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Exploring	the	Effect	of	the	Looking	China	Youth	Film	Project	on	its	Participants	
	
By	Geoff	Poister,	PhD	
Associate	Professor,	Boston	University	
	
	
	
Context	
	
Most	people	form	a	mental	image	of	a	foreign	country,	even	if	they	have	never	been	
there.	 	This	 concept	 is	usually	 composed	of	 a	 few	 iconic	 images,	such	as	 the	Eiffel	
Tower	or	the	Great	Wall,	mixed	with	pictures	from	the	news	media,	television	and	
popular	movies.	 	Other	components	of	this	psychological	construct	may	be	derived	
from	books,	articles	and	what	is	presented	through	the	education	system.	
	
For	 Americans,	 China	 was	 essentially	 a	 mystery	 until	 the	 1980s,	 when	 relations	
between	 the	 two	 countries	 began	 to	 change	 after	 the	 political	 shift	ushered	 in	 by	
Deng	Xiaoping.	 	 As	 a	 result,	 Americans	 in	 contemporary	 society	 tend	 to	 have	 two	
images:	one	built	on	the	post-war	communist	conception,	and	another	on	the	view	
of	 a	modern	 China	 advancing	 rapidly	 in	 technology	 and	 urbanization.	 	 These	 two	
images	 of	 China	 are	 also	 divided	 by	 generations,	 with	 the	 older	 generations	
remembering	the	post-war	picture,	and	the	younger	generation	growing	up	with	the	
modern	one.	
	
The	vast	majority	of	Americans	have	never	set	 foot	on	Chinese	soil,	so	any	 images	
they	 form	 must	 be	 constructed	 from	 souuces	 other	 than	 first	 hand	 knowledge..	
Recent	statistics	show	that	only	about	four	percent	of	all	American	tourists	travel	to	
China	each	year.	
	
Some	 research	 shows	 that	 the	 primary	 source	 for	 Americans	 to	 gain	 information	
information	about	China	is	the	news	media.	 	One	study	of	the	effect	of	news	media	
on	 Americans’	 perception	 of	 China	 concluded	 that	 the	 news	 media	 plays	 “a	
significant	 role	 in	 the	 perceptions	of	 China	 and	 the	 Chinese	 people.”	 (Willnat	 and	
Metzgar,	2012).	
	
This	 same	 study	 showed	 that	 Americans	 view	 of	 China	 and	 Chinese	 people	
fluctuates	according	to	the	type	of	news	that	is	dominant	at	any	specific	time.		Often	
issues	of	 trade	 imbalance,	 economics	or	military	 tensions	will	 skew	 the	prevailing	
view	of	China	in	a	positive	or	negative	direction.	
	
Researchers	have	noted	that	news	reporting	about	other	nations	in	the	U.S.	tends	to	
be	 negative,	 as	most	 news	stories	 are.	 	 One	 could	 then	 conclude	 that	 the	primary	
source	of	information	that	is	creating	an	image	of	China	in	the	U.S.	and	other	foreign	
countries	is	biased	toward	the	negative.	(Willnat	and	Metzgar,	2012)	
	
The	Pew	Research	Center	found	in	a	2015	survey	that	just	38%	of	Americans	have	a	
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favorable	view	of	China,	 and	44%	of	Chinese	 respondents	gave	 the	U.S.	 a	positive	
rating.	
	
Yet	 on	 an	 optimistic	 note,	 it	 was	 generally	 found	 that	 Americans	 have	 a	 more	
positive	view	of	Chinese	people	 compared	 to	 their	more	negative	view	of	Chinese	
government,	and	issues	such	as	economic	or	military	competition.		This	is	likely	due	
in	 part	 to	 personal	 interaction	 with	 Chinese	 people	 in	 America	 and	 the	 effect	 of	
education.	
	
And,	to	add	to	this	note	of	optimism,	it	has	also	been	reported	that	younger	people	
in	both	the	U.S.	and	China	have	a	more	favorable	view	of	each	other	than	the	older	
generations.	
	
It	is	a	distinctly	hopeful	sign	that	the	younger	generation	in	both	the	U.S.	and	China	
tend	to	have	a	more	favorable	view	of	each	other	than	their	elders.	 	This	points	to	
positive	change.	 	It	also	provides	an	additional	reason	to	fortify	educational	efforts	
that	 expose	 younger	 people	 to	 cultures	 of	 other	 countries.	 	 If	 peaceful	 and	
constructive	 relations	 can	 be	 built	 between	major	 countries,	 the	 entire	world	will	
benefit.	
 

 
 
 
 
	



	 3	

The	Looking	China	Experience	
	
The	purpose	of	this	paper	is	to	examine	the	effect	of	the	Looking	China	Youth	Film	
Project	 on	 those	who	 participated	 in	 it.	 	 Specifically,	 I	 am	 interested	 in	 exploring	
how	 the	 students’	 perceptions	 and	 preconceptions	 of	 China,	 Chinese	 people	 and	
Chinese	culture	may	have	changed	before	and	after	participating	in	the	program.	
	
I	have	led	students	from	Boston	University	on	three	trips	to	China	to	participate	in	
the	 Looking	 China	 program.	 	 In	 the	 summer	 of	 2014,	 our	 group	 consisted	 of	 15	
students,	ten	of	which	worked	in	Beijing,	and	five	in	Tianjin.		In	2015,	we	had	eight	
students	 who	 travelled	 to	 Hangzhou,	 and	 I	 also	 supervised	 two	 students	 from	
Mexico.	 	 And	 in	 2016,	 I	 took	 six	 BU	 students	 to	 Xiamen	 along	with	 four	 students	
from	other	U.S.	universities.	
	
In	all	cases,	none	of	the	students	had	ever	visited	China	before.		And	my	discussions	
with	 the	 students	 also	 indicated	 that	 they	 had	 very	 little	 knowledge	 about	 China	
before	 embarking	 on	 this	 program.	 	 They	 were,	 however,	 familiar	 with	 Chinese	
students	 studying	 in	 America.	 	 Boston	 University	 has	 a	 large	 Chinese	 student	
population.	 	Many	of	our	classes	in	the	College	of	Communication	are	composed	of	
about	30	percent	Chinese	students.	
	
In	many	ways,	 the	Looking	China	program	 is	a	 classic	 research	 study.	 	We	have	 a	
population	of	students	who	have	developed	some	conceptions	about	China,	but	who	
have	never	actually	visited	the	country.		The	Looking	China	program	is	an	intensive	
and	 immersive	 experience	 that	 demands	 extensive	 interpersonal	 interaction	 and	
focused	powers	of	observation.	
	
Data	provided	by	the	Looking	China	participants	
 
The main question I want to ask is: Does the Looking China program alter the 
participants’ opinions and understanding of China and Chinese people?	
	
To	 gather	 the	 information	 necessary	 to	 address	 this	 question,	 I	 sent	 out	
questionnaires	 to	 all	 of	 the	 thirty-five	 students	 whom	 I	 had	 supervised	 in	 the	
program.	 	 I	received	twelve	responses.	 	 (10	American	BU	students,	1	student	 from	
Mexico,	 and	 1	 from	 India.)	 	 The	 questionnaire	 is	 a	 qualitative	 survey	with	 only	 a	
cursory	quantitative	component.	
	
The	questions	attempted	to	explore	how	the	participant’s	preconceptions	may	have	
changed	 in	three	categories:	Chinese	People,	Chinese	Culture,	and	China’s	Physical	
Environment.	 	 A	 set	 of	 final	 questions	probed	 how	 the	 process	of	making	 a	 short	
documentary	may	have	offered	a	deeper	way	of	exploring	the	culture.	
	
