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A Search for Authorship in Perceiving China’s COVID-19 Lockdowns

by
San Zhang

Submitted to the Department of Architecture on May 1, 2023
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Master of Science in Architecture Studies 

ABSTRACT

Witnessing and attempting to comprehend China’s controversial response to COVID-19 over the 
past three years from a geographically distant yet culturally and emotionally intimate standpoint, 
I have grappled with multiple perspectives, sometimes as an insider, sometimes as an outsider, 
and most of the time as an impostor to both. As I continually query the incoherence of my posi-
tionality, I find myself in an obscure middle ground where my voice is filtered as inauthentic and 
unheeded. I ask myself: What should I do? What can I do? 

This project is an effort to give myself a voice in the process of figuring out the “middle 
ground”—a gradient of unsettled propositions stretching between cultural identities, negotiating 
with constructed collective memories, and discursively evolving over a three-year-long uncanny 
journey trying to perceive the COVID-19 lockdowns in China. By accepting the “middle ground” 
as a valid stance, I was able to devise a set of methods for navigating the complexity of materials 
gathered at various times and locations. In addition, utilizing architectural representation tools, 
I curated a collection of works that reproduce the research process and exhibit the processed 
information. 

This endeavor is not intended to rationalize pandemic control. Rather, it cultivates a ground for 
reflection that deconstructs a dichotomous perception of right or wrong, drawing attention to 
individual lived experiences that provide a nuanced interpretation of the COVID-19 pandemic as 
an international health emergency that affected everyone. Although somewhat fuzzy and uneasy, 
the “middle ground” position indicates the possibility that a personal desire to develop one’s 
authorship can lead to a means of making sense of a global crisis. 

Thesis Supervisor: Brent D. Ryan
Title: Associate Professor of Urban Design and Public Policy

Thesis Supervisor: Rosalyne Shieh
Title: Assistant Professor of Architecture
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If possible, please read the document in two-page spread format.
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project from the beginning. My gratitude also extends to Roi, my thesis prep 
advisor, for your constructive comments at the early stage of the project. I 
would also like to thank the Office of Graduate Education, staff at MIT library, 
administrative team at MIT Department of Architecture, and Committee on 
Graduate Programs for providing me with the resources and support to bring 
this project to fruition. Special thanks to the Rotch library for allowing me to 
showcase this project in the form of an exhibition. 

8



To the people who shared their stories with me, thank you for trusting me to 
reproduce and unfold your memories on paper. I am deeply grateful for your 
contributions. To my fellow classmates at MIT, thank you for your friendships, 
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my reviewers who have participated in my past presentations, thank you for 
your invaluable feedback. To my therapist, thank you for providing me with 
the necessary support to stabilize myself during this emotionally demanding 
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“My sole recourse lies in the potential of my own abilities to transform these memories, certain 
pains, certain losses into something that can be perused, allowing my soul to leave a lasting 
imprint.”  

— Shuang Xuetao, A Black Among the White  (translated by the author in English)

“我唯一能做的，可能就是使用自己这点手艺把这些记忆，某些痛苦，某些失去变成某种能读的东
西，留下一点心灵的轨迹。”

 

	
—— 双雪涛 《白色绵羊里的黑色绵羊》
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The project was motivated by a desire to discover authorship in 
expressing what I saw and heard during the three-year COVID-19 
lockdowns under the Zero-Covid policy in China, as well as a curiosity 
about the significance of daily life during a global crisis. It is a decision, 
to be honest with myself and genuine with all the feelings I’ve encoun-
tered along the way. This thesis, in my opinion, presents an opportuni-
ty and a novel approach for addressing a pressing global issue through 
individual action.

In the following chapters, I documented a journey of how I encoun-
tered, figured out, defined, and represented a “middle ground” po-
sition. I initially portrayed the middle ground position as a conflict 
among cultural identities I owned as a Chinese citizen living abroad. It 
places me in a position where I am neither an insider nor an outsider. 
As a result, I constantly questioned the veracity of my opinions as a 
second-person observer whose objectivity and subjectivity are both 
filtered to make them less convincing. Nonetheless, because of this 
uneasy stretching between the Chinese and American contexts, I was 
able to use my resources on both sides to delve into a vast and mul-
tidimensional quantity of materials concerning China’s controversial 
responses to COVID-19. Due to the difficulty of returning home over 
the past three years, the majority of resources and information come 
from second-hand sources such as the news media, social media, per-
sonal diaries, and interviews with friends, family, and strangers. In the 
process of conducting the research, I am cognizant of these materials’ 
essence as data that has been processed and organized by original 
authors prior to reaching my archive; consequently, I worked with 
these materials reflectively, recognizing that a great deal of perception 
regarding the lockdown in this project, from the viewpoint of the mid-
dle ground, has been inherently rooted in a layer of re-presentation. 
The initial images (some with dialogues) collected for the project are 
compiled into an image archive1, which will be presented as a video at 
the project’s final review.

1. The image archive can be 

found on page 34-39. See Fig. 

6 and Fig.7
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Additionally, the project attempts to define the middle ground position 
as a valid research method that can be used to negotiate and navigate 
between ideologies and constructed collective memories. As research 
materials arrived from a variety of sources, their ideologies and tones 
frequently competed with one another, leaving me overwhelmed by 
contradiction and confusion and making it even more difficult to find 
my voice among them. I kept asking: Should I choose a side? Does my 
voice even matter in this case? Navigating through such complexity is 
a significant challenge of this research project, generating an obliga-
tion to undertake a systematic reading for the purpose of reaching a 
conclusion that can be accepted by every kind of voice carrying weight 
in the materials. In such circumstances, the middle ground is a valid 
position to justify my endeavor to provide a nuanced reading of the 
materials, which entails accumulating materials and drawing inspira-
tion from various perspectives in order to reject a binomial reading of 
the lockdowns. In light of this, it may appear that the project will lean 
on outlining methodology rather than providing a solution to the top-
ic. Still, the necessary reflections for the advancement of research play 
a crucial role in this project, and they eventually become part of the 
research instruments. Self-reflection enables me to temporarily calm 
my fluctuating thoughts and emotions so that I can scrutinize what I’ve 
already digested. The process of determining and delineating such a 
position is transformed into a personal journey map2. 

I then zoomed in on my own experience and those of others to un-
derstand what the middle ground might look and feel like.  As I used 
myself as a research subject and method of inquiry, I started to make 
sense of the absurdity of perceiving enduring lockdowns.  When the 
world transitions from the pandemic to pandemic amnesia, we may 
all forget our memories of these events in one day and enable the 
state-generated grand narratives to influence how we wish to describe 
this period in history. But burrowing deeply into personal narratives 
and creating a space to exhibit them creates collective memories that 
belong to individual contributors who together depict a section of the 
pandemic in China.  

Deciding what should be redacted and exposed in this project reflects 
a constant negotiation with Internet censorship and self-censorship. 
In turn, architectural illustration techniques were employed to record 
these memories and narratives so that they could be partially dis-

2. The journey map can be 

found on page 30-31. See Fig. 2
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played on the chronological journey map and in illustrated folios that 
formed four themed collections.These collections establish a system 
for preserving individual narratives and a framework for analyzing 
events during COVID-19 lockdowns. They will continue to collect and 
preserve more individual narratives beyond the time frame of this 
thesis, curating a living archive that concentrates on individuals for the 
audience in both China and the United States to access, interpret, and 
recognize them. 

Despite the country’s rich historical heritage, many contemporary Chi-
nese phenomena might not have long-term historical continuity. Thus, 
the project’s discussion of pandemic control proportions its contem-
poraneity, despite similar conversations being essentially left to history 
when COVID-19 concluded politically in China in December 2022. Con-
sidering this project from a designer’s perspective, it is not to employ 
specific theoretical frameworks and reference materials to suggest a 
“better design intervention” for China but to collect detailed descrip-
tions and observations of daily life in such emergencies. As a result, 
this project can also serve as an experiment to evaluate whether the 
investigation of ordinary life experiences can aid in comprehending or 
informing potential future global crises. 

17
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From ancient to modern, pandemic control is by nature a spatial issue 
that could seldom be accurately portrayed in a single image. Since 
2019, China has followed the Zero-COVID policy3 for pandemic control, 
which relies on mass COVID-testing and regulation in physical move-
ment. The goal of completely eliminating the virus at all costs made 
China the only country in the world that mobilized over a billion peo-
ple to embark on rounds of ubiquitous lockdowns in 2022. Although 
the implementation of lockdowns was proven to protect many lives in 
Wuhan, where COVID-19 was first detected in China, they remained 
stagnant as the virus progressively mutated in the past three years. 
However, lockdowns turned to a sudden end when the Chinese gov-
ernment announced the termination of the Zero-COVID policy without 
anticipation in December 2022.  
 
Urban landscapes that were altered to aid in pandemic control were 
eliminated in a single night. COVID testing stations were canceled, 
centralized quarantine facilities were demolished, and digital screen-
ing apps were removed from the market. However, as many know, 
the pandemic has not yet ended. Individuals still suffer from COVID’s 
long-lasting symptoms, whose lives have been completely upended 
by COVID. The ravaged global economy suggests that it will take a long 
time to recover from Covid’s aftereffects. Even though COVID amnesia 
is rapidly approaching, there are still chances to engage in reflection 
and interrogation.

CO
N

TE
XT

3. In 2022, China entered the 

era of a Dynamic Zero-COVID 

policy, where the definition of 

Zero-COVID became flexibly 

defined by social factors. See 

Appendix. b. Item 18-19. 
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What is the middle ground? 

What is the middle ground? I believe it is a gradient of states that en-
compasses multiple dimensions and identities. It will fluctuate contin-
uously. On the one hand, it could be that I actively alternate between 
an etic account and an emic account4 when perceiving COVID-19 lock-
downs. On the other hand, it is a double exile from the origins of my 
cultural heritage in China and from my current place of residence in 
the United States. As I have long questioned the legitimacy of my posi-
tion and whether it deserves further investigation, it also manifests in 
the form of multifold solitude, causing the feeling of being an imposter 
unworthy of having a voice in a variety of circumstances.

The pandemic has exacerbated divisions and conflicts between groups 
of people with different ideologies to the extent that every event 
appears to create polarized opposing factions. The space between 
has shrunk and become increasingly devoid of voices. While tolerance 
for extreme ideologies increases, the elimination of the betweenness 
seems to plunge the world into an even greater state of insecurity. 
What if I discover that I do not identify with either side? Does the 
possession of multiple tones diminish the amplitude of my voice? Am 
I betraying my culture and country if I consider the pandemic precau-
tions critically? Will I get censored?

Delivering a project that depicts the difficulties of exploration of one-
self and making sense of the world necessitates a proper stance that 
justifies a perspective that empathizes all possible positions outside 
of a dichotomous scale. Perhaps by doing so, we can attain a measure 
of assurance regarding our individual existence. We are not required 
to choose a side, and doing so does not actually guarantee a better 
existence. By not requesting a fixed and stable position, this project is 
an attempt to partially resist the designer’s responsibility to deliver a 
finished product that is directly associated with a well-articulated de-
sign intention. Rather, it embraces the ambiguity one may experience 
when approaching the same topic from different perspectives – as a 
native, a stranger, a change agent, and a person who recognizes and 
documents. 

The process of this project recognizes the validity of such a position 
and values the dynamic perspective it contributes to the comprehen-

4.The etic account is from the 

point of view of an observer 

who is outside the culture or 

activity in question, whereas the 

emic account is produced from 

within a culture. See Lucas, 

Research Methods for Architec-

ture. P.10
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Self as a method

Can our existing knowledge systems and ways of thinking truly cor-
respond to the era and circumstances we find ourselves in? Can they 
solve the problems we face? These are concerns, or rather doubts, 
about the ability of our knowledge systems to resolve a variety of spe-
cific and daily encounterings, such as, what to eat today and what to 

Fig. 1. A diagram showing the gradient of possible middle ground positions.

sion of the complexity of the research topic. It exemplifies both the 
action taken to actively adopt this position and the action as a method 
for conducting deliberate research. It also addresses both the difficulty 
of approaching a contentious subject and the necessity of continually 
adjusting one’s perspective on the subject. In addition, it investigates 
how this middle ground influences the research methods and the 
tools, languages, and representations I employ when communicating 
the project to a distinct audience in both the United States and China 
contexts.
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5.Xiang and Wu, Self as Meth-

od. P. 78-79

do for a day working from home. The pandemic has, for the first time, 
made me aware of a significant disconnect between the self and reali-
ty. Yet to be able to bridge the gap, this project takes the self-searching 
process into account and incorporates self-authorship as a meth-
od to initiate the effort. This project integrates self-authorship as a 
means to initiate the effort to close the gap by taking into account the 
self-searching process.  Allowing constant reflection of one’s own and 
others’ voices also contributes to the formation of a middle ground. 

Xiang Biao, a social anthropologist, has summarized his experience in 
the academic world as a Chinese scholar who lives and works abroad, 
yet he has centered his topic on the Chinese context, which motivates 
him to delve deeply into an analysis of his own position in the world5 .   

“But you also brought up the identity of Chinese scholars, which to me is a huge, 

complicated question. And this makes me think of what we talked about before, 

which is the difference between my daily activities and my intellectual concerns. 

There are always tensions between my teaching, my students’ expectations of me on 

the one hand, and my own experiences of growing up and the things I am concerned 

about on the other. My participation in British politics is nonexistent, because I know 

little about the history, and how the current issues became issues. As for my engage-

ment with China, I also feel a certain distance, an estrangement. This is quite painful, 

and means that my life is not quite complete. But there are good things about it too 

because the tension brings me fresh perspectives. So what I should be doing now 

is creating a new transnational life world, but to date, this has not been entirely 

successful. The lack of success has something to do with my lack of confidence in 

the past few years, and a lack of clarity about my place in the world. If I’m not clear 

about that place, then I need recognition from the main-stream as compensation, 

which comes to feel like an obligation, which then becomes a worry. 

Whether Chinese scholars can make significant contributions to the world is not 

something we can plan for. The most important thing scholars should do is to make 

clear what questions they are concerned about, and what their positions are. I used 

to endorse the idea of a ‘Chinese scholarship’ or a ‘China school’ but now I think it is 

something that can’t be planned for. An important reason for this is that China’s rise 

occurred in an environment of globalization, which means that it’s quite far-fetched 

to try to make universal statements on the basis of China’s uniqueness. It would be 

better for China to explain her own problems clearly.” 
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Fig. 2. A journey map showing the research process
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China’s Timeline

Personal Timeline

Project Timeline

The Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention starts the first-level 
emergency response (the highest level).

Wuhan announced that the whole genome sequence of the virus was obtained. 

First confirmed case detected outside of China. 

Another  resident from Wuhan experienced similar symptoms, who was also considered 
the“first documented case” of 2019-nCoV virus (not confirmed by the officials)

The initial patient who succumbed to the outbreak 
began exhibiting symptoms and was the earliest 
reported case of "human-to-human infection."

A friend texted me saying, “Don’t come to Wuhan. There’s an unknown virus 
spreading here”. 

I returned to New York from a winter break back home. 

Jan 1, 2020

A resident from Wuhan exhibited symptoms of unexplained pneumonia. It was 
the first documented case of 2019-nCoV virus (not confirmed by the officials)

Dec 1, 2019

The number of verified cases worldwide surpassed 10,000.

Feb 1, 2020

The news in China started to primarily focus on reporting the pandemic in other 
countries such as Italy, the United States, and Iran.

Mar 5, 2020

The news media started to report on imported cases. 
Mar 6, 2020

Sixteen mobile cabin hospitals in Wuhan had closed 
down, signaling the end of the Wuhan lockdown. 

Mar 10, 2020

Italy imposed a national lockdown 
Mar 9, 2020

Public transportation had resumed operations in Wuhan, and indi-
viduals could leave the city by presenting a green Health Code.

Mar 24, 2020

People in Wuhan were allowed to collect the bone ashes of their 
loved ones, resulting in long queues at the funeral homes in Hankou.

Mar 26, 2020

Wuhan ended its 76-day lockdown, reopening travel services such as 
Wuhan Tianhe Airport and the train station for outbound travel.

Apr 8, 2020

China, Hong Kong, and Macau have reported 84,029 confirmed 
cases and 4,637 deaths. The statistical method was adjusted by the 
Chinese Health Commission for Hubei Province on February 20th to 
include suspected and imported cases.

May 15, 2020

China’s domestically produced vaccines have been deployed for use.

