 
away from lung 
disease in 2018

they ask for many documents, and 
finally give him an allowance that 
won’t cover his hospital fees. “If  
only there were journalists to come 
to our village,” an elderly villager 
muses from a stool outside. Another 
responds, “Useless. Journalists need 
approval. They can only report good 
news.”

At town meetings, one villager 
recounts, they’re told how to answer 
questionnaires from higher-up 
authorities: “What do you think of  
policemen? Are you satisfied with the 
court?” If  they mark all as 10, leaving 
one 9, they can get a 200 RMB 
reward from the local government. 
“What the hell is this?” says the old 
man, rocking in his chair.

The villagers’ anger is Jiang’s own. 
Determined for the stories from 
his village to circulate as widely as 
possible, Jiang made the film free to 
watch; users who marked it as “Want 
to Watch” on review app Douban 
allegedly received a private message 
from Jiang with a link to watch the 
film, which could also be obtained by 
adding the filmmaker on WeChat. 
Baidu Drive has also released a public 
download link in support of  the film. 
Many viewers have sent the filmmaker 
a voluntary donation on WeChat 
as their movie “ticket,” and the film 
dominated the “Top Word-of-Mouth 
Film” list on Douban for several 
weeks.

For Jiang, documentary filmmaking 
is a necessity. In times that he couldn’t 
afford to film, he took care of  horses 
alongside his father, earning as little 
as 100 RMB a day. “I don’t care 
about cost recovery,” Jiang wrote on 
Douban. “As a low-income person 
from a rural background, I have 
seen too many such absurd scenes,” 
he elaborated in an interview with 
Vista magazine. “If  one day I am no 
longer angry and choose to accept 
reality frankly, I probably won’t make 
documentaries.” – TINA XU (徐盈盈)