The	 following	 is	 a	 summary	 of	 the	 responses.	 	 Some	 of	 these	 answers	 have	 been	
trimmed	to	reduce	space,	but	the	content	has	been	retained.	
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Chinese People 
	
In	 this	 section,	 the	 respondents	 were	 asked	 if	 participating	 in	 the	 Looking	 China	
program	changed	their	perception	of	Chinese	people	in	general.			The	graph	of	their	
responses	 showed	 that	 most	 of	 the	 participants	 felt	 that	 their	 preconceptions	 of	
Chinese	people	changed	moderately	to	very	much.	
	

	
	 Very	little	 	 									 	 	 	 	 Very	much	
	
The	written	responses	are	presented	below.	
	
1.	 	Did	you	have	any	preconceptions	 of	Chinese	people	 that	were	altered	by	
your	time	in	China?		Try	to	describe	your	image	of	Chinese	people	before	and	
after	the	experience.	
	
Respondent	A:	
Before	 Looking	 China,	my	 views	 on	 the	 country	 and	 its	 people	were	 unfortunately	
shaped	by	stereotypes	and	empty	fears	propagated	largely	by	a	profound	ignorance	
of	the	country’s	history	and	culture,	and	my	lack	of	first-hand	experience	there.	My	
mental	image	of	the	country	and	its	people	was	a	nation	of	closed-minded,	backward	
communists.	What	I	found	when	I	was	there	was	precisely	the	opposite	—	I	met	some	
of	 the	most	wonderful	 friends	that	 I	have	ever	had	the	good	 fortune	to	cross	paths	
with.	They	were	so	friendly,	warm,	and	accommodating.	I	was	continually	surprised	
and	chagrined	by	my	ingrained	judgmental	ignorance	of	the	prodigious	capability	of	
what	 China	 and	 its	 people	 are	 capable	 of	 building.	 My	 documentary	 focused	 on	
transportation	and	 infrastructure,	 and	every	day	 I	 continued	 to	be	presented	with	
images	of	ways	that	China	has	well	surpassed	the	rest	of	the	modern	world	in	terms	
of	scaling	their	public	works	to	accommodate	such	a	massive	population.		
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There	 are	 undoubtedly	 things	 that	 the	 country	 still	 has	 made	 frustratingly	 little	
progress	 on	 —	 environmental	 stewardship	 and	 air	 quality,	 human	 rights,	
transparency	of	communications	and	free	speech	—	however	now	that	I’ve	been	to	
China,	spent	time	with	the	people	there,	encountered	the	cities	and	the	countryside	
on	my	own	terms	(through	the	lens	of	a	camera),	I	realize	the	nation	is	a	work-in-
progress	 on	 the	 grandest	 scale.	 The	history	 of	 its	 culture	 stretches	 back	millennia	
and,	 if	 anything,	 continually	 illustrates	 China	 as	 a	 nation	 of	 flux	 and	 constant	
change.		
	
Respondent	B:	
	
I	 had	 no	 idea	 what	 Chinese	 people	 were	 like	 before	 Looking	 China.	 The	 only	
preconceived	 images	 I	 had	 were	 busy	 streets,	 bustling	 people	 (much	 like	 NYC)	 and	
farmers	in	rural	fields.	There	were	no	personality	traits	or	any	humanely	qualities	to	
my	images	to	be	honest.	I	considered	them	foreign	and	knew	that	I	had	no	idea	what	
their	lives	were	like.		
	
Respondent	C:	
Yes.	A	 lot.	 	 I	 thought	they	were	very	 serious.	And	I	 think	that	was	what	changed	the	
most.	I	met	people	who	were	always	smiling.	
The	manners...	Yes,	I	saw	a	lot	of	people	spitting	on	the	street...	But	it	wasn't	as	bad	as	I	
thought	it	would	be.	
The	social	skills...	Most	people	are	a	little	awkward.	By	awkward	I	mean	shy.	That	was	
the	biggest	cultural	barrier	I	think,	but	also	in	Mexico	we’re	more	open	than	usual.	
And	the	(Chinese)	food	is	amazing.	
	
Respondent	D:	
Before	I	went	to	China	my	idea	of	Chinese	people	came	from	various	Chinatowns	in	the	
US,	and	 from	1st	 generation	Chinese	Americans	 that	 I	 had	met.	Many	of	 the	Chinese	
people	I	met	that	were	1st	generation	Americans	were	very	serious	and	liked	to	stay	in	
groups	of	other	Chinese	or	Asian	Americans.	So	I	thought	Chinese	people	were	serious,	
incredibly,	 focused,	 quiet,	 and	 liked	 to	 spend	 their	 free	 time	with	 other	 people	 with	
Asian	backgrounds,	and	eating	Asian	foods.		
	
After	 being	 in	 China	my	 perceptions	 definitely	 changed.	 I	 found	 that	 Chinese	 people	
aren’t	necessarily	quiet,	focused,	or	so	super	driven	as	in	the	US.	I	found	that	Chinese	
people	were	of	all	variations	from	loud	and	silly,	to	serious,	to	flirtatious.	I	found	that	
there	was	a	very	strict	way	of	viewing	authority,	which	 isn’t	as	extreme	in	the	US	by	
Chinese	 Americans.	 While	 someone	 might	 be	 silly	 or	 loud	 in	 relation	 to	 authority	
Chinese	people	obeyed	the	rules	very	strictly.	
	
Respondent	E:	
Perception	 before:	 a	 little	 close-minded,	 uncritical,	 sometimes	 rude	 (pushy	 in	
crowds/cues	etc.),	quiet,	introverted,	serious/matter-of-fact			
	
Perception	after:	Outgoing,	engaged,	cheeky,	considerate,	polite,	and	hospitable		
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Respondent	F:	
Going	to	China,	yet	simultaneously	being	of	Chinese	descent	myself,	 I	 thought	 I	knew	
the	 Chinese	 people	 fairly	 well	 via	 my	 time	 with	 my	 grandparents	 and	 stories	 they	
would	 tell	me.	 And	 indeed,	 there	were	many	 similarities	 in	 behavior	 and	 the	 sort	 of	
mild-mannered	politeness	with	which	they	 interact	with	each	other.	Yet,	 it	 is	hard	to	
generalize	the	population. 
	
Respondent	G:	
Having	never	been	to	China	before,	 I	didn’t	have	many	preconceptions	of	 the	people,	
and	did	my	best	 to	keep	 it	 that	way	before.	 I	wanted	to	have	as	open	a	mind	and	as	
blank	a	slate	as	I	could	before	having	the	Looking	China	experience,	so	that	it	could	be	
as	organic	and	spontaneous	as	possible.		Upon	reflecting,	my	biggest	impression	is	the	
difference	in	both	lifestyle	and	sociality	between	the	locals	in	the	city	and	the	locals	in	
the	 countryside.	 My	 experiences	 with	 those	 in	 the	 countryside	 were	 much	 warmer,	
personal	and	intimate,	whereas	in	comparison,	my	interactions	with	people	in	the	city	
were	a	bit	more	detached,	terse	and	impersonal.	
	
Respondent	H:		Blank	
	
Respondent	I:	
The	stereotypes	of	Chinese	people	prevalent	in	America	and	the	West	tend	to	describe	
Chinese	 people	 as	 quiet,	 hardworking	 people	 that	 speak	 no	 English	 and	 don’t	
understand	anything	about	Western	culture.	After	being	in	China,	I	found	a	lot	of	these	
things	 to	 be	 nothing	 more	 than	 stereotypes.	 While	 some	 of	 the	 students	 from	 BU	
worked	 with	 students	 who	 didn’t	 speak	 much	 English,	 my	 Chinese	 partner	 had	
amazing	English	skills	and	I	found	that	I	could	talk	to	her	about	just	about	anything	
and	she	would	understand	it.	This	pleasantly	surprised	me	and	it	greatly	enhanced	my	
experience,	as	I	was	able	to	become	friends	with	her	and	talk	about	our	personal	lives,	
rather	than	just	making	the	film	together.	While	sometimes	it	was	not	easy	to	be	apart	
of	the	social	aspects	of	the	students	lives	(primarily	due	to	language	barriers),	I	found	
that	 the	 experiences	 I	 did	 have	 proved	 that	 the	 Chinese	 students	 were	 not	 all	 that	
different	than	us.	
	