Jul, 2020

China’s domestically produced vaccines have been deployed for use.

Jul, 2020

First mobile cabin hospital completed in Wuhan. 

Feb 2, 2020

Diamond Princess quarantined at Tokyo Bay. 

Feb 5, 2020

 The National Health Commission temporarily named the virus as “Novel Coro-
navirus Pneumonia (NCP), with global confirmed cases reached over 36,000.

Feb 8, 2020

WHO announced an official name for 2019nCoV as COVID-19

Feb 11, 2020

The total number of confirmed cases in China reached 48,206. Asymptomatic individuals not included. 

Feb 13, 2020

The diary feature on Douban website has been restored.

Feb 20, 2020

Hubei Province has added the case numbers deducted on February 19th back to 
the confirmed cases, with a corrected total of 75,002 confirmed cases. 

Feb 22, 2020

Wuhan partially lifted the lockdown policy 

Feb 24, 2020

Mayor of San Francisco in California declared a state of emer-
gency, despite no confirmed cases among the city's residents.

Feb 26, 2020

WHO raised global COVID-19 risk to "very high" due to widespread transmis-
sion in multiple countries, including 4,351 cases outside China.

Feb 28, 2020

Dec 8, 2019

Dec 20, 2019

An official epidemiological investigation was conducted in the South China Seafood Market

Dec 29, 2019

The Wuhan Municipal Health Commission released an "Urgent Notice on 
the Treatment of Unknown Pneumonia”, requiring the medical institutions to 
follow up the treatment in a timely manner, while the training materials are 
kept strictly confidential. A few photos of the document were later exposed 
online and many of the original posters were admonished for publishing and 
causing rumors. 

Dec 30, 2019

The initial announcement on city-wide pandemic control was issued by 
the Wuhan Municipal Health Commission. Investigation had found 27 
cases, of which 7 cases were severe cases. The document also indicated 
that there was “no obvious human-to-human transmission”.

Dec 31, 2019

WHO announced the unknown pneumonia outbreak in Wuhan. 

Jan 5, 2019

Jan 9, 2019

Jan 13, 2019

Jan 15, 2019

The National Health Commission of the PRC 
started to update the virus statistics online daily 

Jan 21, 2019

Wuhan locked the city down  

Jan 23, 2019

Provincial governments across the country announced a mask mandate 
Jan 26, 2019

WHO announced that the coronavirus pandemic constituted a public health 
emergency of international concern.

Jan 30, 2019

A travel ban from China took effect, with a few 
confirmed cases in the United States.

Jan31, 2019

Confirmed cases accumulated to 4515 cases, with death toll reached 100 cases 

Jan 27, 2019

I started to work from home. 

Mar 16, 2020

A quarantine hotel in Quanzhou, 
Fujian, collapsed, resulting in 29 
fatalities and 42 injuries in the 
accident.

Mar 7, 2020

I experienced significant differences in 
lifestyle during quarantine between China 
and the United States. Even though New 
York State is under a stay-at-home order, 
many people still go out for walks and 
meet up with friends, which is almost 
impossible to do in China under similar 
circumstances.

Apr, 2020

Having more time due to working from 
home, I decided to use my spare time to 
prepare for graduate school applications.

Sep, 2020

I wrapped my applications to 
graduate school.

Dec, 2020

I wrapped my applications to 
graduate school.

Dec, 2020

Although the pandemic seemed to have temporar-
ily subsided, the memories of last year's Spring 
Festival have become a collective trauma. As the 
Spring Festival of 2021 approached, the enduring 
restrictions on travel due to the ongoing pandem-
ic prevented many people from returning home as 
they had hoped. Consequently, voices question-
ing the effectiveness of the prolonged stringent 
pandemic control began to emerge while many 
still believed that lockdown was the best solution. 
Nobody has foreseen the lockdown fatigue. 

Jan 10, 2021
I worked as a volunteer to organize infor-
mation for oversea Chinese residents 
across the world. 

May, 2020

As a foreigner, I know that I won’t be prior-
itized in treatment in any case because I 
am Chinese, so being sick almost has no 
solution except for trying to self-cure.   

May, 2020

I was on the verge of losing my job at that 
time, and due to my status as a foreigner, 
I couldn't apply for unemployment bene-
fits. On top of that, I was diagnosed with 
depression.   

Jun, 2020

I finally received a package from my par-
ents in China, and inside were masks and 
medication. I thought it was lost a long 
time ago.

Jul, 2020

New York resumed indoor dining, and I 
started seeing friends. At that time, 
although I didn't know how long the pan-
demic would last, I gradually accepted 
this new way of coexisting with the virus.

Jul, 2020

"I didn't realize that you were actually the 
one most deeply affected by the pandem-
ic," but when my mother said those words, 
neither of us knew that the lockdown 
policy in China for the next two years 
would surpass everyone's imagination.

Jun, 2020

The coffee shop downstairs was 
reopened, and I was hoping that 
each day would gradually get better.

Jun, 2020

"Whenever debates arise, I often find 
myself understanding everyone's positions 
completely. But perhaps it's a luxury, I 
want to reserve a rational, moderate, and 
objectively just corner for myself, where I 
don't want to live in the squeeze of differ-
ent stances."  

May 14, 2020, Weibo, Zhong Er Guai

Apr, 2020

I have contemplated the idea of returning 
to home. However, even if I were to return 
now, there is a possibility that I might be 
seen as intentionally bringing the virus 
back to China. 

My friends and I were praying for the 
reopening of New York by mid-May. We 
have been strictly adhering to the quaran-
tine measures similar to those in China, 
but by April, we started to feel physically 
and mentally exhausted, reaching our 
limits.
 

Apr, 2020

A quarantine hotel in Quanzhou, 
Fujian, collapsed, resulting in 29 
fatalities and 42 injuries in the 
accident.

Mar 7, 2020

The “Five Ones” Policy on flight 
restrictions was in order in China.

Mar 26, 2020

My mother's friend in Canada 
sent me a box of masks.

Mar, 2020

Schools across the world have 
suspended classes, leaving many 
young international students 
stranded abroad with significant 
difficulties in returning home.

Mar, 2020

The stay-at-home period began in New 
York.  The term "quarantine" was used 
instead of "lockdown." New York may 
be a city that will never close down. 

Mar 20, 2020

While the rest of the world is experienc-
ing a delayed wave of the pandemic, 
people within China are praising the 
country's effective lockdown measures 
on social media platforms and urging 
other nations to "copy their homework" 
regarding pandemic control.

Mar , 2020

The United States will be powerfully 
supporting those industries, like Air-
lines and others, that are particularly 
affected by the Chinese Virus. We will 
be stronger than ever before! 

Mar 16 , 2020, Twitter, Donald Trump

Jan 18, 2020

Jan 23, 2020

Jan 30, 2020

Feb, 2020

Feb, 2020

Feb 6-7, 2020

Jan 25, 2020, Spring Festival

The Chinese government announced the lockdown of Wuhan. I vaguely 
recalled that during the 2003 SARS outbreak, no place in China was ever 
locked down. I was somewhat surprised that a city with a population of 
eleven million could be quarantined, and I also found it hard to imagine what 
it would be like to stay at home for more than ten days without going out.

Is China's ability to implement 
large-scale lockdowns considered an 
"institutional advantage"? Other 
countries in the world may not be 
able to mobilize their population as 
China does.

“It has been five days since I last left the house, and I feel like I'm suffocating 
from being cooped up for so long.”

On the first day, people rushed to grab face masks; on the second day, it 
was rice; on the third day, alcohol became the target; on the fourth day, 
protective goggles were in demand; on the fifth day, UV lamps were being 
snatched up, on the sixth day, it was gloves, and now, on the seventh day, 
people are scrambling for oral herbal medicine. This year is indeed filled 
with unpredictability.

“Finally, it's a time when I can contribute to society by doing nothing and 
simply lying at home.”

“I am still persevering!  To persevere means victory!”

I decided to wear a mask for safety. At the time, almost all people wearing 
masks were Chinese. I felt as though the mask was a form of identification.

Feb 17, 2020

It is sad o see numerous news reports about female healthcare 
workers having to shave their heads for self-protection and many 
of them facing ill-fitting protective gear and lack of access to sani-
tary products. This highlights the fact that the needs of female 
healthcare professionals are often overlooked in the medical field.

Feb 7, 2020, Weibo, Qiu Chen Chong Zai

“People now are more cautious of misinformation than the virus 
itself. It is ordinary people who admonish their fellow people, and 
it includes both you and me.”

"If you feel that your country is not good, 
then go and contribute to its development. 
If you feel that the government is not good, 
then become a civil servant and work 
within the system, rather than blindly criti-
cizing, complaining, or escaping." If you 
radiate brightness, China will not be in 
darkness.

Will this make sense when I am older? 

For the first time, I strongly sense the gov-
ernment's surveillance and censorship over 
public opinion. As an ordinary individual, I 
feel like I am constantly being swayed by 
the currents of history and manipulated by 
public discourse. What is the truth, after 
all? Do we have the power to know the 
truth?

Feeling a sense of powerlessness as a Chi-
nese citizens even though I don't reside in 
China. 

I want to do something to help the others 
as much as possible, stand up for the 
vulnerable, and avoid becoming numb to 
the world's challenges. It is important to 
remain sensitive and attentive to the needs 
of others.

Is keeping records truly meaningful? Can 
we live better lives if we forget?

Just because it seems like we can't change 
anything, does that mean we should do 
nothing at all? Secondly, even if I do noth-
ing, does it mean I have lost the right to 
make judgments?

Feb, 2020

I was accused by a homeless person of spread-
ing the virus because I was wearing a mask. 

Feb, 2020

As I witnessed the outbreak in my homeland, I 
felt immense sorrow while also feeling power-
less to make a difference. Simultaneously, I 
watched the impending surge of the pandemic 
in the United States, all while experiencing 
discrimination myself. It was the first time I truly 
experienced the anguish of dual pain.

I coughed a few times while waiting for the subway, and a person next to me 
stepped right away as soon as they noticed I was Asian.

The “whistleblower,” Dr. Wenliang Li, died from COVID-19. He attempted 
to warn others about the unknown virus on Dec 30th, 2019 and was later 
admonished for sending the comments. He got punished for “rumor-mon-
gering” but was exonerated after his passing. 

His death was announced twice from Feb 6th to 7th with contradiction. 
During the confusion, more than 17 million people watched the live stream 
on social media for updates on his status. 

Can you comply with the police’s request? 
Do you understand what I'm saying?

“Always remember, never forget.”

“Before dawn, it gets colder and darker, but fortunately, I 
realize that others can also feel the coldness and darkness 
and that it's not just myself who is eagerly anticipating the 
advent of the day. Everything I learn in my life leads up to this 
moment.” - Xin Luo, a history professor at Peking University. 

“It is indeed disheartening to see even an 
ordinary person of simple kindness being 
implicated in illegal activities.” 

“Tonight is the coming-of-age ceremony for all citizens.”

Feb 6, 2020, Twitter, Jin Ding 

“Death toll of #2019nCoV is not only a number. 
Keep in mind how many Chinese are going through 
heartbreaking moments. People are experiencing a 
worldwide secondary trauma among all Chinese 
communities. Be Kind. Not everything has to be 
about the government or the party.”
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China’s Timeline

Personal Timeline

Project Timeline

Data and documents released by the govern-
ment / official institutions

Quotes, or text received from friends, or other 
people’s comments 

Questions 

Reflections 

Overheard stories from social media /Interviews  

Key turning points 

NEW YORK HOME - GUANGZHOU, CHINA BOSTON ?

The Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention starts the first-level 
emergency response (the highest level).

Wuhan announced that the whole genome sequence of the virus was obtained. 

First confirmed case detected outside of China. 

Another  resident from Wuhan experienced similar symptoms, who was also considered 
the“first documented case” of 2019-nCoV virus (not confirmed by the officials)

The initial patient who succumbed to the outbreak 
began exhibiting symptoms and was the earliest 
reported case of "human-to-human infection."

A friend texted me saying, “Don’t come to Wuhan. There’s an unknown virus 
spreading here”. 

I returned to New York from a winter break back home. 

Jan 1, 2020

A resident from Wuhan exhibited symptoms of unexplained pneumonia. It was 
the first documented case of 2019-nCoV virus (not confirmed by the officials)

Dec 1, 2019

The number of verified cases worldwide surpassed 10,000.

Feb 1, 2020

The news in China started to primarily focus on reporting the pandemic in other 
countries such as Italy, the United States, and Iran.

Mar 5, 2020

The news media started to report on imported cases. 
Mar 6, 2020

Sixteen mobile cabin hospitals in Wuhan had closed 
down, signaling the end of the Wuhan lockdown. 

Mar 10, 2020

Italy imposed a national lockdown 
Mar 9, 2020

Public transportation had resumed operations in Wuhan, and indi-
viduals could leave the city by presenting a green Health Code.

Mar 24, 2020

People in Wuhan were allowed to collect the bone ashes of their 
loved ones, resulting in long queues at the funeral homes in Hankou.

Mar 26, 2020

Wuhan ended its 76-day lockdown, reopening travel services such as 
Wuhan Tianhe Airport and the train station for outbound travel.

Apr 8, 2020

China, Hong Kong, and Macau have reported 84,029 confirmed 
cases and 4,637 deaths. The statistical method was adjusted by the 
Chinese Health Commission for Hubei Province on February 20th to 
include suspected and imported cases.

May 15, 2020

China’s domestically produced vaccines have been deployed for use.

Jul, 2020
As of the end of March, there were 180 confirmed cases.

Mar, 2021

Following a national notification, Shanghai implemented a city-wide, 
preventive level measures. Citizens were advised to avoid unnecessary 
travel. Those leaving Shanghai and returnees needed a negative PCT 
test result within 48 hours. 

Mar 12, 2022

Shanghai reported 8 new locally transmitted confirmed cases and 
366 asymptomatic cases. 

Mar 19, 2022

Shanghai had debunked rumors of a lockdown and clarified that 
they are not true. The city had confirmed 4 cases and reported 977 
asymptomatic infections.

Mar 22, 2022

Shanghai implemented a “static management” in Pudong but 
denied a city-wide lockdown. The measures were set to last for 
seven days.

Mar 28, 2022

Shanghai enforced 30-day city-wide static management, ordering 
COVID testing for all citizens. As of the day, there were 326 new 
local confirmed cases and 5,656 new asymptomatic cases. 

Mar 30, 2022

Shanghai created a system of graded zones, dividing residential 
communities into lockdown zone, control zone, and prevention 
zone in order to differentiate policies. This approach was set to 
become a national model for conducting lockdowns in 2022. 

Apr 11, 2022

There were 3,238 new local confirmed cases and 
21,582 new local asymptomatic cases. 

Many citizens have reported issues with the quality 
of free distributed food or not receiving it at all.

Apr 17, 2022

There were 2,736 confirmed cases and 
20,634 asymptomatic cases reported.

Apr 22, 2022

Beijing lockdown began.

Apr 22, 2022

After 37 days of lockdowns, Beijing has 
effectively brought the new confirmed 
cases number on the social level down to 
zero, and 8 districts in the city have suc-
cessfully achieved stability in eliminating 
community transmission. A total of 1,716 
cases were reported. 

May 28, 2022

According to the Shanghai Epidemic 
Prevention and Control press conference, 
the cumulative number of deaths in 
Shanghai is 190 cases (as of the 25th), 
with an average age of 82.52 years old.

Apr 26, 2022

According to the latest update, 
Shanghai recorded 788 new local 
confirmed cases and 7,084 new 
asymptomatic cases. 

May 1, 2022

As of the end of April, there were 328 confirmed cases.

Apr, 2021

As of the end of May, there were 319 confirmed cases.

May, 2021

As of the end of June, there were 459 confirmed cases.

Jun, 2021

As of the end of July, there were 971 confirmed cases.

Jul, 2021

As of the end of August, there were 1098 confirmed 

Aug, 2021

As of the end of September, there were 1013 confirmed 

Sep, 2021

As of the end of October, there were 814 confirmed cases.

Oct, 2021

As of the end of November, there were 790 confirmed cases.

