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PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF DESIRE

A FILM BY HAO WU
SYNOPSIS & AWARDS
In a digital universe where live streamers earn as much as $200k a month, can virtual relationships replace real-life human connection? PEOPLE'S REPUBLIC OF DESIRE tells the stories of two such online stars who've risen from isolation to fame and fortune in China. Their online showrooms have become virtual gathering places for their millions of fans - from the super rich who lavish them with digital gifts, to poor migrant workers who worship them. All these characters are brought together in a series of bizarre online idol competitions, where they discover that happiness in the virtual world may be as elusive as in the real one.
Grand Jury Winner – Documentary Feature, SXSW. 

Grand Jury Winner – International Documentary, Los Angeles Asian Pacific Film Festival

Best Cinematography, CAAMFest

Best International Director, Doc Edge

Best Documentary Feature, Los Angeles Chinese Film Festival

Emerging Filmmaker Award, Hawaii International Film Festival

Nomination, Best Writing, IDA Awards

Jury Award, Calgary Underground Film Festival

Best Sound, Social Impact Media Awards (SIMA)
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SELECT PRESS
Hypercharged… a contemplation of internet fame and social isolation.
- New York Times

Invariably surprising and never less than compelling.
- Los Angeles Times

His thought-provoking film reveals a bitter irony not limited to livestreaming: that the connection that technology was meant to provide has isolated people, too.
- The Economist

It's the future that awaits our current iterations of YouTube vloggers and Twitch streams.
- RogerEbert.com
In its deceptively glitzy and glib investigation into this virtual dystopia, People’s Republic of Desire suggests that the specter haunting our brave new world these days is not communism, but the familiar evils of vanity, materialism, inanity, and bad taste.
- Boston Globe

Equally fascinating, sad and scary.
- San Francisco Chronicle

Tragic and terrifying in equal measure, Hao Wu's look at China’s live-streaming culture offers a dark window into our collective future.









- IndieWire
… provocative and unsettling as it brings us on a guided tour through the digital marketplace for something resembling human contact.

- Variety
Reckoning the cost of fame… a revealing examination of contemporary Chinese internet culture.








- Hollywood Reporter

Bleak, fascinating… the techno-dystopian future is now.








- AV Club

Yes, Black Mirror is already here… 








- Ars Technica
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FILMMAKER STATEMENT
Back in 2014, before live streaming took off in a mainstream way in China, someone told me about this live streaming company called YY. It was already listed on NASDAQ and worth billions, but still relatively unknown among the general population in China. I did some digging and found that YY was very popular among China’s young and lonely diaosi (“loser”) generation. It also attracted many nouveau-riche types. I was shocked by how blatantly the rich showed off their wealth by spending tens of thousands a night on digital gifts, and how unabashedly the poor “losers” worshipped the rich. Even though live streaming was a pure online phenomenon, I sensed that real human desires were powering its growing popularity. I was intrigued and decided to pursue this topic.

Filming started in the summer of 2014 and wrapped two years later in 2016, when live streaming exploded in China as the hottest technology trend. Editing began in early 2016 and took almost two years, much longer than what I had planned for, in order to get the story right. 

As someone who has worked for many years in the internet industry, I wanted to explore with this film how technology affects human relations, and how the seemingly easy riches enabled by technology change our sense of being, of happiness. Having a background in both the east and the west, I’m also lucky to be able to witness, first hand, the many ways that China has leaped ahead of the US in technology adoption. Live streaming, being China’s fastest-growing social medium and a growing phenomenon all over the world, is a prime example of the hyper evolution of the internet culture. It allows me to look into technology’s impact on its users, especially the young generation who have come of age with the internet.

Despite my familiarity with internet technologies, the complexity of live streaming’s evolution and social influence in China still took me by surprise. Once considered a bizarre and niche technological phenomenon, live streaming is so popular now that the government has started to crack down on its “brainless” and often lurid content. It has also developed a complicated virtual universe that took me years to unpack, a universe encompassing idol worshipping, conspicuous consumption, status seeking, and layers upon layers of profit making – basically a digital replica of our real life with a whole spectrum of human desires.

To guide audience into this universe, I structured the film roughly around two annual idol competitions in which live streamers on YY compete to win by enticing their fans to buy them votes (there is no limit on how much any individual fan can spend). Despite the competition angle, however, this film tells much more than a competition story, or a rags-to-riches story. It is a tale of two cities – a best-of-times, worst-of times story of the world we live in, in an age of rapid social change, pervasive technology penetration, and extreme income inequality. The virtual world and its online inhabitants portrayed in the film are as complex as those in our real, capitalistic and technology-driven society. 