Respondent	J:	
I	find	that	most	Chinese	in	America	are	the	liberal,	forward	thinking,	rich	sort.	Meeting	
the	 more	 conservative	 ones	 in	 China	 helped	 me	 understand	 what	 the	 Chinese	 here	
want	to	escape	from	-	not	be	like.	
	
Respondent	K:	
For	whatever	reason,	 I	used	to	have	a	vision	of	Chinese	culture	as	a	community	 that	
was	very	fast-paced	and	“busy.”	When	I	met	my	producer,	I	found	she	was	actually	very	
grounded	and	approached	our	day-to-day	 routines	with	beautiful	pace	and	 focus.	 In	
fact,	she	was	constantly	the	person	reminding	me	to	take	a	deep	breath	and	approach	
production	one	step	at	a	time.	I	expected	to	feel	pretty	different	from	the	people	I	met	
in	 China,	 but	 everyone	was	 so	 hospitable	 and	 welcoming	 that	 I	 immediately	 felt	 at	
home.		
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Respondent	L:	
The	biggest	preconception	I	had	about	Chinese	people	was	possibly	that	they	placed	a	
greater	value	on	math	and	sciences	then	most	Americans,	and	this	was	probably	due	
to	the	Asian	stereotypes	depicted	in	the	US.		I	can't	say	I	was	surprised,	but	it	was	nice	
to	see	Chinese	students	passionate	about	the	arts	and	filmmaking.	
	
Question	1	Response	Summary	
The	 overarching	 theme	 in	 these	 comments	 is	 that	 the	 participants	 arrived	 with	
certain	 stereotypes	 about	 Chinese	 people,	 and	 that	 almost	 invariably,	 they	 found	
these	 stereotypes	 to	 be	 narrow	 and	 incorrect	 after	 being	 in	 the	 Looking	 China	
program.		A	common	stereotype	that	Americans	have	concerning	Chinese	people	is	
that	they	are	serious,	practical,	hard	working	people	who	place	a	priority	on	math,	
science	 and	 non-creative	 pursuits.	 	 Most	 of	 the	 respondents	 indicated	 that	 the	
Chinese	people	they	met	in	China	are	not	very	different	from	Americans	they	know.		
Contact	with	Chinese	people	through	the	Looking	China	Program	made	them	realize	
that	there	is	as	much	diversity	in	personalities	and	interests	among	people	in	China	
as	 there	 is	 in	 the	American	population.	And	beyond	that,	many	respondents	 found	
Chinese	people	to	be	surprisingly	friendly,	open-minded	and	welcoming.	
	
	
2.		Has	your	experience	with	the	Looking	China	Program	affected	the	way	you	
think	about	Chinese	people	in	America?		
	
Respondent	A.	
Again,	my	view	of	Chinese	people	 in	America,	especially	exchange	students	or	non---	
native	 speakers	 whom	 I’ve	 encountered,	 unfortunately	 skews	 towards	 the	
stereotypical,	 owing	 mostly	 to	 the	 language	 barrier.	 The	 initial	 assumption	 is	 that	
Chinese	 people	 are	 ignorant	 of	 American	 customs	 and	 therefore	 ignorant,	 however	
now	 that	 I’ve	been	 that	non-native	 speaker	 in	another	 country	and	experienced	 the	
helpless	 feeling	of	being	 in	a	place	where	 you	are	 incapable	of	 communicating	even	
the	simplest	of	 things….,	I	now	understand	much	better	what	it	is	like	to	be	a	person	
with	a	more	global	perspective,	and	not	a	closed-minded	 judgmental	 ignorance	that	
comes	from	inexperience	and	lack	of	understanding	of	another	culture.	
	
Respondent	B:		Blank	
	
Respondent	C:	
I	used	to	live	in	a	building	with	a	lot	of	Chinese	people...	And	it	didn't	really	changed,	
because	it	was	a	very	closed	community.		
	
Respondent	D:	
Yes.	 Definitely.	 It	 made	 me	 realize	 that	 Chinese	 Americans	 are	 a	 very	 specific	
representation	of	Chinese	people	and	many	of	the	Chinese	immigrants	that	come	to	the	
US	are	the	most	driven	to	success	and	therefore	they	are	the	most	studious,	and	most	
serious	in	comparison	to	the	average	Chinese	population.		
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Respondent	E:	
Definitely.	I	better	understand	the	cultural	challenge	they	face	when	integrating	into	
the	US	society,	its	values,	and	norms.		
	
Respondent	F:	
Being	 a	 Chinese	 person	 myself,	 I	 realized	 that	 language	 is	 a	 big	 definer	 for	 those	
considered	truly	Chinese	from	those	who	have	adopted	Western	values,	including	the	
forgetting	of	Chinese	language.	 
	
Respondent	G:	
Not	really	a	whole	bunch,	no.	I	think	this	is	because	the	way	I	reflect	on	my	experience	
in	China	 is	 that	of	a	 foreigner	being	welcomed	 so	kindly	 into	a	community	of	people	
who	live	fundamentally	different	than	he…rather	than	specifically	an	American	being	
welcomed	 by	 specifically	 a	 Chinese	 community.	 I	 guess	 I’m	 more	 intrigued	 by	 the	
cultural	 experience	 and	 exchange	 in	 general,	 than	 I	 am	 with	 the	 nationalities	 in	
particular.	
	
Respondent	H:		Blank	
	
Respondent	I:	
Being	a	foreigner	in	China	made	me	acutely	aware	of	how	hard	it	must	be	for	Chinese	
immigrants	to	move	to	America.	I	know	that	I	had	absolutely	no	idea	what	any	Chinese	
characters	meant	and	could	barely	say	thank	you	and	hello	in	Chinese.	Understanding	
the	 language	 barrier	 helps	me	 to	 understand	 Chinese	 people	 in	 America	more,	 as	 I	
know	they	are	adapting	to	a	culture	and	 language	that	are	extremely	different	 from	
their	own.		
	
Respondent	J:	
I	find	that	most	Chinese	in	America	are	the	liberal,	forward	thinking,	rich	sort.	Meeting	
the	 more	 conservative	 ones	 in	 China	 helped	 me	 understand	 what	 the	 Chinese	 here	
want	to	escape	from/not	be	like.	
	
Respondent	K:	
My	 experience	 with	 the	 Looking	 China	 Program	 affected	 the	 way	 I	 think	 about	 all	
types	 of	 different	 people	 I	 meet	 in	 America,	 not	 just	 Chinese	 people.	 During	 this	
program,	 I	 found	 that	 despite	 how	 different	 our	 cultures	may	 be	 from	 one	 another,	
every	person	has	a	certain	energy	that	we	can	connect	to	as	human	beings	–	whether	
or	not	we	look	the	same	or	speak	the	same	language.	The	more	differences	that	exist	in	
that	energy,	the	better.	That	is	how	you	can	learn	about	yourself.		
Respondent	L:	
Not	really.	I've	always	been	open	minded...	People	are	people.	We	are	all	unique	in	
our	differences.	
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Question	2	Response	Summary	
Many	of	 these	 responses	 indicate	 that	 the	participants	 re-evaluated	 their	opinions	
about	 Chinese	 people	 in	 America,	 shifting	 to	 a	 more	 favorable	 position.	 	 The	
common	 theme	 in	 this	 collection	 of	 answers	 is	 that	 the	 participants	 gained	 an	
understanding	of	what	 it	 feels	like	to	be	a	 foreigner	 in	a	country	where	they	don’t	
speak	 the	 language	 and	 know	 little	 about	 the	 history	 and	 culture.	 	 The	 Looking	
China	experience	appears	to	have	enhanced	their	ability	 to	empathize	with	people	
who	are	outsiders	in	a	new	environment.		Many	of	the	students	reported	that	after	
participating	 in	 the	 program,	 they	 have	 more	 sympathy,	 not	 just	 for	 Chinese	
immigrants,	but	also	for	all	foreigners	trying	to	live	in	a	different	country.	
	