Nov, 2021

As of the end of December, there were 2714  confirmed cases.-

Dec, 2021

Omicron outbroke in China

Dec, 2021

Beijing Winter Olympics 

Feb 4-20, 2022

Ruili, Yunnan, Cluster Outbreak

Mar, 2021

Liuan, Anhui, Cluster Outbreak

May, 2021

Ruili, Yunnan, Cluster Outbreak

Jul, 2021

Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region announced 
regional lockdown 

Jul 30, 2022

MidtermMar 22, 2022

Committee Meeting 

Mar 2, 2022

Committee Meeting 

Feb, 2022

Thesis Prep Final 

Dec, 2022Nov, 2022

Thesis Prep Midterm
Penultimate

Apr 27, 2022

Final Review

May 16, 2022

As of September 20th, Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous 
Region has reported a total of 5,460 local positive 
cases, including 153 confirmed cases and 5,307 
asymptomatic cases.

Sep 20, 2022

China released a new version of the "Notice on Fur-
ther Optimizing COVID-19 Prevention and Control 
Measures and Scientifically and Accurately Imple-
menting Prevention and Control Work," so-called 
the "New Twenty Measures."  It is considered a 
signal for a gradual relaxation of the Zero-Covid 
policy.  

Nov 11, 2022

Urumqi lifted the lockdown.

Nov 26, 2022

Beijing, Xinjiang, and Guangzhou held 
press conferences to interpret the content 
of the “New Twentry Measures”, empha-
sizing the gradual lifting of restrictions.

Nov 27, 2022

Guangzhou suddenly announced the 
lifting of lockdowns in all districts. 

Dec 1, 2022

China announced the implementation of "New Ten Measures." 
It marked China's turning away from the "Zero-COVID" policy, 
signaling a complete reverse of lockdowns across the nation.

On December 20th, the Chinese authorities explained the 
death count standard. Only cases where the virus directly leads 
to pneumonia and respiratory failure are classified as confirmed 
death cases in China. People who died from other diseases but 
also got tested positive for COVID-19 were not counted in. 

Confirm cases reached 41,699 in China, with death tolls at 5,241. 

Dec 7, 2022

Dec 20, 2022

China canceled mandatory quarantine for international travel-
ers and reopened borders. Effective January 8, 2023, COVID-19 
was reclassified to a lower disease category, which will no longer 
require government interference. 

Jan 8, 2023

From December 8 to January 12, nearly 60,000 COVID-related 
deaths were reported, while the official cumulative death toll 
since 2020 was previously reported to be just over 5,000.

Jan 16, 2023

The World Health Organization (WHO) has announced that 
the COVID-19 pandemic is no longer considered a "Public 
Health Emergency of International Concern."

May, 2023

Dec 23, 2022

Starting that day, the Health Commission of China stopped 
providing daily updates on its website. Previously, reports were 
available on the official website daily. 

Dec 25, 2022

Nanjing, Jiangsu, Cluster Outbreak

Jul, 2021

Guangzhou, Guangdong, Cluster Outbreak

May-Jun, 2021

First mobile cabin hospital completed in Wuhan. 

Feb 2, 2020

Diamond Princess quarantined at Tokyo Bay. 

Feb 5, 2020

 The National Health Commission temporarily named the virus as “Novel Coro-
navirus Pneumonia (NCP), with global confirmed cases reached over 36,000.

Feb 8, 2020

WHO announced an official name for 2019nCoV as COVID-19

Feb 11, 2020

The total number of confirmed cases in China reached 48,206. Asymptomatic individuals not included. 

Feb 13, 2020

The diary feature on Douban website has been restored.

Feb 20, 2020

Hubei Province has added the case numbers deducted on February 19th back to 
the confirmed cases, with a corrected total of 75,002 confirmed cases. 

Feb 22, 2020

Wuhan partially lifted the lockdown policy 

Feb 24, 2020

Mayor of San Francisco in California declared a state of emer-
gency, despite no confirmed cases among the city's residents.

Feb 26, 2020

WHO raised global COVID-19 risk to "very high" due to widespread transmis-
sion in multiple countries, including 4,351 cases outside China.

Feb 28, 2020

Dec 8, 2019

Dec 20, 2019

An official epidemiological investigation was conducted in the South China Seafood Market

Dec 29, 2019

The Wuhan Municipal Health Commission released an "Urgent Notice on 
the Treatment of Unknown Pneumonia”, requiring the medical institutions to 
follow up the treatment in a timely manner, while the training materials are 
kept strictly confidential. A few photos of the document were later exposed 
online and many of the original posters were admonished for publishing and 
causing rumors. 

Dec 30, 2019

The initial announcement on city-wide pandemic control was issued by 
the Wuhan Municipal Health Commission. Investigation had found 27 
cases, of which 7 cases were severe cases. The document also indicated 
that there was “no obvious human-to-human transmission”.

Dec 31, 2019

WHO announced the unknown pneumonia outbreak in Wuhan. 

Jan 5, 2019

Jan 9, 2019

Jan 13, 2019

Jan 15, 2019

The National Health Commission of the PRC 
started to update the virus statistics online daily 

Jan 21, 2019

Wuhan locked the city down  

Jan 23, 2019

Provincial governments across the country announced a mask mandate 
Jan 26, 2019

WHO announced that the coronavirus pandemic constituted a public health 
emergency of international concern.

Jan 30, 2019

A travel ban from China took effect, with a few 
confirmed cases in the United States.

Jan31, 2019

Confirmed cases accumulated to 4515 cases, with death toll reached 100 cases 

Jan 27, 2019

I started to work from home. 

Mar 16, 2020

A quarantine hotel in Quanzhou, 
Fujian, collapsed, resulting in 29 
fatalities and 42 injuries in the 
accident.

Mar 7, 2020

I experienced significant differences in 
lifestyle during quarantine between China 
and the United States. Even though New 
York State is under a stay-at-home order, 
many people still go out for walks and 
meet up with friends, which is almost 
impossible to do in China under similar 
circumstances.

Apr, 2020

Having more time due to working from 
home, I decided to use my spare time to 
prepare for graduate school applications.

Sep, 2020

I wrapped my applications to 
graduate school.

Dec, 2020

I got accepted by MIT. 

Mar 15, 2021

I discovered that the outbreak 
of the pandemic had created a 
delay in the student visa system 
in the United States, so it 
became necessary for me to 
return home and transfer my 
visa. 

Prior to boarding the flight back to China, there 
were numerous procedures that needed to be 
completed to comply with the pandemic preven-
tion and control measures.In accordance with 
the requirements set by the airline, I underwent 
a PCR COVID-19 testing at a cost of nearly 
$300. Following that, I had to gather and 
submit various documents to obtain the neces-
sary registration clearance. 

I started my 14-day hotel quarantine.

During the hotel quarantine, I was required to 
take body temperature twice daily, and a 
COVID-19 PCR test was conducted every three 
days. All these procedures were carried out 
right at the doorstep of my room. The hotel 
staff tirelessly assisted with all my daily needs. 

After staying at a quarantined hotel 
for 14 days and living on delivery 
services for groceries, I started to real-
ize how the lockdown and quarantine 
cost a whole urban infrastructural 
network to keep it running. Many 
people were working on these jobs to 
make a living, while their labors were 
invisible to the grand narratives. 

There was a cluster outbreak in my hometown. 
My friends were locked up in their communities. 
They told me the distributed groceries were not 
fresh, and it’s hard to get food as everything 
was shut down. 

I was discharged from the hotel. 

Upon my arrival, my mother promptly 
received a communication from the neigh-
borhood committee, stating that I was 
required to undergo COVID testing on the 
second and seventh day of my self-isolation 
in order to obtain a green health code. This 
additional testing was mandated as part of 
the post-quarantine protocol.

After the cluster outbreak, the willingness of 
residents to get vaccinated has surged, leading 
to long queues at multiple vaccination centers.Mar 21, 2021

Apr, 2021

May 11, 2021

May , 2021 Jun , 2021

When I went to Beijing to apply for a visa, I 
noticed that very few people were wearing 
masks. Additionally, they said it was necessary 
to report my travel history with my hotel, so I 
provided the specific details. However, it seems 
that even the community committee and the 
responsible street office were not clear about 
what they were supposed to do.

Jun , 2021

I flew to Boston to start my first in person semes-
ter at the graduate school. 

Sep , 2021

As China enters  the third year of the pandemic, 
everyone is exhausted, and people’s attention is 
lagging behind. Not all requests for help can be 
promptly shared, and more and more voices are 
being drowned out. The interpretation of pandemic 
policies continues to escalate, and as long as they 
can be taken to the extreme, there is no reason for 
not doing so. Any regulations, rules, or even other 
diseases have to make way for COVID-19, which is 
the focus of the entire society, and it must take priori-
ty. Any personal situation, even if it may be more 
urgent and severe than COVID-19, will have to be 
sacrificed and pushed back because it is considered 
a secondary need.

Jan , 2022

May , 2021

May , 2021

May , 2021

May , 2021

The community workers came to check the 
Health Code door by door, and upon knowing 
that I had just returned from the United States, 
they were so frightened that they quickly took a 
few steps back.

May , 2021

After experiencing two distinct types of quaran-
tine in New York and China, I ultimately felt the 
urge to document my experiences. I started 
reorganizing the materials I used for returning 
to China from overseas and saved necessary 
photos and documents of this trip.

May , 2021

Although the pandemic seemed to have temporar-
ily subsided, the memories of last year's Spring 
Festival have become a collective trauma. As the 
Spring Festival of 2021 approached, the enduring 
restrictions on travel due to the ongoing pandem-
ic prevented many people from returning home as 
they had hoped. Consequently, voices question-
ing the effectiveness of the prolonged stringent 
pandemic control began to emerge while many 
still believed that lockdown was the best solution. 
Nobody has foreseen the lockdown fatigue. 

Jan 10, 2021
I worked as a volunteer to organize infor-
mation for oversea Chinese residents 
across the world. 

May, 2020

As a foreigner, I know that I won’t be prior-
itized in treatment in any case because I 
am Chinese, so being sick almost has no 
solution except for trying to self-cure.   

May, 2020

I was on the verge of losing my job at that 
time, and due to my status as a foreigner, 
I couldn't apply for unemployment bene-
fits. On top of that, I was diagnosed with 
depression.   

Jun, 2020

I finally received a package from my par-
ents in China, and inside were masks and 
medication. I thought it was lost a long 
time ago.

Jul, 2020

New York resumed indoor dining, and I 
started seeing friends. At that time, 
although I didn't know how long the pan-
demic would last, I gradually accepted 
this new way of coexisting with the virus.

Jul, 2020

"I didn't realize that you were actually the 
one most deeply affected by the pandem-
ic," but when my mother said those words, 
neither of us knew that the lockdown 
policy in China for the next two years 
would surpass everyone's imagination.

Jun, 2020

The coffee shop downstairs was 
reopened, and I was hoping that 
each day would gradually get better.

Jun, 2020

"Whenever debates arise, I often find 
myself understanding everyone's positions 
completely. But perhaps it's a luxury, I 
want to reserve a rational, moderate, and 
objectively just corner for myself, where I 
don't want to live in the squeeze of differ-
ent stances."  

May 14, 2020, Weibo, Zhong Er Guai

Apr, 2020

I have contemplated the idea of returning 
to home. However, even if I were to return 
now, there is a possibility that I might be 
seen as intentionally bringing the virus 
back to China. 

My friends and I were praying for the 
reopening of New York by mid-May. We 
have been strictly adhering to the quaran-
tine measures similar to those in China, 
but by April, we started to feel physically 
and mentally exhausted, reaching our 
limits.
 

Apr, 2020

A quarantine hotel in Quanzhou, 
Fujian, collapsed, resulting in 29 
fatalities and 42 injuries in the 
accident.

Mar 7, 2020

The “Five Ones” Policy on flight 
restrictions was in order in China.

Mar 26, 2020

My mother's friend in Canada 
sent me a box of masks.

Mar, 2020

Schools across the world have 
suspended classes, leaving many 
young international students 
stranded abroad with significant 
difficulties in returning home.

Mar, 2020

The stay-at-home period began in New 
York.  The term "quarantine" was used 
instead of "lockdown." New York may 
be a city that will never close down. 

Mar 20, 2020

While the rest of the world is experienc-
ing a delayed wave of the pandemic, 
people within China are praising the 
country's effective lockdown measures 
on social media platforms and urging 
other nations to "copy their homework" 
regarding pandemic control.

Mar , 2020

The United States will be powerfully 
supporting those industries, like Air-
lines and others, that are particularly 
affected by the Chinese Virus. We will 
be stronger than ever before! 

Mar 16 , 2020, Twitter, Donald Trump

Jan 18, 2020

Jan 23, 2020

Jan 30, 2020

Feb, 2020

Feb, 2020

Feb 6-7, 2020

Jan 25, 2020, Spring Festival

The Chinese government announced the lockdown of Wuhan. I vaguely 
recalled that during the 2003 SARS outbreak, no place in China was ever 
locked down. I was somewhat surprised that a city with a population of 
eleven million could be quarantined, and I also found it hard to imagine what 
it would be like to stay at home for more than ten days without going out.

Is China's ability to implement 
large-scale lockdowns considered an 
"institutional advantage"? Other 
countries in the world may not be 
able to mobilize their population as 
China does.

“It has been five days since I last left the house, and I feel like I'm suffocating 
from being cooped up for so long.”

On the first day, people rushed to grab face masks; on the second day, it 
was rice; on the third day, alcohol became the target; on the fourth day, 
protective goggles were in demand; on the fifth day, UV lamps were being 
snatched up, on the sixth day, it was gloves, and now, on the seventh day, 
people are scrambling for oral herbal medicine. This year is indeed filled 
with unpredictability.

“Finally, it's a time when I can contribute to society by doing nothing and 
simply lying at home.”

“I am still persevering!  To persevere means victory!”

I decided to wear a mask for safety. At the time, almost all people wearing 
masks were Chinese. I felt as though the mask was a form of identification.

Feb 17, 2020

It is sad o see numerous news reports about female healthcare 
workers having to shave their heads for self-protection and many 
of them facing ill-fitting protective gear and lack of access to sani-
tary products. This highlights the fact that the needs of female 
healthcare professionals are often overlooked in the medical field.

Feb 7, 2020, Weibo, Qiu Chen Chong Zai

“People now are more cautious of misinformation than the virus 
itself. It is ordinary people who admonish their fellow people, and 
it includes both you and me.”

"If you feel that your country is not good, 
then go and contribute to its development. 
If you feel that the government is not good, 
then become a civil servant and work 
within the system, rather than blindly criti-
cizing, complaining, or escaping." If you 
radiate brightness, China will not be in 
darkness.

Will this make sense when I am older? 

For the first time, I strongly sense the gov-
ernment's surveillance and censorship over 
public opinion. As an ordinary individual, I 
feel like I am constantly being swayed by 
the currents of history and manipulated by 
public discourse. What is the truth, after 
all? Do we have the power to know the 
truth?

Feeling a sense of powerlessness as a Chi-
nese citizens even though I don't reside in 
China. 

I want to do something to help the others 
as much as possible, stand up for the 
vulnerable, and avoid becoming numb to 
the world's challenges. It is important to 
remain sensitive and attentive to the needs 
of others.

Is keeping records truly meaningful? Can 
we live better lives if we forget?

Just because it seems like we can't change 
anything, does that mean we should do 
nothing at all? Secondly, even if I do noth-
ing, does it mean I have lost the right to 
make judgments?

Feb, 2020

I was accused by a homeless person of spread-
ing the virus because I was wearing a mask. 

Feb, 2020

As I witnessed the outbreak in my homeland, I 
felt immense sorrow while also feeling power-
less to make a difference. Simultaneously, I 
watched the impending surge of the pandemic 
in the United States, all while experiencing 
discrimination myself. It was the first time I truly 
experienced the anguish of dual pain.

I coughed a few times while waiting for the subway, and a person next to me 
stepped right away as soon as they noticed I was Asian.

The “whistleblower,” Dr. Wenliang Li, died from COVID-19. He attempted 
to warn others about the unknown virus on Dec 30th, 2019 and was later 
admonished for sending the comments. He got punished for “rumor-mon-
gering” but was exonerated after his passing. 

His death was announced twice from Feb 6th to 7th with contradiction. 
During the confusion, more than 17 million people watched the live stream 
on social media for updates on his status. 

Can you comply with the police’s request? 
Do you understand what I'm saying? Dec, 2022

Almost all of my friends and family 
have been tested positive in the past 
month.  It seems that Chinese people 
have only recently encountered 
COVID-19 after a three-year interval.

Jan 8, 2022

The COVID-19 pandemic may have 
ended in political terms, but from a 
public health standpoint, the pandem-
ic is far from over.