Telling this online story visually and successfully, however, has been a big challenge. Our industry has struggled with making the internet world come to life on screen, since so much of people’s lives are taking place on an invisible network, and it’s hard to translate that visually. For this film, it was also difficult to explain live streaming’s intricate ecosystem to audiences not already familiar with that world, while at the same time telling a compelling human story (In the end we had to pare that complexity down, but audiences not versed in internet technologies may still find the film overwhelming). 

To solve this visualization problem, I decided early in production to recreate the virtual world with 3D animation. The actual live streaming interface is busy and confusing, and the crazy feel does not translate well across languages. I want the audiences to be able to immerse and experience, perhaps being bewildered at the beginning just like I was, but gradually understanding this bizarre universe more and more. 

Another creative decision I made is to have graphical elements from the live streaming world gradually invade and ultimately take over the real world. Part of the film thus feels like augmented reality, something not usually done in a documentary film. But I believe that this is the best way to illustrate technology’s firm grasp of my characters’ daily lives. 

Raising funding for such a non-traditional documentary has been surprisingly smooth. The film, though focusing on an online phenomenon in China, touches upon several issues causing much anxiety and debate worldwide – the alienating power of technology, wealth gap, and massive urban migration. ITVS, Ford Foundation JustFilms, Sundance Documentary Program and Tribeca Documentary Fund funded the majority of our budget. We were invited to pitch at IFP, IDFA and Tribeca Network, and to participate in Sundance Documentary Edit and Story Lab and Sundance Creative Producing Summit. We are grateful for all the support that we have received so far. 

Now we are eagerly looking forward to audience response to the film. There is no single message I’d like the audience to take away with. Rather, I want the audience to see themselves in the film – either the urge to connect and feel “liked” online, or the dream to make a quick buck – and walk away contemplating on their individual roles powering technology’s encroaching command of human desires.

For some, this may be a dense film, perhaps even a difficult film, to absorb in one go. Personally I love reading books and watching films that have unique but complex stories to tell. Complexity intrigues me, so I am always itching to peel the layers off, to be surprised, to know more, which is what I have attempted in making this film. 

I am also an avid fan of Black Mirror. The sci-fi stories in that series are all rooted in real human emotions. They are also not that far-fetched from the reality we already live in. In some ways, I made PEOPLE'S REPUBLIC OF DESIRE to pay homage to that series. The future is already here!

HAO WU

DIRECTOR
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FILMMAKER BIOS

Hao Wu (Director | Producer | Cinematographer | Editor)

Technology executive-turned-filmmaker Hao Wu takes a raw and human approach to story-telling in an era when culture evolves online. Wu previously held management roles at Alibaba, TripAdvisor and Excite@Home. His award-winning films have received support from Ford Foundation JustFilms, ITVS, Sundance, Tribeca and international broadcasters. 

Jean Tsien (Executive Producer)

Jean Tsien has been working in documentary for 35 years as an editor, producer, and consultant. Her notable editing credits include Dixie Chicks: Shut Up & Sing and Miss Sharon Jones! Tsien consulted on many award-winning films such as: Hooligan Sparrow, Dancing in Jaffa, Risk and Crime + Punishment. She executive produced Plastic China and The Oslo Diaries. Tsien has served as an editing advisor at the Sundance Institute Edit and Story Lab since 2010, CNEX Chinese Documentary Forum, and Dare to Dream Asia. Tsien is a member of American Cinema Editors and the Documentary branch of the Academy.

 

Eric Jordan (Graphic Design, Animation and Visual Effects)

Eric Jordan is an award-winning digital artist working in multiple mediums, with an 18+ year background in creative direction, graphic design, motion graphics, interactivity, user interface design, user experience design, 3D design/animation, brand/identity, and sound design. Recognized by .Net Magazine as one of the world’s top 20 international designers, Jordan has overseen the creative direction and execution of over 700 projects for some of the world’s top brands and Fortune 500 companies. Jordan has won multiple industry awards, including FWA’s “Most Influential Flash Site of the Decade”, and has been featured in numerous design-related books and magazines around the world. 

Michael Tuller (Original Score)

Serving as Trent Reznor’s programmer and sound designer, Tuller cut his teeth in film with the Academy Award winning score for David Fincher’s The Social Network and The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, as well as with the band Nine Inch Nails. He serves as an additional composer for Mac Quayle on the Emmy Award winning music for Mr. Robot.  Tuller also composes the score for the YouTube Red/Studio 71’s series Lifeline. His music has appeared in a long list of theatrical releases, indie films, documentaries and television programs. Besides composing, Tuller has worked with groundbreaking musical artists like Depeche Mode, Eminem, Kid Rock, Marilyn Manson, Madonna, and Duran Duran.
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FILM SUBJECTS

Shen Man, 21, a nurse-turned-karaoke singer, is a budding live streaming star. Growing up in a broken family has made her insecure, resentful and fiercely independent. Now her family’s financial future depends on her alone, and she has to fend off vicious online trolls to keep her fans spending.

