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Abstract 
 

 
YI, OBSERVATIONAL DOCUMENTARY AESTHETICS, AND THE IDENTITY 
POLITICS OF TRANSCULTURAL MIGRANCY 
 

By Jiacheng Xu, MFA 

 

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for degree of Master of Fine 
Art in Photography and Film at Virginia Commonwealth University 
 

Virginia Commonwealth University 2016 
 

Director: Sasha Waters Freyer 
Professor, Film and Photography 

 
 

There is a moment in Edward Yang’s acclaimed film Yi Yi (2000) in which a 

young boy in a conversation with his father observes that he cannot see what his 

father sees and that his father cannot see what he sees, prompting two questions: 

“How can I know what you see?” and “Can we only know half of the truth?”  Unable 

to provide adequate answers, his father instead offers his son a camera.  Later in the 

film, the same boy presents his uncle with a picture he took of the back of his head.  

When asked why, the boy responds by saying, “You cannot see it yourself, so I’m 

helping you.”  These two scenes in Yang’s film illustrate the spirit of the questions 

that guide the aesthetic approach I have taken in my own documentary project. 

My thesis is composed of two parts: a video project and a research paper, the 

former of which is a documentary entitled Yi.  Named after its primary subject, the 

film explores the intersections of transnational migrancy and cultural identity through 

a series of interviews that are intercut with scenes of everyday life that are shot in an 

observational style.  The research paper that follows will situate the project within a 

specific historical, conceptual, and aesthetic context, before delineating how the 

cinematic composition of my documentary engages with this framework. 
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and both the visual footage and audio were recorded on-site – and later edited together – by 

me.   

The form of the film strongly resonates with Wu Wenguang’s coupling of the 

observational and participatory modes of filmmaking.  My project’s commitment to the 

observational mode is guided by a handheld digital aesthetics of inhabiting the lived spaces of 

the subject’s world and edits together sequences that are not in service to a conventional story 

arc but, rather, organized around everyday interactions.  These sequences privilege the 

irreducible complexity of Yi’s lived experiences, ranging from the time spent at work in the 

restaurant and at rest in his home to his trips to visit his friends in the “Little Fuzhou” 

neighborhood of Sunset Park, Brooklyn.  Additionally, my project’s commitment to the 

participatory mode is most conspicuous through the interviews with the subject that replace 

any kind of authoritative voiceover narration.  In the interview portions, Yi offers insights 

into how he negotiates the tensions that arise from his unique circumstances.  On the one 

hand, he reflects on the destabilization of a former identity associated with nationhood, and, 

on other hand, he shares about his ongoing process of rebuilding a sense of self in the 

diasporic communities that exist for him in Sunset Park.   

The documentary is divided into five short sections.  The first section is set in 

Richmond and follows Yi in and around the restaurant where he works.  The film opens with 

Yi working in the kitchen, preparing soup on a large wok over an industrial stove.  His 

phone’s ringtone plays a contemporary Chinese pop song, and after pulling out his phone to 

glance at who is calling, he sets it down on the table without answering and without muting 

the ringer as if to enjoy the last few moments of the song while he resumes cooking.  

Eventually, the ringtone ends and the music stops, leaving audible only the sounds of the 

kitchen: the shuffling of steps, the clanging of stainless steel cookware, and droning hum of 

the refrigerator.   
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Over these visuals of him working, we hear off-screen audio from the interviews 

sharing about his earlier days in China and in particular about how he skipped classes in 

junior high school to ride around town on his bicycle, play video games, shoot pool, and 

gamble.  He recalls an instance of one guy in his hometown that he won a lot of money from, 

and having never been paid what he was owed, Yi confronted this guy later when they 

crossed paths again in the U.S.  The response Yi received was, “I don’t owe you any money.  

The old debts are gone now!” (fig. 2.1) As he shares this, Yi lets out a soft chuckle.  Is he 

amused by the audacity of the response?  Embarrassed?  Is he acknowledging some deeper 

desire shared by many immigrants for a clean slate, a new beginning?  Or does the chuckle 

gesture at a more complicated understanding of the burdens that such new beginnings entail?  