Sep 18, 2022

A bus rollover accident occurred while 
transporting COVID close-contact 
people in Guiyang, Guizhou, resulting 
in the death of 27 individuals and inju-
ries to 20 others. The incident took 
place during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
when China implemented a dynamic 
Zero-COVIDpolicy. One day prior to 
the incident, Guiyang City just 
announced its determination to "fight 
and achieve complete clearance of the 
virus in society."

Why was there a decision to fully lift policies with-
out being adequately prepared? Or, to put it differ-
ently, why, after three years, are we still not pre-
pared? Why did we choose an extremely strict 
approach for lockdown measures and then opt for 
an extremely loose approach for reopening?

Why don't countries have the option to choose a relatively dynamic pandem-
ic control model, such as adapting policies based on the characteristics of 
the virus variants?

Is pandemic prevention policy more important than the country's traffic 
safety regulations? or fire safety regulations? 

Why can't timely adjustments be made to target different strains 
when the majority of cases are asymptomatic? In situations 
where the viral load is low and there are more cases with mild or 
no symptoms, why is it necessary to go to extreme measures to 
achieve zero COVID?"

Will our suffering be less when we are outside the country? Will 
the widespread sorrow on the internet flow into real life through 
the network cables? How can we find answers to the pain we feel 
for a place we deeply love?"

"At the beginning of the pandemic, it felt like we were willing to 
temporarily sacrifice our dignity, property, pets, and even homes 
for the 'greater good.' But now, it feels like everything can be 
taken away."

Is it really reasonable to have such a long lockdown?"

Treating every social event caused by pandemic precau-
tions as isolated incidents makes it impossible to reflect 
on the overall policy. We cannot regard them as mere 
random occurrences.

Is it truly possible for us to return to the pre-pan-
demic state that we often refer to? Regardless of 
what lies ahead or how we may try to forget the 
pandemic, we can no longer return to the life we 
had before it.

The voices from the opposing side are not always harsh; it's also possible 
that they are disguised as other voices blending in with us. They could even 
originate from our self-censorship. 

"It’s safe to stay home and not go anywhere". 

“When you come back from overseas, no one will consider 
you as a ‘safe’ person. ”

People in marginalized regions in China 
not only may lack resources to cope with 
lockdown but also have fewer presence on 
social media platforms compared to 
major cities like Beijing and Shanghai. We 
pay so much attention to the COVID-19 
situation in Shanghai and Beijing because 
they got exposed the most. 

If everything goes as usual, people will soon forget about COVID-19. 
New policies will be formulated immediately to regulate how COVID-19 
should be discussed in the future. Certain things will be deemed unac-
ceptable to say. Regarding evaluating China's pandemic policies in rela-
tion to COVID-19, the government already has an answer.

Does fiercely opposing something constitute a critical perspective?

Is being fully one-sided ever a value?

Why, after two years, has there been no change? There was 
clearly more time available to make better adjustments.

 What is safe? What is not safe? Who has the right to define that I am 
not safe? It seems like I also don’t have control over my personal status.  

Is it possible, at one point, that the world can come together in solidarity 
and create a global coordination? 

If I want to write a thesis on the lockdown experiences, what should I 
write about?

“Everyone is eager to forget and move on, so when you go against the grain, it's natural to 
feel exhausted.”

Why am I interested in these matters? What exactly do I want to say?

Why do I feel a sense of responsibility, as if I must say something?

How should the infrastructure estab-
lished in response to COVID-19 be 
dismantled or repurposed afterwards?

Can I only write about my own experi-
ences in my thesis? Would it appear 
selfish if I focus only on myself?

Do they really have opinions? Why are they so confident in expressing themselves?

Most Chinese artists in the United States, when discussing China, tend to 
approach it with criticism and engage in political discourse. It seems that 
unless they adopt such a stance, their views are considered insignificant and 
unlikely to gain less attention from others.

"Information on how to safely 
conduct gatherings is gradually 
appearing online. Having lived 
for more than twenty years, it is 
the first time I am learning 
about this kind of knowledge. It 
is unprecedented and new to my 
generation because these things 
did not exist in our lives before. 
And now, it seems that they 
have become possible."

“Always remember, never forget.”

“Before dawn, it gets colder and darker, but fortunately, I 
realize that others can also feel the coldness and darkness 
and that it's not just myself who is eagerly anticipating the 
advent of the day. Everything I learn in my life leads up to this 
moment.” - Xin Luo, a history professor at Peking University. 

“It is indeed disheartening to see even an 
ordinary person of simple kindness being 
implicated in illegal activities.” 

“Tonight is the coming-of-age ceremony for all citizens.”

Feb 6, 2020, Twitter, Jin Ding 

“Death toll of #2019nCoV is not only a number. 
Keep in mind how many Chinese are going through 
heartbreaking moments. People are experiencing a 
worldwide secondary trauma among all Chinese 
communities. Be Kind. Not everything has to be 
about the government or the party.”

Nov 24, 2022

A fire broke out in the Jinxiang Yuan resi-
dential compound in Tianshan District, 
Urumqi, resulting in 10 deaths and 9 inju-
ries. Some members of the public believe 
that the strict measures implemented 
during the COVID-19 lockdown hindered 
rescue efforts, preventing residents from 
escaping. This fire ignited controversy in 
mainland China and became a catalyst 
for the later protests. 

Nov , 2022

The enduring repression of the Lockdown 
ended with protests across multiple cities 
in China in the last week of November, 
calling for an end to the zero-Covid policy. 
A4 revolution marks a milestone of a 
recalled, collective action growing under 
Lockdown.  

"People have a common message. They 
know what they want to express, and the 
authorities know, too, so people don't 
need to say anything. If you hold a blank 
sheet, then everyone knows what you 
mean".

Nov 27, 2022

I am shocked by the occurrence of the 
White Paper Revolution in China. Howev-
er, I am also happy that it can happen 
here. This is a social event that our genera-
tion has never experienced before, and it 
feels like our voices are finally seeking a 
way to be heard.

Oct 26, 2022

My grandfather inexplicably received 
a yellow health code because of the 
algorithm mistake and was required to 
go out for COVID testing. As an elder-
ly person who hasn't been out for three 
years, the constant contact with medi-
cal workers and other community work-
ers who come to his door everyday 
only increases his risk of infection. It all 
seems very ridiculous. I feel that I 
should document it regardless of the 
circumstances.

Oct 13, 2022

A citizen put up Pro-democracy ban-
ners in Beijing right before the opening 
of the 20th congress, calling for the 
end of the zero-Covid policy and the 
step down of Xi Jinping's regime. Police 
arrested him, and related images were 
completely censored from the Internet.

Citizens both in China and overseas 
then came together and echoed the 
message in the forms of posters, ban-
ners, comics, and illustrations, and it 
was considered the first round of revo-
lution for the spontaneous protest 
against the lockdown policy. 

Life not zero-Covid policy,
Reform not regression
Freedom not lockdown,
Elections not dictatorship
Dignity not lies
Citizens not slave

The cost of airfare for returning 
to my home country is remark-
ably high. And there is the 
uncertainty of potential cancel-
lations or sudden suspension of 
these flights. 

There will be a mandatory 
14-day hotel quarantine upon 
returning to my home country, 
followed by an additional 7-day 
period of self-isolation at 
home. The prospect of undergo-
ing these measures has instilled 
some fear within me.
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China’s Timeline

Personal Timeline

Project Timeline

Data and documents released by the govern-
ment / official institutions

Quotes, or text received from friends, or other 
people’s comments 

Questions 

Reflections 

Overheard stories from social media /Interviews  

Key turning points 

NEW YORK HOME - GUANGZHOU, CHINA BOSTON ?

The Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention starts the first-level 
emergency response (the highest level).

Wuhan announced that the whole genome sequence of the virus was obtained. 

First confirmed case detected outside of China. 

Another  resident from Wuhan experienced similar symptoms, who was also considered 
the“first documented case” of 2019-nCoV virus (not confirmed by the officials)

The initial patient who succumbed to the outbreak 
began exhibiting symptoms and was the earliest 
reported case of "human-to-human infection."

A friend texted me saying, “Don’t come to Wuhan. There’s an unknown virus 
spreading here”. 

I returned to New York from a winter break back home. 

Jan 1, 2020

A resident from Wuhan exhibited symptoms of unexplained pneumonia. It was 
the first documented case of 2019-nCoV virus (not confirmed by the officials)

Dec 1, 2019

The number of verified cases worldwide surpassed 10,000.

Feb 1, 2020

The news in China started to primarily focus on reporting the pandemic in other 
countries such as Italy, the United States, and Iran.

Mar 5, 2020

The news media started to report on imported cases. 
Mar 6, 2020

Sixteen mobile cabin hospitals in Wuhan had closed 
down, signaling the end of the Wuhan lockdown. 

Mar 10, 2020

Italy imposed a national lockdown 
Mar 9, 2020

Public transportation had resumed operations in Wuhan, and indi-
viduals could leave the city by presenting a green Health Code.

Mar 24, 2020

People in Wuhan were allowed to collect the bone ashes of their 
loved ones, resulting in long queues at the funeral homes in Hankou.

Mar 26, 2020

Wuhan ended its 76-day lockdown, reopening travel services such as 
Wuhan Tianhe Airport and the train station for outbound travel.

Apr 8, 2020

China, Hong Kong, and Macau have reported 84,029 confirmed 
cases and 4,637 deaths. The statistical method was adjusted by the 
Chinese Health Commission for Hubei Province on February 20th to 
include suspected and imported cases.

May 15, 2020

China’s domestically produced vaccines have been deployed for use.

Jul, 2020
As of the end of March, there were 180 confirmed cases.

Mar, 2021

Following a national notification, Shanghai implemented a city-wide, 
preventive level measures. Citizens were advised to avoid unnecessary 
travel. Those leaving Shanghai and returnees needed a negative PCT 
test result within 48 hours. 

Mar 12, 2022

Shanghai reported 8 new locally transmitted confirmed cases and 
366 asymptomatic cases. 

Mar 19, 2022

Shanghai had debunked rumors of a lockdown and clarified that 
they are not true. The city had confirmed 4 cases and reported 977 
asymptomatic infections.

Mar 22, 2022

Shanghai implemented a “static management” in Pudong but 
denied a city-wide lockdown. The measures were set to last for 
seven days.

Mar 28, 2022

Shanghai enforced 30-day city-wide static management, ordering 
COVID testing for all citizens. As of the day, there were 326 new 
local confirmed cases and 5,656 new asymptomatic cases. 

Mar 30, 2022

Shanghai created a system of graded zones, dividing residential 
communities into lockdown zone, control zone, and prevention 
zone in order to differentiate policies. This approach was set to 
become a national model for conducting lockdowns in 2022. 

Apr 11, 2022

There were 3,238 new local confirmed cases and 
21,582 new local asymptomatic cases. 

Many citizens have reported issues with the quality 
of free distributed food or not receiving it at all.

Apr 17, 2022

There were 2,736 confirmed cases and 
20,634 asymptomatic cases reported.

Apr 22, 2022

Beijing lockdown began.

Apr 22, 2022

After 37 days of lockdowns, Beijing has 
effectively brought the new confirmed 
cases number on the social level down to 
zero, and 8 districts in the city have suc-
cessfully achieved stability in eliminating 
community transmission. A total of 1,716 
cases were reported. 

May 28, 2022

According to the Shanghai Epidemic 
Prevention and Control press conference, 
the cumulative number of deaths in 
Shanghai is 190 cases (as of the 25th), 
with an average age of 82.52 years old.

Apr 26, 2022

According to the latest update, 
Shanghai recorded 788 new local 
confirmed cases and 7,084 new 
asymptomatic cases. 

May 1, 2022

As of the end of April, there were 328 confirmed cases.

Apr, 2021

As of the end of May, there were 319 confirmed cases.

May, 2021

As of the end of June, there were 459 confirmed cases.

Jun, 2021

As of the end of July, there were 971 confirmed cases.

Jul, 2021

As of the end of August, there were 1098 confirmed 

Aug, 2021

As of the end of September, there were 1013 confirmed 

Sep, 2021

As of the end of October, there were 814 confirmed cases.

Oct, 2021

As of the end of November, there were 790 confirmed cases.

Nov, 2021

As of the end of December, there were 2714  confirmed cases.-

Dec, 2021

Omicron outbroke in China

Dec, 2021

Beijing Winter Olympics 

Feb 4-20, 2022

Ruili, Yunnan, Cluster Outbreak

Mar, 2021

Liuan, Anhui, Cluster Outbreak

May, 2021

Ruili, Yunnan, Cluster Outbreak

Jul, 2021

Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region announced 
regional lockdown 

Jul 30, 2022

MidtermMar 22, 2022

Committee Meeting 

Mar 2, 2022

Committee Meeting 

Feb, 2022

Thesis Prep Final 

Dec, 2022Nov, 2022

Thesis Prep Midterm
Penultimate

Apr 27, 2022

Final Review

May 16, 2022

As of September 20th, Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous 
Region has reported a total of 5,460 local positive 
cases, including 153 confirmed cases and 5,307 
asymptomatic cases.

Sep 20, 2022

China released a new version of the "Notice on Fur-
ther Optimizing COVID-19 Prevention and Control 
Measures and Scientifically and Accurately Imple-
menting Prevention and Control Work," so-called 
the "New Twenty Measures."  It is considered a 
signal for a gradual relaxation of the Zero-Covid 
policy.  

Nov 11, 2022

Urumqi lifted the lockdown.

Nov 26, 2022

Beijing, Xinjiang, and Guangzhou held 
press conferences to interpret the content 
of the “New Twentry Measures”, empha-
sizing the gradual lifting of restrictions.

Nov 27, 2022

Guangzhou suddenly announced the 
lifting of lockdowns in all districts. 

Dec 1, 2022

China announced the implementation of "New Ten Measures." 
It marked China's turning away from the "Zero-COVID" policy, 
signaling a complete reverse of lockdowns across the nation.

On December 20th, the Chinese authorities explained the 
death count standard. Only cases where the virus directly leads 
to pneumonia and respiratory failure are classified as confirmed 
death cases in China. People who died from other diseases but 
also got tested positive for COVID-19 were not counted in. 

Confirm cases reached 41,699 in China, with death tolls at 5,241. 

Dec 7, 2022

Dec 20, 2022

China canceled mandatory quarantine for international travel-
ers and reopened borders. Effective January 8, 2023, COVID-19 
was reclassified to a lower disease category, which will no longer 
require government interference. 

Jan 8, 2023

From December 8 to January 12, nearly 60,000 COVID-related 
deaths were reported, while the official cumulative death toll 
since 2020 was previously reported to be just over 5,000.

Jan 16, 2023

The World Health Organization (WHO) has announced that 
the COVID-19 pandemic is no longer considered a "Public 
Health Emergency of International Concern."

May, 2023

Dec 23, 2022

Starting that day, the Health Commission of China stopped 
providing daily updates on its website. Previously, reports were 
available on the official website daily. 

Dec 25, 2022

Nanjing, Jiangsu, Cluster Outbreak

Jul, 2021

Guangzhou, Guangdong, Cluster Outbreak

May-Jun, 2021

First mobile cabin hospital completed in Wuhan. 

Feb 2, 2020

Diamond Princess quarantined at Tokyo Bay. 

Feb 5, 2020

 The National Health Commission temporarily named the virus as “Novel Coro-
navirus Pneumonia (NCP), with global confirmed cases reached over 36,000.

Feb 8, 2020

WHO announced an official name for 2019nCoV as COVID-19

Feb 11, 2020

The total number of confirmed cases in China reached 48,206. Asymptomatic individuals not included. 

Feb 13, 2020

The diary feature on Douban website has been restored.

Feb 20, 2020

Hubei Province has added the case numbers deducted on February 19th back to 
the confirmed cases, with a corrected total of 75,002 confirmed cases. 

Feb 22, 2020

Wuhan partially lifted the lockdown policy 

Feb 24, 2020

Mayor of San Francisco in California declared a state of emer-
gency, despite no confirmed cases among the city's residents.

Feb 26, 2020

WHO raised global COVID-19 risk to "very high" due to widespread transmis-
sion in multiple countries, including 4,351 cases outside China.

Feb 28, 2020

Dec 8, 2019

Dec 20, 2019

An official epidemiological investigation was conducted in the South China Seafood Market

Dec 29, 2019

The Wuhan Municipal Health Commission released an "Urgent Notice on 
the Treatment of Unknown Pneumonia”, requiring the medical institutions to 
follow up the treatment in a timely manner, while the training materials are 
kept strictly confidential. A few photos of the document were later exposed 
online and many of the original posters were admonished for publishing and 
causing rumors. 