	
Chinese	Culture	
	
	

	
	 Very	little	 	 									 	 	 	 	 Very	much	
	
	
3.		Did	your	concept	of	Chinese	culture	change	after	being	in	the	Looking	China	
Program?		If	so,	how?		
	
Respondent	A:	
China	is	such	a	modern	country	and	culture	with	curiously	dated	aspects	in	some	of	
the	most	interesting	ways.	Businessmen	walking	around	with	their	shirts	pulled	up	to	
stay	cool	in	the	hot	Beijing	summer.		
The	police	man	 in	Tianjin	who	approached	my	partner	and	 I	while	 I	was	 filming	a	
teeming	bus	depot	and,	rather	than	running	us	off	or	gruffly	demanding	a	permit	like	
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Boston	Police	would,	proceeded	to	excitedly	ask	what	I	was	filming….	To	foreigners,	at	
least,	police	are	friendly	and	actually	helpful.		
Fashion	is	modern	and	extremely	interesting.	
Lifestyle	and	manners	—	some	of	the	most	polite	and	welcoming	people	I	have	ever	
met.	The	girls	 (our	Chinese	partners	and	producers)	refuse	to	drink	beer,	earning	
me	and	my	friends	reputations	as	drunks,	though	we	never	really	drank	more	than	
we	normally	would	in	the	States.	
	
Respondent	B:	
Absolutely!	My	 impression	 of	modern	 Chinese	 culture	 changed	 a	 lot.	 I	 realized	 how	
hospitable	Chinese	people	are	and	I	was	told	that’s	a	large	part	of	their	culture.	They	
were	just	like	my	friends	and	I	felt	completely	at	home	around	everyone	I	met.	 	They	
also	treated	me	with	dignity	and	respect	by	offering	to	teach	me	about	their	culture	
and	not	just	look	at	me	like	a	dumb	American.	As	far	as	traditional	culture	goes,	I	was	
only	able	to	grab	a	small	impression	and	I	don’t	think	I	can	speak	to	their	traditional	
cultures	too	well.		
	
Respondent	C:	
They	have	a	much	closer	family	relation	that	I	thought	they	had.	
And	 the	 young	 generation	 is	much	more	 open	 to	 other	 ideologies	 than	 I	 thought	 it	
would	be.	
	
Respondent	D:	
I	knew	that	Chinese	people	respect	 their	elders,	before	 I	came.	But	 I	didn’t	realize	 to	
what	extreme	that	was	true.	To	me	it	seemed	respecting	one’s	elders	or	one	perceived	
to	be	above	you	really	kept	people	from	speaking	up	or	coming	up	with	new	ideas	or	
challenging	norms.	This	issue	came	up	repeatedly	when	I	was	working	on	my	project.		
	
Respondent	E:	
Much	 more	 political	 awareness	 and	 criticism	 than	 I	 had	 expected.	 Open,	 curious	
towards	 foreigners,	 which	 I	 didn't	 expect.	 Almost	 everyone	 was	 helpful	 and	 patient	
when	 attempting	 to	 communicate	 across	 language-barriers,	 which	 was	 wonderful.	
Overall,	people	seemed	very	self-confident	 too.	 I	didn't	expect	 that,	 since	 I	experience	
Chinese	people	(especially	students)	in	the	US	as	quite	shy	and	insecure.		
	
Respondent	F:	
When	 we	 think	 of	 culture,	 we	 may	 think	 of	 a	 historical	 culture,	 of	 the	 likes	 which	
tourists	engage	with	when	visiting	faraway	places.	Note	that	the	restaurant	we	went	
to	 near	 the	 Great	Wall	 of	 China	 served	 chicken	 fingers	 and	 French	 fries	 among	 its	
Chinese	dishes,	which	our	Chinese	partners	found	repellent.	Indeed,	the	microcosm	of	
food	accounts	for	the	greater	picture,	which	is	just	to	say	that	the	Great	Wall	of	China	
is	as	foreign	to	the	Chinese	as	is	the	food	served	nearby,	and	in	the	same	way	we	avoid	
Time	Square	in	NYC.	The	point	is	that	often	what	we	are	receiving	as	“culture”	is	really	
just	tourism,	an	industry	that	lives	off	of	dead	culture	and	preconceived	alien	notions	
from	an	outsider.	 
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But	of	course,	the	Chinese	themselves	are	made	up	of	subcultures	and	there	really	is	no	
hegemonic	 culture	 besides	 the	 illusion	 of	 traditional	 values--	 in	 square	 dancers,	 for	
example--	and	a	suffocating	government	presence	that	makes	itself	known	in	rumors	
that	the	hotel	rooms	are	bugged,	that	the	films	we	make	need	to	be	approved	topics,	
and	that	critical	media	sites	are	blocked.	Yet	perhaps	the	best	examination	of	culture	
comes	 from	nuances	that	differ	from	western	ones--the	way	girls	cover	their	arms	to	
avoid	tanning,	as	it	is	a	sign	of	class	and	Western	admiration,	or	the	way	the	Beijing	
Olympic	 park	 fills	 with	 people	 on	 the	 weekend,	 as	 if	 to	 reconfirm	 the	 work	 office	
culture	that	can	only	find	relief	on	the	weekends,	something	all-too-familiar	stateside.	 
Ultimately,	any	stab	at	 framing	culture	comes	with	a	Western	 frame.	We	really	have	
no	access	 to	a	Chinese	culture	besides	 the	one	that	 is	constantly	 filtered	through	our	
paradigm	and	lens.	What	we	do	notice	looks	strikingly	similar	to	our	own	culture,	both	
in	 its	 class	 divisions,	 consumerism,	 “pop	 culture,”	 and	 generational	 divides	 among	
many	other	things	that	we	are	able	to	encapsulate	from	our	viewpoint.	 
	
Respondent	G:	
Again,	my	conception	of	Chinese	culture	was	greatly	 informed	by	the	experience,	but	
didn’t	necessarily	change	too	much,	because	I	did	my	best	to	come	into	the	experience	
as	open-mindedly	as	possible.	
	
Respondent	H:		Blank	
	
Respondent	I:	
I	expected	China	to	be	very	different	from	home.	That	is	why,	what	actually	stuck	out	
to	me	was	 the	 aspects	 of	 Chinese	 life	 that	 were	 actually	 quite	Western	 in	 nature.	 I	
especially	 noticed	 the	 fashion,	 which	 tended	 to	 be	 more	 towards	 trendy	
European/Japanese	 styles,	 rather	 than	 anything	 that	 could	 be	 called	 “traditional	
Chinese.”	I	didn’t	get	the	chance	to	see	all	aspects	of	culture,	but	I	did	find	the	students	
to	seem	well-rounded,	not	overly	obsessed	with	school	as	we	often	think	of	“Asian	kids”	
in	our	classes	at	home.	 I	 found	 the	students	seemed	to	be	a	bit	more	reserved	about	
talking	about	things	like	dating,	but	this	was	something	I	suspected	would	be	the	case	
before	coming	to	China.		
	