Big Li, 24, an online comedian, is a hero to his many die-hard diaosi (“loser”) fans who aspire to emulate his rags-to-riches rise. To keep their hope alive, he is willing to do anything to win the online idol competition, even at the cost of breaking up his marriage. 

Yong, 18, a migrant worker who has dropped out of school and started working at 14, is a die-hard fan of Big Li. With no money, no marketable skills or any prospect to speak of, he is typical of the new generation of diaosi  (“losers”), as China’s luckless youths mockingly call themselves. 

Dabao, 29, Big Li’s wife, is a talent manager who has groomed many of the biggest live streaming stars on the YY platform. She is torn between her own career aspiration and the traditional expectation of her to be an obedient housewife. 

Shen Man’s dad, 42, is a one-time entrepreneur whose business has gone belly up. Now he idles his days away watching live streaming shows and expects Shen Man to support the entire family. 
Songge, early 30s, is a big patron of YY live streaming hosts for whom he has spent millions buying digital gifts. Later he follows the path of other big spenders on YY and transforms himself into the owner of an online talent agency.

Picasso, mid 20s, a popular talk-show host, is Big Li’s nemesis in the YY live streaming world. Their rivalry during the annual online competitions draws the most audiences. Picasso only appears in live streaming clips.

Wenjing, early 20s, a live streaming hostess, has signed with a new talent agency owned by one of China’s wealthiest showbiz celebrities. She is the biggest threat to Shen Man during the second annual competition. Wenjing only appears in live streaming clips.

Fa Ge, late 20s, is the agency boss of Big Li. He never shows his face but sometimes speaks during live streaming hosts’ shows.
YY Fish, age unknown, is the agency boss of Shen Man and Picasso. He never shows his face but sometimes speaks during live streaming hosts’ shows.
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LIVE STREAMING IN CHINA

Live streaming was not invented in China. It has been around in the U.S. for years, but has not taken off at mainstream scale yet. Presently many mobile apps support live streaming, from Facebook Live to Instagram Stories, Live.me, Meerkat, Twitch and Twitter Periscope. But as with many previous new forms of social media, live streaming has found eager and rapid adoption in China like nowhere else.

Now 422 million people in China are watching live streaming, and the industry is expected to generate $4.4 billion in revenues in 2018. Huachuang Securities estimated the live streaming market to expand to $15.9 billion by 2020. Hundreds of live streaming apps are fighting for live streamers and viewers in this hyper-competitive market. 

YY is a leading live streaming platform in China. It is publicly traded on NASDAQ and currently worth over $8 billion. Live streamers can easily set up accounts on YY and perform various acts (singing, talk show, dancing, eating, etc.) to attract fans. Fans show their appreciation, and to attract their idols’ attention, by tipping them with digital gifts bought with real money. 

Most live streamers on YY sign with an online talent agency. Agencies help train newcomers and negotiate with YY for promotional opportunities. They also spend money to buy live streamers digital gifts to create the illusion that the live streamers are popular, which is important to spur and maintain fans’ interests and spending. Agencies typically take a 20% cut of their live streamers’ income.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS
· HOST/HOSTESS: 
Live streamer
· AGENCY: 

Online talent agency for internet celebrities
· BIG BOSS: 

Owner of an online talent agency
· DIAOSI: 

A slang term, often used in a self-deprecating way, to describe a 
young person of poor looks, low income and little prospect for a better future

· TUHAO: 

A nouveau riche
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FILM CREDITS

Directed, Produced, Filmed and Edited by

Hao Wu

Executive Producers         
                 


Jean Tsien

                    
                    
                                

Sally Jo Fifer

                    
                    
                                

Lois Vossen

Graphics, Animation and Visual Effects        

Eric Jordan

Original Score                    
               


Michael Tuller

Co-producer          
                                           

Xin Liu

Additional Cinematography         
           

Jingyang Cheng

                    
                                                      
Bo Huang

                    
                                                      
Yang Sun

Supervising Editor            
                                

Jean Tsien, ACE

Consulting Editor              
                                

Nanfu Wang

Consulting Producers                   
                    

Alison Klayman

                    
                                                        
Sara Terry

                    
                                                        
Ellen Goosenberg Kent

Colorist                   
                                     

Jane Tolmachyov

Post-Production Services             
                    

DuArt

Sound Design & Re-Recording Mixer                  
Ron Bochar

Dialogue Editor                 
                               
 
Sara Stern

Sound Effects Editor         
                                

Allan Zaleski

Sound Assistant Editor                 
                    

Sarah Streit

Sound Post-Production Services             
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