Dec 30, 2019

The initial announcement on city-wide pandemic control was issued by 
the Wuhan Municipal Health Commission. Investigation had found 27 
cases, of which 7 cases were severe cases. The document also indicated 
that there was “no obvious human-to-human transmission”.

Dec 31, 2019

WHO announced the unknown pneumonia outbreak in Wuhan. 

Jan 5, 2019

Jan 9, 2019

Jan 13, 2019

Jan 15, 2019

The National Health Commission of the PRC 
started to update the virus statistics online daily 

Jan 21, 2019

Wuhan locked the city down  

Jan 23, 2019

Provincial governments across the country announced a mask mandate 
Jan 26, 2019

WHO announced that the coronavirus pandemic constituted a public health 
emergency of international concern.

Jan 30, 2019

A travel ban from China took effect, with a few 
confirmed cases in the United States.

Jan31, 2019

Confirmed cases accumulated to 4515 cases, with death toll reached 100 cases 

Jan 27, 2019

I started to work from home. 

Mar 16, 2020

A quarantine hotel in Quanzhou, 
Fujian, collapsed, resulting in 29 
fatalities and 42 injuries in the 
accident.

Mar 7, 2020

I experienced significant differences in 
lifestyle during quarantine between China 
and the United States. Even though New 
York State is under a stay-at-home order, 
many people still go out for walks and 
meet up with friends, which is almost 
impossible to do in China under similar 
circumstances.

Apr, 2020

Having more time due to working from 
home, I decided to use my spare time to 
prepare for graduate school applications.

Sep, 2020

I wrapped my applications to 
graduate school.

Dec, 2020

I got accepted by MIT. 

Mar 15, 2021

I discovered that the outbreak 
of the pandemic had created a 
delay in the student visa system 
in the United States, so it 
became necessary for me to 
return home and transfer my 
visa. 

Prior to boarding the flight back to China, there 
were numerous procedures that needed to be 
completed to comply with the pandemic preven-
tion and control measures.In accordance with 
the requirements set by the airline, I underwent 
a PCR COVID-19 testing at a cost of nearly 
$300. Following that, I had to gather and 
submit various documents to obtain the neces-
sary registration clearance. 

I started my 14-day hotel quarantine.

During the hotel quarantine, I was required to 
take body temperature twice daily, and a 
COVID-19 PCR test was conducted every three 
days. All these procedures were carried out 
right at the doorstep of my room. The hotel 
staff tirelessly assisted with all my daily needs. 

After staying at a quarantined hotel 
for 14 days and living on delivery 
services for groceries, I started to real-
ize how the lockdown and quarantine 
cost a whole urban infrastructural 
network to keep it running. Many 
people were working on these jobs to 
make a living, while their labors were 
invisible to the grand narratives. 

There was a cluster outbreak in my hometown. 
My friends were locked up in their communities. 
They told me the distributed groceries were not 
fresh, and it’s hard to get food as everything 
was shut down. 

I was discharged from the hotel. 

Upon my arrival, my mother promptly 
received a communication from the neigh-
borhood committee, stating that I was 
required to undergo COVID testing on the 
second and seventh day of my self-isolation 
in order to obtain a green health code. This 
additional testing was mandated as part of 
the post-quarantine protocol.

After the cluster outbreak, the willingness of 
residents to get vaccinated has surged, leading 
to long queues at multiple vaccination centers.Mar 21, 2021

Apr, 2021

May 11, 2021

May , 2021 Jun , 2021

When I went to Beijing to apply for a visa, I 
noticed that very few people were wearing 
masks. Additionally, they said it was necessary 
to report my travel history with my hotel, so I 
provided the specific details. However, it seems 
that even the community committee and the 
responsible street office were not clear about 
what they were supposed to do.

Jun , 2021

I flew to Boston to start my first in person semes-
ter at the graduate school. 

Sep , 2021

As China enters  the third year of the pandemic, 
everyone is exhausted, and people’s attention is 
lagging behind. Not all requests for help can be 
promptly shared, and more and more voices are 
being drowned out. The interpretation of pandemic 
policies continues to escalate, and as long as they 
can be taken to the extreme, there is no reason for 
not doing so. Any regulations, rules, or even other 
diseases have to make way for COVID-19, which is 
the focus of the entire society, and it must take priori-
ty. Any personal situation, even if it may be more 
urgent and severe than COVID-19, will have to be 
sacrificed and pushed back because it is considered 
a secondary need.

Jan , 2022

May , 2021

May , 2021

May , 2021

May , 2021

The community workers came to check the 
Health Code door by door, and upon knowing 
that I had just returned from the United States, 
they were so frightened that they quickly took a 
few steps back.

May , 2021

After experiencing two distinct types of quaran-
tine in New York and China, I ultimately felt the 
urge to document my experiences. I started 
reorganizing the materials I used for returning 
to China from overseas and saved necessary 
photos and documents of this trip.

May , 2021

Although the pandemic seemed to have temporar-
ily subsided, the memories of last year's Spring 
Festival have become a collective trauma. As the 
Spring Festival of 2021 approached, the enduring 
restrictions on travel due to the ongoing pandem-
ic prevented many people from returning home as 
they had hoped. Consequently, voices question-
ing the effectiveness of the prolonged stringent 
pandemic control began to emerge while many 
still believed that lockdown was the best solution. 
Nobody has foreseen the lockdown fatigue. 

Jan 10, 2021
I worked as a volunteer to organize infor-
mation for oversea Chinese residents 
across the world. 

May, 2020

As a foreigner, I know that I won’t be prior-
itized in treatment in any case because I 
am Chinese, so being sick almost has no 
solution except for trying to self-cure.   

May, 2020

I was on the verge of losing my job at that 
time, and due to my status as a foreigner, 
I couldn't apply for unemployment bene-
fits. On top of that, I was diagnosed with 
depression.   

Jun, 2020

I finally received a package from my par-
ents in China, and inside were masks and 
medication. I thought it was lost a long 
time ago.

Jul, 2020

New York resumed indoor dining, and I 
started seeing friends. At that time, 
although I didn't know how long the pan-
demic would last, I gradually accepted 
this new way of coexisting with the virus.

Jul, 2020

"I didn't realize that you were actually the 
one most deeply affected by the pandem-
ic," but when my mother said those words, 
neither of us knew that the lockdown 
policy in China for the next two years 
would surpass everyone's imagination.

Jun, 2020

The coffee shop downstairs was 
reopened, and I was hoping that 
each day would gradually get better.

Jun, 2020

"Whenever debates arise, I often find 
myself understanding everyone's positions 
completely. But perhaps it's a luxury, I 
want to reserve a rational, moderate, and 
objectively just corner for myself, where I 
don't want to live in the squeeze of differ-
ent stances."  

May 14, 2020, Weibo, Zhong Er Guai

Apr, 2020

I have contemplated the idea of returning 
to home. However, even if I were to return 
now, there is a possibility that I might be 
seen as intentionally bringing the virus 
back to China. 

My friends and I were praying for the 
reopening of New York by mid-May. We 
have been strictly adhering to the quaran-
tine measures similar to those in China, 
but by April, we started to feel physically 
and mentally exhausted, reaching our 
limits.
 

Apr, 2020

A quarantine hotel in Quanzhou, 
Fujian, collapsed, resulting in 29 
fatalities and 42 injuries in the 
accident.

Mar 7, 2020

The “Five Ones” Policy on flight 
restrictions was in order in China.

Mar 26, 2020

My mother's friend in Canada 
sent me a box of masks.

Mar, 2020

Schools across the world have 
suspended classes, leaving many 
young international students 
stranded abroad with significant 
difficulties in returning home.

Mar, 2020

The stay-at-home period began in New 
York.  The term "quarantine" was used 
instead of "lockdown." New York may 
be a city that will never close down. 

Mar 20, 2020

While the rest of the world is experienc-
ing a delayed wave of the pandemic, 
people within China are praising the 
country's effective lockdown measures 
on social media platforms and urging 
other nations to "copy their homework" 
regarding pandemic control.

Mar , 2020

The United States will be powerfully 
supporting those industries, like Air-
lines and others, that are particularly 
affected by the Chinese Virus. We will 
be stronger than ever before! 

Mar 16 , 2020, Twitter, Donald Trump

Jan 18, 2020

Jan 23, 2020

Jan 30, 2020

Feb, 2020

Feb, 2020

Feb 6-7, 2020

Jan 25, 2020, Spring Festival

The Chinese government announced the lockdown of Wuhan. I vaguely 
recalled that during the 2003 SARS outbreak, no place in China was ever 
locked down. I was somewhat surprised that a city with a population of 
eleven million could be quarantined, and I also found it hard to imagine what 
it would be like to stay at home for more than ten days without going out.

Is China's ability to implement 
large-scale lockdowns considered an 
"institutional advantage"? Other 
countries in the world may not be 
able to mobilize their population as 
China does.

“It has been five days since I last left the house, and I feel like I'm suffocating 
from being cooped up for so long.”

On the first day, people rushed to grab face masks; on the second day, it 
was rice; on the third day, alcohol became the target; on the fourth day, 
protective goggles were in demand; on the fifth day, UV lamps were being 
snatched up, on the sixth day, it was gloves, and now, on the seventh day, 
people are scrambling for oral herbal medicine. This year is indeed filled 
with unpredictability.

“Finally, it's a time when I can contribute to society by doing nothing and 
simply lying at home.”

“I am still persevering!  To persevere means victory!”

I decided to wear a mask for safety. At the time, almost all people wearing 
masks were Chinese. I felt as though the mask was a form of identification.

Feb 17, 2020

It is sad o see numerous news reports about female healthcare 
workers having to shave their heads for self-protection and many 
of them facing ill-fitting protective gear and lack of access to sani-
tary products. This highlights the fact that the needs of female 
healthcare professionals are often overlooked in the medical field.

Feb 7, 2020, Weibo, Qiu Chen Chong Zai

“People now are more cautious of misinformation than the virus 
itself. It is ordinary people who admonish their fellow people, and 
it includes both you and me.”

"If you feel that your country is not good, 
then go and contribute to its development. 
If you feel that the government is not good, 
then become a civil servant and work 
within the system, rather than blindly criti-
cizing, complaining, or escaping." If you 
radiate brightness, China will not be in 
darkness.

Will this make sense when I am older? 

For the first time, I strongly sense the gov-
ernment's surveillance and censorship over 
public opinion. As an ordinary individual, I 
feel like I am constantly being swayed by 
the currents of history and manipulated by 
public discourse. What is the truth, after 
all? Do we have the power to know the 
truth?

Feeling a sense of powerlessness as a Chi-
nese citizens even though I don't reside in 
China. 

I want to do something to help the others 
as much as possible, stand up for the 
vulnerable, and avoid becoming numb to 
the world's challenges. It is important to 
remain sensitive and attentive to the needs 
of others.

Is keeping records truly meaningful? Can 
we live better lives if we forget?

Just because it seems like we can't change 
anything, does that mean we should do 
nothing at all? Secondly, even if I do noth-
ing, does it mean I have lost the right to 
make judgments?

Feb, 2020

I was accused by a homeless person of spread-
ing the virus because I was wearing a mask. 

Feb, 2020

As I witnessed the outbreak in my homeland, I 
felt immense sorrow while also feeling power-
less to make a difference. Simultaneously, I 
watched the impending surge of the pandemic 
in the United States, all while experiencing 
discrimination myself. It was the first time I truly 
experienced the anguish of dual pain.

I coughed a few times while waiting for the subway, and a person next to me 
stepped right away as soon as they noticed I was Asian.

The “whistleblower,” Dr. Wenliang Li, died from COVID-19. He attempted 
to warn others about the unknown virus on Dec 30th, 2019 and was later 
admonished for sending the comments. He got punished for “rumor-mon-
gering” but was exonerated after his passing. 

His death was announced twice from Feb 6th to 7th with contradiction. 
During the confusion, more than 17 million people watched the live stream 
on social media for updates on his status. 

Can you comply with the police’s request? 
Do you understand what I'm saying? Dec, 2022

Almost all of my friends and family 
have been tested positive in the past 
month.  It seems that Chinese people 
have only recently encountered 
COVID-19 after a three-year interval.

Jan 8, 2022

The COVID-19 pandemic may have 
ended in political terms, but from a 
public health standpoint, the pandem-
ic is far from over.

Sep 18, 2022

A bus rollover accident occurred while 
transporting COVID close-contact 
people in Guiyang, Guizhou, resulting 
in the death of 27 individuals and inju-
ries to 20 others. The incident took 
place during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
when China implemented a dynamic 
Zero-COVIDpolicy. One day prior to 
the incident, Guiyang City just 
announced its determination to "fight 
and achieve complete clearance of the 
virus in society."

Why was there a decision to fully lift policies with-
out being adequately prepared? Or, to put it differ-
ently, why, after three years, are we still not pre-
pared? Why did we choose an extremely strict 
approach for lockdown measures and then opt for 
an extremely loose approach for reopening?

Why don't countries have the option to choose a relatively dynamic pandem-
ic control model, such as adapting policies based on the characteristics of 
the virus variants?

Is pandemic prevention policy more important than the country's traffic 
safety regulations? or fire safety regulations? 

Why can't timely adjustments be made to target different strains 
when the majority of cases are asymptomatic? In situations 
where the viral load is low and there are more cases with mild or 
no symptoms, why is it necessary to go to extreme measures to 
achieve zero COVID?"

Will our suffering be less when we are outside the country? Will 
the widespread sorrow on the internet flow into real life through 
the network cables? How can we find answers to the pain we feel 
for a place we deeply love?"

"At the beginning of the pandemic, it felt like we were willing to 
temporarily sacrifice our dignity, property, pets, and even homes 
for the 'greater good.' But now, it feels like everything can be 
taken away."

Is it really reasonable to have such a long lockdown?"

Treating every social event caused by pandemic precau-
tions as isolated incidents makes it impossible to reflect 
on the overall policy. We cannot regard them as mere 
random occurrences.

Is it truly possible for us to return to the pre-pan-
demic state that we often refer to? Regardless of 
what lies ahead or how we may try to forget the 
pandemic, we can no longer return to the life we 
had before it.

The voices from the opposing side are not always harsh; it's also possible 
that they are disguised as other voices blending in with us. They could even 
originate from our self-censorship. 

"It’s safe to stay home and not go anywhere". 

“When you come back from overseas, no one will consider 
you as a ‘safe’ person. ”

People in marginalized regions in China 
not only may lack resources to cope with 
lockdown but also have fewer presence on 
social media platforms compared to 
major cities like Beijing and Shanghai. We 
pay so much attention to the COVID-19 
situation in Shanghai and Beijing because 
they got exposed the most. 

If everything goes as usual, people will soon forget about COVID-19. 
New policies will be formulated immediately to regulate how COVID-19 
should be discussed in the future. Certain things will be deemed unac-
ceptable to say. Regarding evaluating China's pandemic policies in rela-
tion to COVID-19, the government already has an answer.

Does fiercely opposing something constitute a critical perspective?

Is being fully one-sided ever a value?

Why, after two years, has there been no change? There was 
clearly more time available to make better adjustments.

 What is safe? What is not safe? Who has the right to define that I am 
not safe? It seems like I also don’t have control over my personal status.  

Is it possible, at one point, that the world can come together in solidarity 
and create a global coordination? 

If I want to write a thesis on the lockdown experiences, what should I 
write about?

“Everyone is eager to forget and move on, so when you go against the grain, it's natural to 
feel exhausted.”

Why am I interested in these matters? What exactly do I want to say?

Why do I feel a sense of responsibility, as if I must say something?

How should the infrastructure estab-
lished in response to COVID-19 be 
dismantled or repurposed afterwards?

Can I only write about my own experi-
ences in my thesis? Would it appear 
selfish if I focus only on myself?

Do they really have opinions? Why are they so confident in expressing themselves?

Most Chinese artists in the United States, when discussing China, tend to 
approach it with criticism and engage in political discourse. It seems that 
unless they adopt such a stance, their views are considered insignificant and 
unlikely to gain less attention from others.

"Information on how to safely 
conduct gatherings is gradually 
appearing online. Having lived 
for more than twenty years, it is 
the first time I am learning 
about this kind of knowledge. It 
is unprecedented and new to my 
generation because these things 
did not exist in our lives before. 
And now, it seems that they 
have become possible."