Respondent	J:	
It	was	interesting	to	see	how	some	people	were	very	happy	with	the	way	the	Chinese	
government	operated	-	i.e.	they	had	no	complaints.		
I	 found	 most	 Chinese	 people	 to	 be	 warm	 and	 friendly	 -	 even	 the	 ones	 in	 the	
stores/restaurants.		
	
Respondent	K:	
Yes	–	I	would	say	my	concept	of	Chinese	culture	changed	significantly	after	being	in	the	
Looking	 China	 Program.	 I’m	 thinking	 mostly	 of	 my	 shooting	 experience	 with	 the	
Hui’An	women	in	the	village	of	Dazou.	I	went	into	this	project	with	an	assumption	(an	
assumption	that	was	pretty	ignorant,	looking	back	on	it	now)	that	I	was	going	to	have	
a	more	“modern”	view	of	a	woman’s	role	in	society	than	the	women	in	this	community.	
I	 was	 wrong.	 The	 Hui’An	 women	 I	 met	 and	 came	 to	 know	 had	 a	 relationship	 to	
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femininity	and	modernity	that	is	far	more	sophisticated	than	my	own,	and	I	learned	a	
lot	from	them.		
	
Respondent	L:	
I	 saw	more	similarities	between	Chinese	culture	and	American	culture	than	I	had	
anticipated.	I	can't	really	say	that	I	had	any	preconceptions	but	I	was	delighted	to	
connect	 with	 Chinese	 people	 my	 age	 with	 the	 same	 dreams	 and	 aspirations	 as	
myself	and	make	friends	I	look	forward	to	staying	in	touch	with	forever.	
	
Question	3	Response	Summary	
In	 response	 to	 this	 question,	 the	 respondents	 constantly	 report	 that	 they	 were	
illuminated	 by	 the	 experience,	 and	 emerged	 with	 a	 deeper	 understanding	 of	 the	
complexity	 and	 diversity	 of	 contemporary	 Chinese	 culture.	 	 They	 also	 stated	 that	
there	 is	a	dichotomy	between	traditional	culture	and	contemporary	culture,	which	
sometimes	appear	to	be	in	conflict.	 	Culture	is	a	concept	that	is	very	hard	to	define	
because	 it	 is	 composed	 of	 layers	 that	 are	 formed	 out	 of	 old	 traditions,	 and	 layers	
that	are	erupting	spontaneously	out	of	the	modern	world.		The	attempt	to	preserve	
“traditional	culture”	can	result	in	the	creation	of	a	theme	park	version	of	it.	 	 	Some	
commented	 that	 “culture”	 is	 often	 presented	 through	 an	 artificial	 construction	
presented	 by	 the	 tourism	 industry.	 	 	 Others	 commented	 that	 the	 contemporary	
culture	 they	 witnessed	 was	 similar	 to	 what	 one	 may	 find	 in	 any	 industrialized	
country.	 	But	 the	most	common	thread	 in	these	answers	was	that	 their	concept	of	
Chinese	 culture	 definitely	 changed.	 	 	 After	 participating	 in	 the	 program,	 these	
respondents	 found	 that	 the	preconceptions	 they	held	beforehand	were	 inaccurate	
and	misinformed.	
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Chinese	Physical	Environment	
	
	

	
	 Very	little	 	 									 	 	 	 	 Very	much	
	
	
4.		How	did	your	experience	in	the	Looking	China	program	change	your	mental	
visual	image	of	China?		Can	you	describe	your	before	and	after	“picture.”	
	
Respondent	A:	
I	 cannot	 overstate	 how	media	 and	 education	 shaped	my	 view	 of	 the	 country	 as	 a	
backward,	 closed,	 polluted,	 communist	 trash	 pile	 full	 of	 industrial	waste.	 I	 cannot	
overstate	how	incredibly	wrong	that	is,	and	just	how	far	it	is	from	the	truth.	Indeed	
there	are	parts	of	the	country	where	I’m	sure	those	descriptions	hold	true	—	but	in	
terms	of	the	massive	scale	of	infrastructure,	commerce,	transportation,	and	housing,	
not	only	is	China	light-years	ahead	of	the	rest	of	the	world	in	terms	of	the	modernity	
of	each	of	these	aspects	(at	least	in	the	urban	centers),	they	are	also	doing	so	on	an	
unprecedented	 scale	 that	 exists	 nowhere	 else	 in	 the	 world	 except	 maybe	 India.	
Coming	 from	a	country	where	we	are	constantly	 told	of	our	personal	and	national	
superiority	relative	to	the	rest	of	the	world,	it	was	a	very	sobering	experience	to	see	
that	while	we’ve	been	blowing	hot	air,	China	has	been	building	rail,	high-rises,	banks,	
etc.	
If	anything,	my	time	in	China	reinforced	to	me	that	there	are	countless	contrasts	and	
nuances	 for	 every	 aspect	 of	 what	 China	 is.	 Forward	 in	 some	 senses,	 backwards	 in	
others.	
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Respondent	B:	
I	imagined	NYC	before	the	trip	and	Beijing	was	very	similar.	I	didn’t	know	how	nice	the	
shop	owners	would	be,	especially	going	for	meals	and	buying	small	things.	They	were	
always	nice	 to	me	and	 they	helped	with	my	 terrible	Chinese	mumbling.	 So	 the	 small	
shops	 definitely	 gave	 the	 bustling	 city	 a	 warm	 face.	 The	 mountains	 were	 gorgeous	
though	and	I	didn’t	know	China	had	such	beautiful	nature.		
	
Respondent	C:	
Not	much.	It’s	what	I	thought	it	would	be.	
	
Respondent	D:	
I	was	in	Fujian,	which	is	a	lesser	known	province	to	Americans.	I	didn’t	expect	the	city	
to	be	 so	modern	and	up	 to	date.	 I	 also	 found	 so	many	places	 that	were	 just	 like	any	
American	city.	So	all	of	that	was	surprising	to	me.	I	was	expecting	to	see	a	much	more	
traditional	Chinese	 culture.	 I	was	 surprised	how	 the	 city	didn’t	 feel	 so	different	 from	
home.	The	apartment	buildings	that	housed	people	were	something	I	didn’t	expect.	 I	
didn’t	 really	understand	what	a	 culture	 full	 of	 so	many	people	 looked	 like	and	 those	
apartment	 buildings	 that	 were	 miles	 high	 really	 made	 me	 understand	 what	 that	
meant.		
	
Respondent	E:	
Before:	Crowded,	polluted,	traffic,	hectic,	ambitious,	rich	history,	economic	divide	
After:	 More	 diverse,	 image	 from	 before	 still	 true	 in	 some	 instances,	 but	 there	 is	 a	
different	 China	 too:	 modern,	 clean,	 leisure,	 middle-class,	 untouched	 nature,	 family	
values,	community.	
	
Respondent	F:	
There	is	nothing	like	being	there.	Being	amongst	people	on	the	streets,	walking	around	
at	night,	at	life	unfurling--	you	really	get	a	sense,	an	impression,	of	how	things	may	be.	
Sometimes	 the	 streets	are	 like	a	great	 city,	 like	 entering	Chicago	 from	 the	North.	At	
other	times,	the	cities	are	narrow	with	stunted	buildings	and	small	windows,	more	like	
a	developing	nation.	Beijing	constantly	oscillates	between	these	two	broad	polarities.	 
	
Respondent	G:	
I	hadn’t	realized	how	much	more	personal	space	there	is	in	a	place	like	America,	when	
compared	to	China.	I	imagine	this	is	because	there	are	so	many	more	people	in	China.	
As	for	the	physical	environment	itself,	I	knew	the	countryside	would	be	beautiful,	as	I	
had	done	a	fair	bit	of	location	scouting	online	beforehand.	