More so than how the interview was conducted or how portions of it were selected and 

arranged for the film, Yi’s earnest discussions of his past are often characterized by this 

complex ambiguity. 

 

Figure 2.1 Yi working in the kitchen. Yi (Xu Jiacheng, 2017) 
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As the first section continues, it maintains this structure of presenting moments of him 

and his coworkers, punctuated by occasional empty frames of the space they share, 

interwoven with shots of the interview footage, and overlaid with his voiceover ruminations 

that range from memories of his time in either China or the U.S. to observations about his 

current circumstances.  The section ends with Yi recalling an anecdote involving one of his 

primary school teachers, who held him back for two years due to academic underperformance 

but nonetheless appreciated Yi’s handwriting.  As he goes on to share how his father and that 

primary school teacher both passed away while he was in prison, we see Yi preparing a 

delivery order, getting on his moped, and disappearing off-screen as he navigates traffic.   

The second section is also set in Richmond but features shots taken in and around the 

apartment that Yi shares with his coworkers.  An intertitle between the first and second 

sections informs us that Yi was injured in an accident while he was out delivering food, and 

we see him sitting at a small cluttered dining table with his arm in a sling.  Here, Yi discusses 

his group of friends in the Fuzhounese migrant community in the Sunset Park neighborhood 

of Brooklyn, and unabashedly delves into their costly exploits involving nights of drinking 

and clubbing with prostitutes.  There’s a restlessness about him, confined at home and unable 

to return to work, and, inspired by Frederick Wiseman’s use of close-ups on his subjects’ 

various involuntary motions or tics, this sequence includes cuts back and forth between close 

shots of Yi’s unconscious gestures and the stillness of objects that are strewn about his living 

space (fig. 2.2). 
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     Figure 2.2 Yi browsing social media on his phone. Yi (Xu Jiacheng, 2017) 

Screens are common throughout this scene, as we see him checking his social media 

account on his phone or watching a film on his laptop.  At one point, he is playing a karaoke 

app on his phone and singing along to a popular Chinese ballad.  The audio track transitions 

from the song as it is diegetically playing in the background to the song as it is non-

diegetically laid over a sequence wherein he leaves the apartment to go for a beer at a 

riverside bar.  As he stares out onto the water, we hear his voiceover from an interview 

exchange in which he talks about the drug bust that led to his conviction, the confiscation of 

all his documents, and the Chinese government’s refusal to accept him back.  “They didn’t 

want me anymore,” he says.   

The third section of the film offers footage taken during my trip to Fuzhou to visit his 

village and meet his mother and brother (fig. 2.3).  Despite the hours of material that I 

recorded during my visit, it remains the shortest section of the film and is intended to provide 

a fragmented glimpse into Yi’s hometown for three reasons.  First, I wanted to be careful not 

to play into or generate conventional narrative expectations for some kind of closure that 

involves homecoming and reunion.  Second, I wanted this section to offer insight into a world 
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that gestures toward its fullness beyond the cinematic frame.  And finally, I wanted to 

carefully avoid aesthetic decisions that would engender a predominant mood of melancholy 

and sentimentality.  Although sadness and loss are undoubtedly a part of the Chinese migrant 

experience, which is particularly true for Yi, there is also a warm joy and an embrace of life 

that binds these communities – both those newly created and those left behind.  This was 

especially true of Yi’s hometown in Fuzhou.  As we learn from the brother’s descriptions, 

many young people have migrated away to other cities in China and to other countries in 

search of better jobs and opportunities, and the town features a distinctive architectural 

juxtaposition between impoverished structures and large expensive homes, the latter of which 

are completely empty as they’ve been constructed as status symbols of those who have made 

a fortune elsewhere (fig. 2.4).  And yet, Fuzhou has one of the lowest crime rates in the 

country, and the inhabitants find purpose and joy in their everyday activities and encounters.   