“Always remember, never forget.”

“Before dawn, it gets colder and darker, but fortunately, I 
realize that others can also feel the coldness and darkness 
and that it's not just myself who is eagerly anticipating the 
advent of the day. Everything I learn in my life leads up to this 
moment.” - Xin Luo, a history professor at Peking University. 

“It is indeed disheartening to see even an 
ordinary person of simple kindness being 
implicated in illegal activities.” 

“Tonight is the coming-of-age ceremony for all citizens.”

Feb 6, 2020, Twitter, Jin Ding 

“Death toll of #2019nCoV is not only a number. 
Keep in mind how many Chinese are going through 
heartbreaking moments. People are experiencing a 
worldwide secondary trauma among all Chinese 
communities. Be Kind. Not everything has to be 
about the government or the party.”

Nov 24, 2022

A fire broke out in the Jinxiang Yuan resi-
dential compound in Tianshan District, 
Urumqi, resulting in 10 deaths and 9 inju-
ries. Some members of the public believe 
that the strict measures implemented 
during the COVID-19 lockdown hindered 
rescue efforts, preventing residents from 
escaping. This fire ignited controversy in 
mainland China and became a catalyst 
for the later protests. 

Nov , 2022

The enduring repression of the Lockdown 
ended with protests across multiple cities 
in China in the last week of November, 
calling for an end to the zero-Covid policy. 
A4 revolution marks a milestone of a 
recalled, collective action growing under 
Lockdown.  

"People have a common message. They 
know what they want to express, and the 
authorities know, too, so people don't 
need to say anything. If you hold a blank 
sheet, then everyone knows what you 
mean".

Nov 27, 2022

I am shocked by the occurrence of the 
White Paper Revolution in China. Howev-
er, I am also happy that it can happen 
here. This is a social event that our genera-
tion has never experienced before, and it 
feels like our voices are finally seeking a 
way to be heard.

Oct 26, 2022

My grandfather inexplicably received 
a yellow health code because of the 
algorithm mistake and was required to 
go out for COVID testing. As an elder-
ly person who hasn't been out for three 
years, the constant contact with medi-
cal workers and other community work-
ers who come to his door everyday 
only increases his risk of infection. It all 
seems very ridiculous. I feel that I 
should document it regardless of the 
circumstances.

Oct 13, 2022

A citizen put up Pro-democracy ban-
ners in Beijing right before the opening 
of the 20th congress, calling for the 
end of the zero-Covid policy and the 
step down of Xi Jinping's regime. Police 
arrested him, and related images were 
completely censored from the Internet.

Citizens both in China and overseas 
then came together and echoed the 
message in the forms of posters, ban-
ners, comics, and illustrations, and it 
was considered the first round of revo-
lution for the spontaneous protest 
against the lockdown policy. 

Life not zero-Covid policy,
Reform not regression
Freedom not lockdown,
Elections not dictatorship
Dignity not lies
Citizens not slave

The cost of airfare for returning 
to my home country is remark-
ably high. And there is the 
uncertainty of potential cancel-
lations or sudden suspension of 
these flights. 

There will be a mandatory 
14-day hotel quarantine upon 
returning to my home country, 
followed by an additional 7-day 
period of self-isolation at 
home. The prospect of undergo-
ing these measures has instilled 
some fear within me.
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China’s Timeline

Personal Timeline

Project Timeline

Data and documents released by the govern-
ment / official institutions

Quotes, or text received from friends, or other 
people’s comments 

Questions 

Reflections 

Overheard stories from social media /Interviews  

Key turning points 

NEW YORK HOME - GUANGZHOU, CHINA BOSTON ?

The Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention starts the first-level 
emergency response (the highest level).

Wuhan announced that the whole genome sequence of the virus was obtained. 

First confirmed case detected outside of China. 

Another  resident from Wuhan experienced similar symptoms, who was also considered 
the“first documented case” of 2019-nCoV virus (not confirmed by the officials)

The initial patient who succumbed to the outbreak 
began exhibiting symptoms and was the earliest 
reported case of "human-to-human infection."

A friend texted me saying, “Don’t come to Wuhan. There’s an unknown virus 
spreading here”. 

I returned to New York from a winter break back home. 

Jan 1, 2020

A resident from Wuhan exhibited symptoms of unexplained pneumonia. It was 
the first documented case of 2019-nCoV virus (not confirmed by the officials)

Dec 1, 2019

The number of verified cases worldwide surpassed 10,000.

Feb 1, 2020

The news in China started to primarily focus on reporting the pandemic in other 
countries such as Italy, the United States, and Iran.

Mar 5, 2020

The news media started to report on imported cases. 
Mar 6, 2020

Sixteen mobile cabin hospitals in Wuhan had closed 
down, signaling the end of the Wuhan lockdown. 

Mar 10, 2020

Italy imposed a national lockdown 
Mar 9, 2020

Public transportation had resumed operations in Wuhan, and indi-
viduals could leave the city by presenting a green Health Code.

Mar 24, 2020

People in Wuhan were allowed to collect the bone ashes of their 
loved ones, resulting in long queues at the funeral homes in Hankou.

Mar 26, 2020

Wuhan ended its 76-day lockdown, reopening travel services such as 
Wuhan Tianhe Airport and the train station for outbound travel.

Apr 8, 2020

China, Hong Kong, and Macau have reported 84,029 confirmed 
cases and 4,637 deaths. The statistical method was adjusted by the 
Chinese Health Commission for Hubei Province on February 20th to 
include suspected and imported cases.

May 15, 2020

China’s domestically produced vaccines have been deployed for use.

Jul, 2020
As of the end of March, there were 180 confirmed cases.

Mar, 2021

Following a national notification, Shanghai implemented a city-wide, 
preventive level measures. Citizens were advised to avoid unnecessary 
travel. Those leaving Shanghai and returnees needed a negative PCT 
test result within 48 hours. 

Mar 12, 2022

Shanghai reported 8 new locally transmitted confirmed cases and 
366 asymptomatic cases. 

Mar 19, 2022

Shanghai had debunked rumors of a lockdown and clarified that 
they are not true. The city had confirmed 4 cases and reported 977 
asymptomatic infections.

Mar 22, 2022

Shanghai implemented a “static management” in Pudong but 
denied a city-wide lockdown. The measures were set to last for 
seven days.

Mar 28, 2022

Shanghai enforced 30-day city-wide static management, ordering 
COVID testing for all citizens. As of the day, there were 326 new 
local confirmed cases and 5,656 new asymptomatic cases. 

Mar 30, 2022

Shanghai created a system of graded zones, dividing residential 
communities into lockdown zone, control zone, and prevention 
zone in order to differentiate policies. This approach was set to 
become a national model for conducting lockdowns in 2022. 

Apr 11, 2022

There were 3,238 new local confirmed cases and 
21,582 new local asymptomatic cases. 

Many citizens have reported issues with the quality 
of free distributed food or not receiving it at all.

Apr 17, 2022

There were 2,736 confirmed cases and 
20,634 asymptomatic cases reported.

Apr 22, 2022

Beijing lockdown began.

Apr 22, 2022

After 37 days of lockdowns, Beijing has 
effectively brought the new confirmed 
cases number on the social level down to 
zero, and 8 districts in the city have suc-
cessfully achieved stability in eliminating 
community transmission. A total of 1,716 
cases were reported. 

May 28, 2022

According to the Shanghai Epidemic 
Prevention and Control press conference, 
the cumulative number of deaths in 
Shanghai is 190 cases (as of the 25th), 
with an average age of 82.52 years old.

Apr 26, 2022

According to the latest update, 
Shanghai recorded 788 new local 
confirmed cases and 7,084 new 
asymptomatic cases. 

May 1, 2022

As of the end of April, there were 328 confirmed cases.

Apr, 2021

As of the end of May, there were 319 confirmed cases.

May, 2021

As of the end of June, there were 459 confirmed cases.

Jun, 2021

As of the end of July, there were 971 confirmed cases.

Jul, 2021

As of the end of August, there were 1098 confirmed 

Aug, 2021

As of the end of September, there were 1013 confirmed 

Sep, 2021

As of the end of October, there were 814 confirmed cases.

Oct, 2021

As of the end of November, there were 790 confirmed cases.

Nov, 2021

As of the end of December, there were 2714  confirmed cases.-

Dec, 2021

Omicron outbroke in China

Dec, 2021

Beijing Winter Olympics 

Feb 4-20, 2022

Ruili, Yunnan, Cluster Outbreak

Mar, 2021

Liuan, Anhui, Cluster Outbreak

May, 2021

Ruili, Yunnan, Cluster Outbreak

Jul, 2021

Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region announced 
regional lockdown 

Jul 30, 2022

MidtermMar 22, 2022

Committee Meeting 

Mar 2, 2022

Committee Meeting 

Feb, 2022

Thesis Prep Final 

Dec, 2022Nov, 2022

Thesis Prep Midterm
Penultimate

Apr 27, 2022

Final Review

May 16, 2022

As of September 20th, Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous 
Region has reported a total of 5,460 local positive 
cases, including 153 confirmed cases and 5,307 
asymptomatic cases.

Sep 20, 2022

China released a new version of the "Notice on Fur-
ther Optimizing COVID-19 Prevention and Control 
Measures and Scientifically and Accurately Imple-
menting Prevention and Control Work," so-called 
the "New Twenty Measures."  It is considered a 
signal for a gradual relaxation of the Zero-Covid 
policy.  

Nov 11, 2022

Urumqi lifted the lockdown.

Nov 26, 2022

Beijing, Xinjiang, and Guangzhou held 
press conferences to interpret the content 
of the “New Twentry Measures”, empha-
sizing the gradual lifting of restrictions.

Nov 27, 2022

Guangzhou suddenly announced the 
lifting of lockdowns in all districts. 

Dec 1, 2022

China announced the implementation of "New Ten Measures." 
It marked China's turning away from the "Zero-COVID" policy, 
signaling a complete reverse of lockdowns across the nation.

On December 20th, the Chinese authorities explained the 
death count standard. Only cases where the virus directly leads 
to pneumonia and respiratory failure are classified as confirmed 
death cases in China. People who died from other diseases but 
also got tested positive for COVID-19 were not counted in. 

Confirm cases reached 41,699 in China, with death tolls at 5,241. 

Dec 7, 2022

Dec 20, 2022

China canceled mandatory quarantine for international travel-
ers and reopened borders. Effective January 8, 2023, COVID-19 
was reclassified to a lower disease category, which will no longer 
require government interference. 

Jan 8, 2023

From December 8 to January 12, nearly 60,000 COVID-related 
deaths were reported, while the official cumulative death toll 
since 2020 was previously reported to be just over 5,000.

Jan 16, 2023

The World Health Organization (WHO) has announced that 
the COVID-19 pandemic is no longer considered a "Public 
Health Emergency of International Concern."

May, 2023

Dec 23, 2022

Starting that day, the Health Commission of China stopped 
providing daily updates on its website. Previously, reports were 
available on the official website daily. 

Dec 25, 2022

Nanjing, Jiangsu, Cluster Outbreak

Jul, 2021

Guangzhou, Guangdong, Cluster Outbreak

May-Jun, 2021

First mobile cabin hospital completed in Wuhan. 

Feb 2, 2020

Diamond Princess quarantined at Tokyo Bay. 

Feb 5, 2020

 The National Health Commission temporarily named the virus as “Novel Coro-
navirus Pneumonia (NCP), with global confirmed cases reached over 36,000.

Feb 8, 2020

WHO announced an official name for 2019nCoV as COVID-19

Feb 11, 2020

The total number of confirmed cases in China reached 48,206. Asymptomatic individuals not included. 

Feb 13, 2020

The diary feature on Douban website has been restored.

Feb 20, 2020

Hubei Province has added the case numbers deducted on February 19th back to 
the confirmed cases, with a corrected total of 75,002 confirmed cases. 

Feb 22, 2020

Wuhan partially lifted the lockdown policy 

Feb 24, 2020

Mayor of San Francisco in California declared a state of emer-
gency, despite no confirmed cases among the city's residents.

Feb 26, 2020

WHO raised global COVID-19 risk to "very high" due to widespread transmis-
sion in multiple countries, including 4,351 cases outside China.

Feb 28, 2020

Dec 8, 2019

Dec 20, 2019

An official epidemiological investigation was conducted in the South China Seafood Market

Dec 29, 2019

The Wuhan Municipal Health Commission released an "Urgent Notice on 
the Treatment of Unknown Pneumonia”, requiring the medical institutions to 
follow up the treatment in a timely manner, while the training materials are 
kept strictly confidential. A few photos of the document were later exposed 
online and many of the original posters were admonished for publishing and 
causing rumors. 

Dec 30, 2019

The initial announcement on city-wide pandemic control was issued by 
the Wuhan Municipal Health Commission. Investigation had found 27 
cases, of which 7 cases were severe cases. The document also indicated 
that there was “no obvious human-to-human transmission”.

Dec 31, 2019

WHO announced the unknown pneumonia outbreak in Wuhan. 

Jan 5, 2019

Jan 9, 2019

Jan 13, 2019

Jan 15, 2019

The National Health Commission of the PRC 
started to update the virus statistics online daily 

Jan 21, 2019

Wuhan locked the city down  

Jan 23, 2019

Provincial governments across the country announced a mask mandate 
Jan 26, 2019

WHO announced that the coronavirus pandemic constituted a public health 
emergency of international concern.

Jan 30, 2019

A travel ban from China took effect, with a few 
confirmed cases in the United States.

Jan31, 2019

Confirmed cases accumulated to 4515 cases, with death toll reached 100 cases 

Jan 27, 2019

I started to work from home. 

Mar 16, 2020

A quarantine hotel in Quanzhou, 
Fujian, collapsed, resulting in 29 
fatalities and 42 injuries in the 
accident.

Mar 7, 2020

I experienced significant differences in 
lifestyle during quarantine between China 
and the United States. Even though New 
York State is under a stay-at-home order, 
many people still go out for walks and 
meet up with friends, which is almost 
impossible to do in China under similar 
circumstances.

Apr, 2020

Having more time due to working from 
home, I decided to use my spare time to 
prepare for graduate school applications.

Sep, 2020

I wrapped my applications to 
graduate school.

Dec, 2020

I got accepted by MIT. 

Mar 15, 2021

I discovered that the outbreak 
of the pandemic had created a 
delay in the student visa system 
in the United States, so it 
became necessary for me to 
return home and transfer my 
visa. 

Prior to boarding the flight back to China, there 
were numerous procedures that needed to be 
completed to comply with the pandemic preven-
tion and control measures.In accordance with 
the requirements set by the airline, I underwent 
a PCR COVID-19 testing at a cost of nearly 
$300. Following that, I had to gather and 
submit various documents to obtain the neces-
sary registration clearance. 

I started my 14-day hotel quarantine.

During the hotel quarantine, I was required to 
take body temperature twice daily, and a 
COVID-19 PCR test was conducted every three 
days. All these procedures were carried out 
right at the doorstep of my room. The hotel 
staff tirelessly assisted with all my daily needs. 

After staying at a quarantined hotel 
for 14 days and living on delivery 
services for groceries, I started to real-
ize how the lockdown and quarantine 
cost a whole urban infrastructural 
network to keep it running. Many 
people were working on these jobs to 
make a living, while their labors were 
invisible to the grand narratives. 

There was a cluster outbreak in my hometown. 
My friends were locked up in their communities. 
They told me the distributed groceries were not 
fresh, and it’s hard to get food as everything 
was shut down. 

I was discharged from the hotel. 

Upon my arrival, my mother promptly 
received a communication from the neigh-
borhood committee, stating that I was 
required to undergo COVID testing on the 
second and seventh day of my self-isolation 
in order to obtain a green health code. This 
additional testing was mandated as part of 
the post-quarantine protocol.

After the cluster outbreak, the willingness of 
residents to get vaccinated has surged, leading 
to long queues at multiple vaccination centers.Mar 21, 2021

Apr, 2021

May 11, 2021

May , 2021 Jun , 2021

When I went to Beijing to apply for a visa, I 
noticed that very few people were wearing 
masks. Additionally, they said it was necessary 
to report my travel history with my hotel, so I 
provided the specific details. However, it seems 
that even the community committee and the 
responsible street office were not clear about 
what they were supposed to do.

Jun , 2021

I flew to Boston to start my first in person semes-
ter at the graduate school. 