	
Respondent	H:		Blank	
	
Respondent	I:	
I	 found	China	 to	aesthetically	 look	quite	different	 from	what	 I	 imagined.	However,	 I	
have	to	say	that	 this	was	 likely	due	to	the	cities	 in	which	we	spent	most	of	our	time.	
Xiamen	definitely	seemed	to	be	quite	different	when	compared	to	some	of	the	areas	I	
visited	throughout	the	trip.	I	found	the	cities	to	be	cleaner	and	less	polluted	than	the	
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horror	stories	people	tell	about	China.	I	was	also	surprised	by	the	Western	influence	in	
some	 of	 the	 shops	 and	malls	 in	 Xiamen	 and	 expected	 there	 to	 be	more	 “traditional”	
style	 stores.	 The	 huge	 housing	 buildings	 were	 what	 I	 expected	 to	 see	 in	 China,	 but	
seeing	them	up	close	made	me	realize	just	how	big	they	actually	were	and	I	definitely	
was	a	bit	shocked	when	I	truly	saw	the	scale	of	the	population	in	person.	
	
Respondent	J:	
My	perception	of	Chinese	environments	definitely	changed.	I	was	very	impressed	by	the	
Hangzhou	metro	 system	and	 the	 ticket	buying	process.	The	 infrastructure	and	other	
means	 of	 transport	 were	 also	more	 advanced	 than	 I	 probably	 imagined.	 The	 air	 in	
Beijing	was	pretty	bad	and	polluted,	 but	not	Hangzhou.	 I	 liked	being	able	 to	 chance	
upon	small	pockets	of	beauty	within	Hangzhou.		
	
Respondent	K:	
In	 terms	 of	 my	 experience	 in	 Xiamen,	 visual	 image	 of	 China	 that	 I	 had	 before	 the	
program	wasn’t	much	different	than	the	one	I	had	after.	In	terms	of	my	experience	in	
Dazou,	however,	I	had	a	very	different	perception	of	the	Chinese	Physical	Environment.	
This	 village	 had	 such	 a	 beautiful	 combination	 of	 tradition	 and	 modernity	 in	 every	
aspect	of	their	way	of	life	–	transportation,	housing,	food	culture…etc.		It	is	difficult	for	
me	to	pinpoint	the	details,	but	I	had	never	been	anywhere	quite	like	it.	I	didn’t	want	to	
leave.			
	
Respondent	L:	
I	was	surprised	to	see	how	many	students	shared	a	single	dorm	in	China	vs.	 tbe	US.	
And	 the	 same	 goes	 for	 how	 many	 people	 share	 public	 transportation.	 I	 guess	 the	
Chinese	are	more	 focused	on	a	collective	"we"	mindset,	whereas	American	culture	 is	
now	individualistic...	And	the	environment	and	how	people	interact	with	it	exemplified	
this.	
	
Question	4	Response	Summary	
The	 responses	 to	 this	 question	 varied	 more.	 	 For	 quite	 some	 time,	 the	 Western	
media	 portrayed	 China	 as	 either	 a	 crowded	 industrial	 giant	with	 little	 regard	 for	
environmental	 quality,	 or	 an	 agrarian	 society	 with	 a	 high	 level	 of	 poverty	 and	
illiteracy.		As	noted	in	the	beginning	of	this	paper,	the	news	media	tends	to	present	
more	negative	information,	probably	because	it	is	considered	more	newsworthy	and	
attracts	 more	 attention.	 	 So	 the	 biggest	 shift	 in	 thinking	 among	 this	 group	 of	
participants	was	 that	China	 is	not	as	uniformly	polluted	and	crowded	as	 they	had	
thought.	 	 Instead,	 they	 were	 surprised	 by	 the	 sophistication	 of	 the	 Chinese	
infrastructure,	 including	 transportation,	 high-speed	 railways,	 highways,	 variety	 of	
shopping	malls,	 restaurants,	 grocery	 stores	 and	 consumer	 goods,	 communications	
and	 overall	modernity.	 	 For	many	 people	 living	 in	 other	 countries,	 their	 image	 of	
China	lags	far	behind	the	current	state	of	modernization	the	country	has	achieved.	
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Documentary	Production	
	

	 Very	little	 	 									 	 	 	 	 Very	much	
	
	
5.	 	 Are	 there	 ways	 that	 developing	 and	 shooting	 a	 documentary	 may	 have	
heightened	 your	 perceptiveness	 compared	 to	 other	 ways	 of	 learning	 about	
people	and	culture?		
	
Respondent	A:	
Yes.	 By	 nature	 of	 the	 form	 itself,	 documentary	 requires	 a	 certain	 patience	 and	
observation	 of	 a	 subject	 in	 a	 very	 intensely	 focused	way	 over	 a	 sustained	 period	 of	
time.	We	weren’t	experiencing	China	as	tourists,	but	as	people	there	with	a	purpose	to	
record	a	certain	aspect	of	it	in	a	way	that	goes	beyond	the	surface-level	skimming	of	a	
culture	or	a	place	that	happens	when	you’re	just	“seeing	the	sights”	as	a	tourist.	
	
Respondent	B:	
Definitely.	 I	 studied	 the	 way	 they	moved	 around,	 how	 they	 joked,	 practical	 tricks	
they	played	on	each	other.	I	wouldn’t	have	noticed	these	things	if	I	wasn’t	filming	a	
documentary.	 Since	 I	 didn’t	 speak	 Chinese,	 watching	 the	 impression	 on	 my	
characters’	faces	let	me	know	what	they	thought	about	certain	things	and	I	got	to	
learn	how	they	communicate	without	ever	speaking.		
	
Respondent	C:	
For	sure.	Having	a	camera	opened	a	 lot	of	doors	to	me	and	I	could	approach	a	lot	of	
people	that	other	ways	I	couldn't	do	it.	
I	didn’t	had	a	steady	producer,	so	I	received	a	lot	of	help	with	a	lot	of	people	and	that	
enriched	my	experience	on	learning	about	their	culture.	
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Respondent	D:	
Yes.	 I	 learned	so	much	about	the	culture	compared	to	 if	 I	had	 just	 traveled.	The	way	
the	 Chinese	 students	 work	 is	 so	 much	 different	 than	 Americans.	 As	 an	 American	
studying	 in	 an	 artistic	 field	 I’m	 not	 used	 to	 so	 much	 restriction	 and	 the	 Chinese	
students	seemed	to	really	want	to	follow	strict	guidelines,	while	the	Americans	wanted	
to	go	outside	of	 the	guidelines	 to	make	something	more	 interesting.	And	so	 together	
we	had	to	meet	in	the	middle,	but	that	process	taught	me	how	things	work	in	China.		
	
Respondent	E:	
Yes,	 the	 direct	 interaction	 with	 people	 while	 filming	 taught	 me	 a	 lot.	 Their	 calm	
interest,	open,	 friendly	approach	to	a	stranger	 filming	them	surprised	me.	 I	expected	
much	more	shyness,	even	anger,	but	people	enjoyed	sharing	parts	of	their	lives	with	me	
even	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 a	 shared	 language.	 I	 couldn't	 help	 comparing	 it	 to	 my	 own	
country	(Germany)	or	even	the	U.S.	and	thinking	that	it	would	have	been	much	harder	
for	me	to	be	accepted	by	people	without	at	least	speaking	their	language.		
	
Respondent	F:	
It	 is	 rewarding	 to	 shoot	 a	 documentary	 in	 a	 culture,	 as	 you	 enter	 into	 the	mystical	
relationship	 of	 “opening	 yourself	 up”	 to	 various	 experiences	 rather	 than	 being	 a	
tourist,	which	really	just	means	being	reduced	to	a	consumer	and	outsider.	In	making	a	
documentary,	you	are	still	an	outsider,	but	that	 is	actually	beneficial	in	searching	for	
small	truths,	and	gathering	them	up	as	filmed	moments	and	sounds.	 
	