  

   

           Figure 2.3 Yi’s family in Fuzhou, China. Yi (Xu Jiacheng, 2017) 
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         Figure 2.4 Yi’s brother walking by empty houses in the village. Yi (Xu Jiacheng, 2017) 

Scenes of Yi’s mother interacting with her son and granddaughter are then 

immediately followed by disconnected scenes of life unfolding in their village.  Dogs and 

chicken roam about the streets, two elderly women sit and chat outside a convenience store, a 

young boy distractedly helps his father who is painting a bench, and so on.  The section ends 

with an earlier recorded moment in an interview with Yi, in which he talks about how he still 

contributes to a group pool for lottery tickets and states without hesitation that, despite the 

legal obstacles, he would find some way to return to Fuzhou if he wins (fig. 2.5).   

 

                 Figure 2.5 Yi talking about returning to Fuzhou. Yi (Xu Jiacheng, 2017) 
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The fourth section centers on Yi’s trip to Sunset Park, and shows various scenes that 

include his bus trip from Richmond to Brooklyn, a large meal with a group of his friends, 

various markets and storefronts that cater primarily to Chinese customers.  At one point, the 

film cuts back again to an earlier recorded interview with Yi, this time in which he discusses 

how expensive the expected bride-wealth is for a man to propose to a woman in his region.  

The film cuts to a Chinese salon in Sunset Park, where we observe Yi getting his hair 

washed, dried, and straighten (fig. 2.6).  We discover that, despite the fact that he constantly 

wears a sleeveless white undershirt wherever he goes, he is quite particular and self-

conscious about his hair. 

 

Figure 2.6 Yi at a hair salon in Sunset Park, Brooklyn. Yi (Xu Jiacheng, 2017) 

The fifth section takes place at his friend’s Fuzhounese wedding ceremony that brings 

together a large part of the shared diasporic community in Sunset Park.  While the section 

opens with a shot of Yi navigating the large crowded space as he makes his way toward his 

table of friends, and while the film will occasionally cut back to his interactions with people, 

the wedding sequence increasingly de-centers Yi as its focus.  Instead, the film offers a 
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collage of a community in celebration: various guests who are eating and drinking as they 

converse with one another; the wait staff in their white shirts and red vests clearing tables, 

continually supplying new bottles of beer, and taking short breaks near the kitchen; a 

performer who sings popular Chinese songs in the background; the event’s emcee who guides 

both the audience and the wedding party through traditional rituals involving tea pouring, 

bowing, and the giving and receiving of gifts; and children playing games or running around 

the space to keep themselves entertained (fig. 2.7).  The film’s final shot features the bride 

and groom facing each other on the stage as their family and friends stand and urge them to 

perform some ritual. The event’s DJ blasts an upbeat electronic pop song through the 

speakers, the crowd enthusiastically cheers in rhythm to the song’s beat, phones are raised to 

take video recordings of the ritual, and the film cuts to black.   

 

Figure 2.7 Child playing in the wedding. Yi (Xu Jiacheng, 2017) 
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Conclusion 
 
 

 Yi is a documentary that shares the voice of a migrant worker in the U.S. from 

Fuzhou, China.  His is a personal story marked by a cultural identity that is constituted not 

only by a deep sense of displacement but also by a significant and ultimately enriching 

inclusion in a wider diasporic community.  Thus, the documentary seeks to preserve both 

sides of this tension that many migrants continually must face and negotiate in their own 

ways: on the one hand, the longing for a home that one cannot return to and, on the other 

hand, the desire for a new community that is forged by the displaced.  While the editing and 

narrative strategies or conventions of cinema can never bridge the gulf between Yi’s life in 

Richmond and the world that he left behind, the recurring motifs throughout the film of food, 

music, aquariums of fish, and visual screens gesture toward the background nexus of material 

phenomena that bind us to our communities.  As the film progresses, Yi’s presence and 

voiceover comments are gradually de-centered as that background nexus comes into sharper 

focus. 
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