Sep , 2021

As China enters  the third year of the pandemic, 
everyone is exhausted, and people’s attention is 
lagging behind. Not all requests for help can be 
promptly shared, and more and more voices are 
being drowned out. The interpretation of pandemic 
policies continues to escalate, and as long as they 
can be taken to the extreme, there is no reason for 
not doing so. Any regulations, rules, or even other 
diseases have to make way for COVID-19, which is 
the focus of the entire society, and it must take priori-
ty. Any personal situation, even if it may be more 
urgent and severe than COVID-19, will have to be 
sacrificed and pushed back because it is considered 
a secondary need.

Jan , 2022

May , 2021

May , 2021

May , 2021

May , 2021

The community workers came to check the 
Health Code door by door, and upon knowing 
that I had just returned from the United States, 
they were so frightened that they quickly took a 
few steps back.

May , 2021

After experiencing two distinct types of quaran-
tine in New York and China, I ultimately felt the 
urge to document my experiences. I started 
reorganizing the materials I used for returning 
to China from overseas and saved necessary 
photos and documents of this trip.

May , 2021

Although the pandemic seemed to have temporar-
ily subsided, the memories of last year's Spring 
Festival have become a collective trauma. As the 
Spring Festival of 2021 approached, the enduring 
restrictions on travel due to the ongoing pandem-
ic prevented many people from returning home as 
they had hoped. Consequently, voices question-
ing the effectiveness of the prolonged stringent 
pandemic control began to emerge while many 
still believed that lockdown was the best solution. 
Nobody has foreseen the lockdown fatigue. 

Jan 10, 2021
I worked as a volunteer to organize infor-
mation for oversea Chinese residents 
across the world. 

May, 2020

As a foreigner, I know that I won’t be prior-
itized in treatment in any case because I 
am Chinese, so being sick almost has no 
solution except for trying to self-cure.   

May, 2020

I was on the verge of losing my job at that 
time, and due to my status as a foreigner, 
I couldn't apply for unemployment bene-
fits. On top of that, I was diagnosed with 
depression.   

Jun, 2020

I finally received a package from my par-
ents in China, and inside were masks and 
medication. I thought it was lost a long 
time ago.

Jul, 2020

New York resumed indoor dining, and I 
started seeing friends. At that time, 
although I didn't know how long the pan-
demic would last, I gradually accepted 
this new way of coexisting with the virus.

Jul, 2020

"I didn't realize that you were actually the 
one most deeply affected by the pandem-
ic," but when my mother said those words, 
neither of us knew that the lockdown 
policy in China for the next two years 
would surpass everyone's imagination.

Jun, 2020

The coffee shop downstairs was 
reopened, and I was hoping that 
each day would gradually get better.

Jun, 2020

"Whenever debates arise, I often find 
myself understanding everyone's positions 
completely. But perhaps it's a luxury, I 
want to reserve a rational, moderate, and 
objectively just corner for myself, where I 
don't want to live in the squeeze of differ-
ent stances."  

May 14, 2020, Weibo, Zhong Er Guai

Apr, 2020

I have contemplated the idea of returning 
to home. However, even if I were to return 
now, there is a possibility that I might be 
seen as intentionally bringing the virus 
back to China. 

My friends and I were praying for the 
reopening of New York by mid-May. We 
have been strictly adhering to the quaran-
tine measures similar to those in China, 
but by April, we started to feel physically 
and mentally exhausted, reaching our 
limits.
 

Apr, 2020

A quarantine hotel in Quanzhou, 
Fujian, collapsed, resulting in 29 
fatalities and 42 injuries in the 
accident.

Mar 7, 2020

The “Five Ones” Policy on flight 
restrictions was in order in China.

Mar 26, 2020

My mother's friend in Canada 
sent me a box of masks.

Mar, 2020

Schools across the world have 
suspended classes, leaving many 
young international students 
stranded abroad with significant 
difficulties in returning home.

Mar, 2020

The stay-at-home period began in New 
York.  The term "quarantine" was used 
instead of "lockdown." New York may 
be a city that will never close down. 

Mar 20, 2020

While the rest of the world is experienc-
ing a delayed wave of the pandemic, 
people within China are praising the 
country's effective lockdown measures 
on social media platforms and urging 
other nations to "copy their homework" 
regarding pandemic control.

Mar , 2020

The United States will be powerfully 
supporting those industries, like Air-
lines and others, that are particularly 
affected by the Chinese Virus. We will 
be stronger than ever before! 

Mar 16 , 2020, Twitter, Donald Trump

Jan 18, 2020

Jan 23, 2020

Jan 30, 2020

Feb, 2020

Feb, 2020

Feb 6-7, 2020

Jan 25, 2020, Spring Festival

The Chinese government announced the lockdown of Wuhan. I vaguely 
recalled that during the 2003 SARS outbreak, no place in China was ever 
locked down. I was somewhat surprised that a city with a population of 
eleven million could be quarantined, and I also found it hard to imagine what 
it would be like to stay at home for more than ten days without going out.

Is China's ability to implement 
large-scale lockdowns considered an 
"institutional advantage"? Other 
countries in the world may not be 
able to mobilize their population as 
China does.

“It has been five days since I last left the house, and I feel like I'm suffocating 
from being cooped up for so long.”

On the first day, people rushed to grab face masks; on the second day, it 
was rice; on the third day, alcohol became the target; on the fourth day, 
protective goggles were in demand; on the fifth day, UV lamps were being 
snatched up, on the sixth day, it was gloves, and now, on the seventh day, 
people are scrambling for oral herbal medicine. This year is indeed filled 
with unpredictability.

“Finally, it's a time when I can contribute to society by doing nothing and 
simply lying at home.”

“I am still persevering!  To persevere means victory!”

I decided to wear a mask for safety. At the time, almost all people wearing 
masks were Chinese. I felt as though the mask was a form of identification.

Feb 17, 2020

It is sad o see numerous news reports about female healthcare 
workers having to shave their heads for self-protection and many 
of them facing ill-fitting protective gear and lack of access to sani-
tary products. This highlights the fact that the needs of female 
healthcare professionals are often overlooked in the medical field.

Feb 7, 2020, Weibo, Qiu Chen Chong Zai

“People now are more cautious of misinformation than the virus 
itself. It is ordinary people who admonish their fellow people, and 
it includes both you and me.”

"If you feel that your country is not good, 
then go and contribute to its development. 
If you feel that the government is not good, 
then become a civil servant and work 
within the system, rather than blindly criti-
cizing, complaining, or escaping." If you 
radiate brightness, China will not be in 
darkness.

Will this make sense when I am older? 

For the first time, I strongly sense the gov-
ernment's surveillance and censorship over 
public opinion. As an ordinary individual, I 
feel like I am constantly being swayed by 
the currents of history and manipulated by 
public discourse. What is the truth, after 
all? Do we have the power to know the 
truth?

Feeling a sense of powerlessness as a Chi-
nese citizens even though I don't reside in 
China. 

I want to do something to help the others 
as much as possible, stand up for the 
vulnerable, and avoid becoming numb to 
the world's challenges. It is important to 
remain sensitive and attentive to the needs 
of others.

Is keeping records truly meaningful? Can 
we live better lives if we forget?

Just because it seems like we can't change 
anything, does that mean we should do 
nothing at all? Secondly, even if I do noth-
ing, does it mean I have lost the right to 
make judgments?

Feb, 2020

I was accused by a homeless person of spread-
ing the virus because I was wearing a mask. 

Feb, 2020

As I witnessed the outbreak in my homeland, I 
felt immense sorrow while also feeling power-
less to make a difference. Simultaneously, I 
watched the impending surge of the pandemic 
in the United States, all while experiencing 
discrimination myself. It was the first time I truly 
experienced the anguish of dual pain.

I coughed a few times while waiting for the subway, and a person next to me 
stepped right away as soon as they noticed I was Asian.

The “whistleblower,” Dr. Wenliang Li, died from COVID-19. He attempted 
to warn others about the unknown virus on Dec 30th, 2019 and was later 
admonished for sending the comments. He got punished for “rumor-mon-
gering” but was exonerated after his passing. 

His death was announced twice from Feb 6th to 7th with contradiction. 
During the confusion, more than 17 million people watched the live stream 
on social media for updates on his status. 

Can you comply with the police’s request? 
Do you understand what I'm saying? Dec, 2022

Almost all of my friends and family 
have been tested positive in the past 
month.  It seems that Chinese people 
have only recently encountered 
COVID-19 after a three-year interval.

Jan 8, 2022

The COVID-19 pandemic may have 
ended in political terms, but from a 
public health standpoint, the pandem-
ic is far from over.

Sep 18, 2022

A bus rollover accident occurred while 
transporting COVID close-contact 
people in Guiyang, Guizhou, resulting 
in the death of 27 individuals and inju-
ries to 20 others. The incident took 
place during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
when China implemented a dynamic 
Zero-COVIDpolicy. One day prior to 
the incident, Guiyang City just 
announced its determination to "fight 
and achieve complete clearance of the 
virus in society."

Why was there a decision to fully lift policies with-
out being adequately prepared? Or, to put it differ-
ently, why, after three years, are we still not pre-
pared? Why did we choose an extremely strict 
approach for lockdown measures and then opt for 
an extremely loose approach for reopening?

Why don't countries have the option to choose a relatively dynamic pandem-
ic control model, such as adapting policies based on the characteristics of 
the virus variants?

Is pandemic prevention policy more important than the country's traffic 
safety regulations? or fire safety regulations? 

Why can't timely adjustments be made to target different strains 
when the majority of cases are asymptomatic? In situations 
where the viral load is low and there are more cases with mild or 
no symptoms, why is it necessary to go to extreme measures to 
achieve zero COVID?"

Will our suffering be less when we are outside the country? Will 
the widespread sorrow on the internet flow into real life through 
the network cables? How can we find answers to the pain we feel 
for a place we deeply love?"

"At the beginning of the pandemic, it felt like we were willing to 
temporarily sacrifice our dignity, property, pets, and even homes 
for the 'greater good.' But now, it feels like everything can be 
taken away."

Is it really reasonable to have such a long lockdown?"

Treating every social event caused by pandemic precau-
tions as isolated incidents makes it impossible to reflect 
on the overall policy. We cannot regard them as mere 
random occurrences.

Is it truly possible for us to return to the pre-pan-
demic state that we often refer to? Regardless of 
what lies ahead or how we may try to forget the 
pandemic, we can no longer return to the life we 
had before it.

The voices from the opposing side are not always harsh; it's also possible 
that they are disguised as other voices blending in with us. They could even 
originate from our self-censorship. 

"It’s safe to stay home and not go anywhere". 

“When you come back from overseas, no one will consider 
you as a ‘safe’ person. ”

People in marginalized regions in China 
not only may lack resources to cope with 
lockdown but also have fewer presence on 
social media platforms compared to 
major cities like Beijing and Shanghai. We 
pay so much attention to the COVID-19 
situation in Shanghai and Beijing because 
they got exposed the most. 

If everything goes as usual, people will soon forget about COVID-19. 
New policies will be formulated immediately to regulate how COVID-19 
should be discussed in the future. Certain things will be deemed unac-
ceptable to say. Regarding evaluating China's pandemic policies in rela-
tion to COVID-19, the government already has an answer.

Does fiercely opposing something constitute a critical perspective?

Is being fully one-sided ever a value?

Why, after two years, has there been no change? There was 
clearly more time available to make better adjustments.

 What is safe? What is not safe? Who has the right to define that I am 
not safe? It seems like I also don’t have control over my personal status.  

Is it possible, at one point, that the world can come together in solidarity 
and create a global coordination? 

If I want to write a thesis on the lockdown experiences, what should I 
write about?

“Everyone is eager to forget and move on, so when you go against the grain, it's natural to 
feel exhausted.”

Why am I interested in these matters? What exactly do I want to say?

Why do I feel a sense of responsibility, as if I must say something?

How should the infrastructure estab-
lished in response to COVID-19 be 
dismantled or repurposed afterwards?

Can I only write about my own experi-
ences in my thesis? Would it appear 
selfish if I focus only on myself?

Do they really have opinions? Why are they so confident in expressing themselves?

Most Chinese artists in the United States, when discussing China, tend to 
approach it with criticism and engage in political discourse. It seems that 
unless they adopt such a stance, their views are considered insignificant and 
unlikely to gain less attention from others.

"Information on how to safely 
conduct gatherings is gradually 
appearing online. Having lived 
for more than twenty years, it is 
the first time I am learning 
about this kind of knowledge. It 
is unprecedented and new to my 
generation because these things 
did not exist in our lives before. 
And now, it seems that they 
have become possible."

“Always remember, never forget.”

“Before dawn, it gets colder and darker, but fortunately, I 
realize that others can also feel the coldness and darkness 
and that it's not just myself who is eagerly anticipating the 
advent of the day. Everything I learn in my life leads up to this 
moment.” - Xin Luo, a history professor at Peking University. 

“It is indeed disheartening to see even an 
ordinary person of simple kindness being 
implicated in illegal activities.” 

“Tonight is the coming-of-age ceremony for all citizens.”

Feb 6, 2020, Twitter, Jin Ding 

“Death toll of #2019nCoV is not only a number. 
Keep in mind how many Chinese are going through 
heartbreaking moments. People are experiencing a 
worldwide secondary trauma among all Chinese 
communities. Be Kind. Not everything has to be 
about the government or the party.”

Nov 24, 2022

A fire broke out in the Jinxiang Yuan resi-
dential compound in Tianshan District, 
Urumqi, resulting in 10 deaths and 9 inju-
ries. Some members of the public believe 
that the strict measures implemented 
during the COVID-19 lockdown hindered 
rescue efforts, preventing residents from 
escaping. This fire ignited controversy in 
mainland China and became a catalyst 
for the later protests. 

Nov , 2022

The enduring repression of the Lockdown 
ended with protests across multiple cities 
in China in the last week of November, 
calling for an end to the zero-Covid policy. 
A4 revolution marks a milestone of a 
recalled, collective action growing under 
Lockdown.  

"People have a common message. They 
know what they want to express, and the 
authorities know, too, so people don't 
need to say anything. If you hold a blank 
sheet, then everyone knows what you 
mean".

Nov 27, 2022

I am shocked by the occurrence of the 
White Paper Revolution in China. Howev-
er, I am also happy that it can happen 
here. This is a social event that our genera-
tion has never experienced before, and it 
feels like our voices are finally seeking a 
way to be heard.

Oct 26, 2022

My grandfather inexplicably received 
a yellow health code because of the 
algorithm mistake and was required to 
go out for COVID testing. As an elder-
ly person who hasn't been out for three 
years, the constant contact with medi-
cal workers and other community work-
ers who come to his door everyday 
only increases his risk of infection. It all 
seems very ridiculous. I feel that I 
should document it regardless of the 
circumstances.

Oct 13, 2022

A citizen put up Pro-democracy ban-
ners in Beijing right before the opening 
of the 20th congress, calling for the 
end of the zero-Covid policy and the 
step down of Xi Jinping's regime. Police 
arrested him, and related images were 
completely censored from the Internet.

Citizens both in China and overseas 
then came together and echoed the 
message in the forms of posters, ban-
ners, comics, and illustrations, and it 
was considered the first round of revo-
lution for the spontaneous protest 
against the lockdown policy. 

Life not zero-Covid policy,
Reform not regression
Freedom not lockdown,
Elections not dictatorship
Dignity not lies
Citizens not slave

The cost of airfare for returning 
to my home country is remark-
ably high. And there is the 
uncertainty of potential cancel-
lations or sudden suspension of 
these flights. 

There will be a mandatory 
14-day hotel quarantine upon 
returning to my home country, 
followed by an additional 7-day 
period of self-isolation at 
home. The prospect of undergo-
ing these measures has instilled 
some fear within me.

This infographic journey map features three distinct time periods. China’s timeline includes 
publicly accessible data and policies that have been officially disseminated. The personal time-
line includes both my insider and outsider experience with lockdowns, as well as quotations and 
excerpts from dialogues with others. The project schedule illustrates the duration of this thesis. 
This map represents a comparative projection of three dimensions of the three-year voyage to 
fathom China’s COVID-19 lockdowns.  
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Fig. 3. Sketches of journey map concepts 
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Fig. 4. Sketches of journey map concepts 
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Fig. 5. A diagram showing the relationship between the Image Archive, and the presented video. 