Respondent	G:	
Absolutely.	For	me,	living	with,	shooting	and	telling	the	story	of	these	people	is	the	best	
way	I	can	imagine	learning	about	the	local	culture….	it	has	something	to	do	with	my	
relationship	with	filmmaking	and	my	personal	efforts	to	try	and	capture	raw	emotions	
and	visceral	experiences	through	the	lens.	
	
Respondent	H:		Blank	
	
Respondent	I:	
I	definitely	think	the	experience	made	me	more	perceptive,	as	shooting	a	film	required	
me	 to	 look	 for	 a	deep	and	personal	 story	 in	 the	 culture	of	China.	When	you	are	 just	
visiting	a	place,	it	is	easy	to	only	see	what	is	on	the	surface	of	a	place	and	not	take	the	
time	 to	 get	 to	 know	 the	 people.	While	 researching	 for	 a	 documentary,	 I	 stopped	 at	
places	and	spoke	to	people	I	never	would	have	had	I	just	been	a	tourist.		
	
Respondent	J:		Blank	
	
Respondent	K:	
I	had	to	completely	rely	on	the	body	 language,	tones	of	voice,	and	visual	space	 I	was	
experiencing	through	the	 lens	of	my	camera.	 I	 got	 to	know	these	people	without	the	
crutch	of	language,	and	in	some	ways	I	feel	I	knew	them	better	without	it.	I	paid	closer	
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attention	to	the	little	details	that	are,	in	a	lot	of	ways,	more	telling	than	what	you	can	
learn	from	words.			
	
Respondent	L:	
There's	no	substitute	for	talking	to	people	and	finding	out	the	answers	to	questions	
by	 investigating	 and	 finding	 out	 first	 hand.	 Documentary	 filmmaking	 facilitates	
this	 kind	 of	 investigation	 that	 offers	 learning	 opportunities	 unachievable	 by	
textbooks	or	any	other	way.	
	
	
6.	 	 Do	 you	 think	 that	 “seeing	 through	 a	 camera”	 enhanced	 or	 changed	 the	
details	you	selected	or	heightened	your	insights	in	any	way?	
	
Respondent	A:	
Absolutely.	 Some	of	 the	 images	 that	 I	 recorded	 are	 forever	burned	 into	my	mind.	
Nothing	 objectionable	 or	 particularly	 attention---grabbing,	 but	 just	 certain	
indelible	images	of	quiet	little	moments	that	only	further	illustrated	and	reinforced	
to	me	that	we’re	all	very	similar	on	this	earth,	and	we’re	all	sharing	a	very	similar	
human	experience,	no	matter	where	we	are.	
	
Respondent	B:	
Yes,	see	above	answer	about	faces	and	expressions.	
	
Respondent	C:	
Yes.	 That’s	 the	 beauty	 of	 having	 a	 camera	 on	 your	 hands.	 It	would	 be	 very	 bad	 if	 it	
hadn't.	
	
Respondent	D:	
I	definitely	think	having	a	camera	changed	what	I	looked	at	and	how	I	looked	at	it.	I	
was	seeing	construction	everywhere	and	I	don’t	 think	normally	 I	would	have	noticed	
but	 having	 a	 camera	 made	 me	 want	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 workers.	 In	 general	 having	 a	
camera	made	me	look	deeper	and	notice	the	details	around	me.	
	
Respondent	E:	
Seeing	 through	 the	 camera	made	me	 focus	 on	 those	 elements	 that	 are	 beautiful,	 as	
well	 as	 those	 that	 bear	 visual	 tension	 of	 some	 kind.	 Often	 I	 found	 myself	 drawn	 to	
capture	the	contrast	between	rich	and	poor,	old	and	modern.	In	that	way	the	camera	
lead	me	to	focus	on	a	specific	quality	of	Chinese	culture	and	life,	yes.		
	
Respondent	F:	
I	 definitely	 felt	 that	 way,	 but	 I	 was	 studying	 gestures	 of	my	 subjects	 via	 traditional	
dance,	 and	 modern	 life	 (consumerism,	 leisure,	 the	 mundane)	 so	 my	 eye	 had	 to	 be	
heightened	 to	 discover	 these	 parallels.	 When	 watching	 dance,	 one	 cannot	 take	 any	
movement	 for	 granted,	 but	 in	 everyday	 life,	 many	 movements	 are	 wasted	 or	 done	
carelessly,	loosely,	automatically,	so	there	is	a	large	amount	of	unrefined	data	coming	
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at	 you	 that	 you	 need	 to	make	 sense	 of	 against	 the	 image	 of	 the	 dance	 you’ve	 been	
studying	and	recording	(as	predetermined	by	my	film’s	hypothesis).	So	yes	my	insights	
were	heightened	and	I	found	myself	 in	a	whole	new	way	of	 thinking	and	 focus	that	 I	
had	never	had	before. 
	
Respondent	G:	
I	think	I	addressed	this	in	the	previous	question,	but	for	me	I	really	find	fulfillment	in	
capturing	 emotions,	 visceral	 experiences,	 and	 those	 ineffable	moments	 through	 film.	
To	do	this,	I	need	to	be	totally	present,	in	the	moment,	and	open.	I	feel	that	living	in	this	
way	allows	me	 to	 completely	absorb	 the	 local	 culture,	way	of	 life,	 and	experience	 in	
general.		
	
Respondent	H:		Blank	
	
Respondent	I:	
Looking	through	my	camera	required	me	to	 look	more	closely	at	all	of	 the	details	of	
the	cities	I	visited.	When	you	travel	to	a	place	with	the	intention	of	shooting	a	film,	you	
have	to	be	acutely	aware	of	all	of	the	visuals	you	encounter.	As	I	filmed	and	edited,	I	
saw	things	I	never	would	have	without	the	camera.	As	I	walked	around,	everyone	and	
everything	 I	 saw	became	a	potential	 cinematic	moment	 in	my	mind.	This	experience	
allowed	me	to	capture	and	see	more	of	China	as	I	worked	to	select	the	right	visuals	to	
tell	my	story.		
	
Respondent	J:		Blank	
	
Respondent	K:	
Absolutely.	 When	 you’re	 forced	 to	 understand	 a	 situation	 without	 relying	 on	 an	
audible	explanation	of	it,	you	learn	how	to	think	in	a	new	type	of	language	–	one	that	
is	 totally	 visual,	 behavioral,	 and	 sensorial.	As	 a	 filmmaker,	 that	kind	of	practice	was	
invaluable.	 I	 left	 the	 program	 feeling	 that	 I	 not	 only	 had	 a	 better,	 more	 organic,	
understanding	of	Chinese	people	 and	Chinese	 culture,	 but	also	with	 this	new	way	 of	
thinking	-	of	approaching	a	scene	and	a	technique	for	understanding	people	-	that	has	
made	me	a	better	artist.		
	
Respondent	L:	
Only	in	the	way	that	filmmaking	always	immortalizes	otherwise	mundane	events.	
Hindsight	really	is	20-20	with	film	so	it	is	important	to	capture	details	that	would	
otherwise	 be	 meaningless	 in	 the	 hopes	 that	 we	 might	 learn	 something	 from	
researching	and	analyzing.	
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Question	5	and	6	Response	Summary	
The	 responses	 to	 this	 question	 were	 the	 most	 strongly	 unified	 towards	 a	 clear,	
positive	 answer.	 	 The	 participants	 felt	 that	 the	 process	 of	making	 a	 documentary,	
and	all	it	entails,	made	them	more	aware	and	able	to	have	a	much	deeper	experience	
than	if	they	had	just	visited	China	as	tourists.		Partly,	it	is	because	they	had	to	work	
with	a	camera,	which	forces	them	to	rely	on	visual	cues	more	than	verbal	language.		
They	found	their	interactions	with	their	subjects	had	to	be	more	focused.		They	also	
found	that	being	required	to	find	a	topic	and	tell	a	story	forced	them	to	delve	more	
deeply	into	an	examination	of	Chinese	life	and	culture.	
	
	
7.		How	did	your	experience	working	with	your	Chinese	documentary	partner,	
and	 the	 subjects	 in	 your	 film,	 alter	 your	 thinking	 about	 the	 personalities,	
education	and	worldview	of	Chinese	people	in	general?	
	
Respondent	A:	
One	afternoon	after	a	long	day	of	shooting	in	Tianjin,	my	partner	and	I	were	sitting	
on	the	waterfront	waiting	for	the	sun	to	set	in	order	to	get	some	nights	shots,	and	she	
told	 me	 that	 she	 noticed	 me	 shooting	 very	 objective	 and	 unemotional	 “things”	—	
objects,	vehicles,	buildings,	 streets	—	but	no	people.	No	Chinese	 faces...	Rather	than	
always	focusing	on	the	easier,	cold,	unemotional,	inert	inanimate	objects	around	me,	
I’ve	 forced	 and	 pushed	 myself	 to	 focus	 on	 faces.	 Chinese	 or	 otherwise,	 Jinsheng’s	
observation	holds	 true	—	we	need	to	be	able	 to	connect	with	what	we’re	seeing	on	
the	 screen,	human-to-human.	My	experience	profoundly	 changed	me	 for	 the	better,	
and	I’m	so	glad	that	I	was	able	to	work	with	Jinsheng.	
	
Respondent	B:	
My	partner	was	 incredibly	 smart,	 brave,	and	helpful.	 She	was	willing	 to	 go	with	me	
wherever	I	needed	to	go	and	she	never	complained.	She	told	me	she	learned	a	lot	about	
her	own	culture	 too.	 If	 it	weren’t	 for	her	 insightfulness,	 lightning	 fast	 reaction	 times	
and	overall	empathy	I	wouldn’t	have	been	able	to	make	my	film.		
	
Respondent	C:	
I	 think	 that	 was	 the	 best	 part	 of	 everything	 and	 why	 my	 perception	 of	 the	 people	
changed	 that	much,	 because	 I	 didn't	 get	 in	 contact	 with	 "Chinese	 people,"	 but	 with	
"people"	Period.	Through	them	I	could	see	my	friends	and	family.	That	taught	me	that	
at	the	end,	we’re	all	the	same.	
	
Respondent	D:	
My	partner	was	 from	Taiwan	 so	 that	makes	my	answer	 somewhat	different.	 For	 the	
people	I	met	through	interviewing	many	had	a	wall	up	towards	me	and	seemed	to	not	
connect	with	me	that	well,	but	 I	also	met	people	who	were	really	 friendly	and	 really	
proud	to	show	me	their	towns.	So	it	was	a	big	mix,	in	what	I	experienced.	I	felt	that	for	
the	people	who	knew	no	English	they	were	maybe	shy	or	afraid	to	 interact	with	me,	
but	those	that	spoke	some	English	were	very	sweet	and	nice.	So	I	had	a	big	mixture	of	
experiences.	
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Respondent	E:	
Working	with	my	partner	was	fantastic.	She	was	also	extremely	hard	working	–	we	got	
up	at	3am	several	days	in	a	row	to	catch	a	good	sunrise	by	the	river,	and	she	was	in	
good	 spirits	 throughout.	 She	 also	 taught	me	 a	 lot	 about	 Chinese	 life	 along	 the	way,	
while	I	explained	the	basics	of	filmmaking	to	her.	In	postproduction,	she	helped	me	find	
traditional	Chinese	music	for	the	soundtrack,	and	worked	through	all	the	translations	
with	me.	She	also	interviewed	our	subject,	with	me	just	giving	her	a	few	prompts	here	
and	there.	It	was	a	great	collaboration,	and	I	really	can	say	it	couldn't	have	been	any	
better!	 I	 hope	 many	 students	 will	 have	 the	 opportunity	 to	 share	 this	 incredible	
experience	in	the	years	to	come.		
	
Respondent	F:	
People	are	all	 different,	 so	 there	are	 few	common	threads,	politeness	being	the	main	
one,	an	excessive	politeness	one	might	be	wise	to	watch	for.	 
	
Respondent	G:	
I	 try	 not	 to	 let	 my	 experiences	 with	 my	 filming	 subjects	 inform	 my	 opinion	 of	 all	
Chinese	 people	 in	 general.	 	 I	 think	 that	wherever	 one	might	 travel,	 they’ll	 find	 both	
kind	hearted	and	open	people	as	well	as	the	opposite.		
	
Respondent	H:	Blank	
	
Respondent	I:	
Getting	 to	 work	 closely	 with	 Chinese	 people	 gave	 me	 a	 unique	 opportunity	 to	 gain	
insight	 into	 their	 lives.	 My	 partner	 and	 I	 got	 along	well	 and	 I	 noticed	more	 of	 our	
personality	similarities	than	differences.	Working	towards	a	common	goal	allowed	us	
to	have	shared	experiences	despite	having	different	backgrounds.	We	both	had	a	lot	to	
learn	 from	 each	 other	 about	 our	 cultures	 and	 I	 found	 my	 partner	 to	 be	 open	 to	
discussing	her	life	and	opinions.		
	
Respondent	J:	
For	me	 it	 seemed	 like	 the	 Chinese	 people	 and	 cultures	 were	 so	 similar	 in	 nature	 to	
Indian	 culture	 and	 people.	 That	 was	 what	 made	 me	 almost	 feel	 like	 home	 in	 that	
country	though	I	never	spoke	the	language.	Making	the	documentary	(spending	time	
with	the	family	I	worked	with)	helped	me	see	this.	
	
Respondent	K:	
I	learned	so	much	from	my	producer,	and	the	subjects	of	my	film.	When	you	grow	up	in	
different	environments,	you	have	a	different	vision	and	experience	of	life.	I	realized	on	
this	trip	how	important	it	is	to	me	to	touch	into	those	different	visions,	and	how	that	
diversity	gives	you	a	more	sophisticated	understanding	of	your	own	sense	of	life.		
	
Respondent	L:	
Positively.	It	reinforced	that	we	are	all	the	same,	and	building	a	bridge	between	
cultures	isn't	nearly	as	hard	as	we	might've	thought	before	this	trip.	



	 22	

Question	7	Response	Summary	
The	responses	to	this	question	highlight	one	of	the	most	significant	attributes	
of	 the	Looking	China	program,	which	 is	 that	 the	participants	make	 true	and	
lasting	friendships	and	human	connections.		And	it	appears	that	working	with	
a	 Chinese	 partner	 throughout	 an	 intense	 and	 often	 stressful	 experience	
helped	 to	 deepen	 their	 interpersonal	 connection.	 	 The	 program	 puts	 two	
people	on	a	difficult	path	that	requires	strong	cooperation	and	acute	problem	
solving	skills.		As	each	international	pair	strives	to	accomplish	a	common	goal,	
they	are	 forced	to	confront	 their	differences,	but	also	their	commonalities.	A	
recurring	theme	expressed	by	the	participants	is	that	they	lose	the	notion	of	
using	a	person’s	nationality	as	a	defining	aspect	of	character.		This	contributes	
to	a	more	insightful	way	of	understating	another	nation	and	culture	that	gives	
more	 credence	 to	 the	 variety	 of	 individual	 personalities	 and	 independent	
thought	that	invariably	makes	up	any	human	population.		In	just	twenty	days,	
participants	 in	 the	 Looking	 China	 program	 emerge	 with	 a	 deeper,	 more	
insightful	 approach	 to	 understating	world	 cultures	 and	 the	 individuals	 that	
inhabit	them.	
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