This diagram explains the relationship between the sources of information, the image archive, and the video. The image archive is a visu-
al monument to the events, stories, and memories of COVID-19 lockdowns and is necessarily turned into a video for censorship concerns. 
The video is proof of the existence of the image archive, which allows curated interpretation of the original information. 
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THE IM
AG

E ARCHIVE

The archive exhibited in this chapter is a repository of eyewitness 
testimony and an existing storage of collective memories distinct from 
the one the Chinese government seeks to construct. It is made up of 
a 412-page book and a 15-minute and 12-second video. The process 
of compiling and filming the archive underscores the visual coherence 
and relationship across the images. With no text displayed and no au-
dio companies, the content is completely open to a variety of interpre-
tations.  
 
When I decided to focus my thesis on COVID-19 lockdowns in China, 
the thought of producing an archive came to me intuitively. I had the 
desire to collect and organize the objects, forms, instruments, occa-
sions, emotions, and stories I encountered while away from my home 
country. However, the making of an archive raises several issues along 
the way regarding the format and function of archives: Can an archive 
become a thesis project? Can a thesis project in architecture and ur-
ban fields only be about making an archive? What attributes an intan-
gible to a tangible? How to approach materials that can not be shown?  
 
I was challenged to think about making an archive that respects the 
cultural history of the Chinese context and, at the same time, feels 
genuine to the audience. This image archive’s methodology centers 
around the creation of a representation of a secondhand account 
archive that serves as a symbol of incidents and recollections that 
occurred during the COVID-19 lockdown in China. This is not a typical 
institutional archive; rather, it is a personal archive that I used with 
complete freedom to anchor my understanding of the topic and form 
the basis for my research.  
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Fig. 6.  Selected pages from the Image Archive  
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6. Foucault, Michel. 2010. The 

Archaeology of Knowledge. 

World of Man. New York: Vin-

tage Books, 6-7 

 
As Foucault mentioned in the Archaeology of Knowledge6, archives are 
places and sources of inherited knowledge, sources of information, 
and simultaneously places of preservation. These characteristics make 
them pedagogic by nature and ascribe to them an element of author-
ity and power. However, in this project, by choosing not to display the 
archive physically and instead play a video of a person accessing the 
archive, the authority is omitted from the scene. Even though per-
sonal, this project does not seek to assert exclusive authorship of the 
archive but rather constructs a representation of it, demonstrating 
that the image archive, as a soft monument, existed somewhere other 
than where the audience is standing. 
 
The primary resource for this archive is a collection of imagery sourced 
from interviews, social media, and news platforms. It is a growing fold-
er that will continue to gather resources and act as a guide for weav-
ing various pieces of discursive information together into a coherent 
effort of collecting. The archive is not meant to accurately record every 
moment and every turning point throughout the three years of the 
COVID-19 lockdown in China. Instead, it is a reference, a reality check, 
and a body of proof to remind me what my project should project to.  
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However, the physical copy of the archive is not intended to be read-
ily accessible to anyone other than the creator due to censorship. 
To demonstrate its tangible compilation of incidents and events that 
transpired during the lockdown and to curate a contextualization of 
the topic, I must find a way to display it in a way that emphasizes less 
the absurdity of the content and more the role it plays in assisting me 
in deciding how to proceed with the study.  In order to underscore 
the rawness and openness of the archive’s form, I decided not to use 
any other analogies. This primary, conventional formatting folder with 
images, white pages, and cutouts highlights the sensorial moments I 
wish to bring to light in the archive.
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Fig. 7.  Selected pages from the Image Archive  
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This chapter presents the redacted illustrations from the Image Ar-
chive that depict scenarios from the COVID-19 lockdowns. They are 
organized into four themes that dominate the lived experiences. I use 
architectural representation tools to create a unified aesthetic for 
these folios by omitting personal and geographical information while 
retaining essential sceneries. The purpose of reworking and represent-
ing these scenes is not only to allow audiences outside of China to 
comprehend the lockdowns on an individual level but also to generate 
a thematic structure for me to fill these discursive imageries into a 
network that provides an in-depth reading of daily life in lockdowns.   
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Designing Biosurveillance 
Category A.

 
The COVID-19 pandemic has placed bioethics, politics, and their spa-
tial relationship at the forefront of the discussion on pandemic control, 
particularly in the case of China’s isolation strategies implemented 
under the Zero-COVID policy. Pandemic control as a spatial practice 
has become manifest in physical barriers and border controls, while 
less attention has been paid to the invisible structures constructed on 
top of the digital infrastructure that permeates people’s routine move-
ments. Biosurveillance refers to a series of pandemic control measures 
built upon techno-security-based digital applications that monitor 
human beings’ movements and health status during the COVID-19 
lockdown. It is pervasive by design and is based on consent to access 
personal information.

The categorization of biosurveillance, in this chapter, aims to reveal 
the embedded supporting infrastructure and the arisen informal 
authorities that were appointed to maintain the biosurveillance 
landscape. The use of personal devices and big geographical data in 
China’s biosurveillance network has created a system that provides 
crucial information for pandemic control measures. However, it has 
also resulted in the infringement of individual privacy rights, with the 
government monitoring people’s movements and contacts. Partially 
taking biopolitics as the common theoretical background to interpret 
the materials, this chapter tries to inform an awareness of care be-
yond biosurveillance. Although, as an individual living in the day-to-day 
life of lockdown, it might be hard for one to picture the colonization of 
digital technology and the state of power behind it,  the illustration of 
how biosurveillance is designed and distributed helps interrogate the 
social construction of risk that is based on one’s biological information 
under public emergency. 
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a sample screenshot of the Health Code system used in Guangdong province 
(this is a representation of a typical Health Code interface on a personal device, illustration by author)
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In February 2020, a new tool was introduced to combat the spread of COVID-19 in 
China. Known as the Health Code, it was initially developed for companies to track the 
health of their employees and prevent the spread of infection. However, its significance 
quickly grew, and it was implemented nationwide as one of the essential tools for pan-
demic control. With personal, geographic data and personal COVID test results as 
its foundation, the Health Code became a digital pass and gradually morphed into a 
personal identity verification and a level of social status during lockdowns – green equals 
safe, yellow equals suspiciously dangerous, and red equals endangered. Thus the Health 
Code system was used as a device to constantly differentiate and manage people in 
terms of mobility status, forming a new class of social order. It contained a wealth of 
personal data, including health conditions, travel history, residency location, exposure 
history, and basic personal information such as name, personal identity number, phone 
numbers, and service data. 
 
However, due to the absence of a national standardized system, each province had 
its own implementation of the Health Code, with some displaying information slightly 
differently. Local governments were responsible for managing their region’s Health Code 
system, and it ran fully on government-determined algorithms and rules. Nevertheless, 
traveling across provinces with the Health Code could be cumbersome, as people were 
required to have multiple codes ready for screening. Over time, the Health Code incorpo-
rated Covid-19 testing, vaccination, and travel history to high-risk regions automatically, 
without any manual input required. 

Fig.  8.
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 a sample screenshot of the Travel Code
(this is a representation of a typical Travel Code interface on a personal device, illustration by author)
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The Travel Code, introduced on February 13, 2020, served as a supplementary tool 
alongside the Health Code to document a person’s two-week travel history. Following 
March 2022, many regions implemented stringent checks on these codes to regulate 
pedestrian flow and restrict people’s mobility. As of 12:00 am on December 13, 2022, 
the Travel Code has been officially discontinued and is no longer in use.

Fig.  9.
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Conceptual Diagram of Spatial-Temporal Overlap
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Spatial-Temporal Overlap (时空伴随)refers to the way to define close contact 
of a Covid patient in the scales of space and time. The policy tracks down the 
patient by breaking the map into a grid of 800m by 800m and searching 
block by block based on the location of the patient’s mobile signal. Suppose 
one’s mobile signals overlap with the patient’s device signal for over 10 minutes 
within a grid block, and the person has spent over 30 hours within the grid 
block in the past 14 days; in that case, they are considered a “companion in 
space and time(时空伴随者)” of the patient. Random passersby or people 
with drifted signals on their devices are also counted. Because the term sounds 
just like a name of a cyberpunk character in Chinese, it goes viral on social 
media.

Fig.  10.
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In this illustration, a resident is shown scanning a QR code to register his 
travel code and obtain permission to enter through the gate.
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Fig.  11.
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This illustration portrays a toll station on a highway that utilizes drones to allow 
drivers to scan and register their Health Code and Travel Code statuses.
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Fig.  12.
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This illustration depicts a scene at the entrance gate of a residential 
community where, in addition to scanning an entry code, the community 
pass was also checked.

A standard community pass is typically issued with 
the unit number and a specific time period, granting 
permission for entry and exit.

Fig.  13.
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This diagram showcases a network of the identities of pandemic prevention staff (Big White大白). 

50



Big White is a nickname for people who wear white PPE (Personal Protective Equip-
ment) suits and work to help with community management and medical-related 
tasks during the pandemic. They have various roles at different positions but are uni-
formly recognized and given the unitary name of Big White. It is also one of the most 
emblematic terms to emerge during the pandemic. Considered a non-governmental, 
informal authority, higher-ranking government officials grant Big Whites emergen-
cy power. With the white suit serving as an instrument that legitimizes everything, 
they become proxies for the state, assisting in the exercise of political control over 
individuals. The term is originally derived from the Chinese translation of Baymax, 
the protagonist of the animated film Big Hero 6, with the intention of conveying a 
compassionate and protective image of medical personnel. Despite the fact that the 
designated image is no longer accurate towards the end of the lockdown, Big White 
exemplifies all the characteristics of a popular Internet term. It is basic, straightfor-
ward, and vivid in describing the subject’s appearance. As more people use the term 
in a variety of ways, it becomes more resilient and irreplaceable semantically and 
pragmatically. Therefore, it is difficult to find a superior replacement for the word, 
even if it cannot perform its original meaning and function.

Fig.  14.
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This was a common view in gated residential communities where COVID testing 
stations were established. These stations often occupied vacant spaces within 
the community and were staffed by individuals in medical suits who assisted in 
organizing the queues and verifying registrations. Residents are typically grouped 
together based on their respective building and floor numbers.
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Fig.  15.
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In several cities, elevators were transformed into COVID testing stations, stopping 
at each floor to allow residents to be called out and line up for testing. While this 
approach aimed to save time for residents by eliminating the need to go downstairs, 
it also posed safety concerns and potentially increased the risk of virus transmission.

Fig.  16.
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The concept of everyday life discussed in this chapter is partially built 
on Henri Lefebvre’s perspectives. He claims that careful investigation 
of the every day can help us move away from exclusive grand narra-
tives about the social and from enhancers of social transformation 
that would come from above7. While the influential voices overheard 
during China’s COVID-19 lockdowns concentrated on the heroic 
rhetoric of the COVID-19 front line, this chapter suggests a focus on 
people’s daily lived experiences, including material and symbolic ele-
ments. It aims to construct passively shared narratives and collective 
memories representing ordinary life in the lockdown. This approach 
creates a reading of a dialectical view of everyday life by showing the 
link between forces of alienation and forces of collectivity and emanci-
pation. 
 
Lockdowns give everyday mundane encounters more meaning. This 
includes an understanding of the broader structures of relationships 
that people encounter every day, as well as the associated emotions 
and feelings. As routine everyday life has been profoundly influenced 
by the lockdowns, any ordinary and extraordinary efforts to make 
meaning of everydayness become a gentle resistance to what has 
been normalized and regulated by the lockdown policy. Though entan-
gled with various struggles and negotiations with the power dynamics 
at play, the gestures of everyday life also appreciate the moments of 
beauty in our lives. This chapter also addresses the condition of the 
population who provide their labor to keep the city moving under the 
lockdown in which others’ livelihood in mobility restriction was built 
upon their daily mobilities in the city. 

7. Lefebvre, Critique of Every-

day Life.
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In the midst of the lockdowns in 2022, a line of 
residents waited at the gate of their community 
for the distribution of groceries. 
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Fig.  17.
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In Shanghai, a typical day during lockdown usually begins 
with residents frantically searching for groceries on their 
phones. Daily food resources depend on WiFi speed and 
luck. As transportation restrictions cause a severe shortage 
of grains and fresh vegetables, there are limited places where 
people can purchase food. Consequently, people resort to 
food exchanges for grocery supplies. Items like cigarettes, 
eggs, and Coke become highly valued as a form of curren-
cy in these exchanges. Additionally, items such as ginger, 
scallions, garlic, and flour are widely circulated among the 
community. 

Fig.  18.
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 “This image showcases my water-planted 
onion. I simply poured water into a plastic 
cup and placed an onion on top. Surprisingly, 
the onion grew very well, allowing me to start 
harvesting its leaves for cooking. Although the 
taste wasn’t exceptional, this onion has been a 
constant companion in my kitchen.”

(This is an excerpt from an interview with a friend on February 27th, 
2023, the original conversation was in Mandarin and translated by 
the author.)

Fig.  19.
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“Throughout the lockdowns, I prepared my own meals every day. Cooking 
for myself was not something I had done for the first two decades of my 
life, but I quickly acquired the skills. After cooking and cleaning up, I would 
watch animations on Netflix. It was a truly fulfilling time of life.” 

(To the left is a draft of a WeChat post showcasing the interviewee’s collection of cooking images. The para-
graph is an excerpt from an interview conducted with a friend on February 27th, 2023. The original conver-
sation was in Mandarin and translated by the author.)

Fig.  20.
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While the majority of people were confined to their homes, delivery 
drivers and essential workers faced a completely different reality 
where they were forced to sleep on the streets. These workers took 
risks to make a living during the lockdowns, but their jobs required 
them to work in different areas of the city, leaving them unable to set-
tle down in one place because those residential communities could 
be locked down at any point. During the April 2022 lockdown in 
Shanghai, more than 20,000 delivery drivers were provided without 
alternative accommodations or steady food supplies. They had to 
undergo daily COVID testing to receive work permits. This illustration 
depicts a delivery driver returning to a campsite under a bridge after 
a long day of work.
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Fig.  21.
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“Each morning, between 8 and 9 o’clock, 
I would often hear the sounds of people 
playing Ping Pong in the community gar-
den. However, today it was strangely silent, 
leaving me feeling unsettled. During the 
recent days of community lockdown, the 
sounds of others engaging in physical exer-
cises or playing Mahjong gave me a sense 
that my life wasn’t entirely stripped away. 
I could still experience the feeling of com-
munity and the familiarity of daily routines. 
I later went downstairs and discovered 
that the Ping Pong table had been sealed 
off with a notice prohibiting gatherings of 
crowds.”

(This is part of an interviewee’s diary written on December 
29th, 2022. The original text is written in Chiense and trans-
lated by the author.)

Fig.  22.
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Internship, registration, IELTS classes,
Are indeed pragmatically necessary,
But what about waiting for a cloud perching on eaves?
What about clasping a bag of chestnuts back?
Or having hair drenched by falling leaves?

What about taking a two-hour long school bus, 
Feeling drowsy,
Only to intertwine fingers with the better half.

What if this captured cloud becomes timeless?
What if the bag of chestnuts consoles a crumbling heart?
What if the drenched hair belongs to a poet?

What if he is the one?

The pandemic has turned everything into a necessary formality.
Hey, isn’t life made up of countless non-essentials?

(This is a poem that was shortlisted for a college student short poem 
competition in 2022. It gained viral popularity on the internet for its de-
piction of the yearning for a life beyond the lockdown on college campus-
es. Above is a literal translation from Chinese to English by the author )
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“In the midst of the lockdown, with no public 
transportation operating, I participated in a 
beer gathering held on a pedestrian bridge. 
We composed several found poems centered 
around the concepts of necessity and non-ne-
cessity, echoing the original poem, which 
went viral on social media at the time. During 
that period, many activities and supplies were 
deemed non-essential by the local authorities, 
and of course, including this gathering. Howev-
er, it was pretty essential to me.”

(This is an excerpt from an interview conducted with a friend on 
February 28th, 2023. The original conversation was in Mandarin 
and translated by the author.)

Fig.  23.

71



72



“Due to the sudden lifting of the Zero-Covid Policy, my roommate and I both caught 
COVID one after another. I was the first to experience fever symptoms, but I didn’t 
have any medicine or even a thermometer at home.  I had to rely completely on my 
roommate’s supply of medicines, even though I knew she would also get infected by 
me soon. We wore masks even while sleeping. 

It was a nerve-wracking and anxious experience to be sick while having a roommate 
during that time, I am glad we managed to get through it. These pictures demonstrate 
the necessities we used every day, like Ibuprofen, antigen test kits, and cooling gel 
sheets. At one time, we saw a post in a mutual aid group from someone looking for an 
antigen test kit and prepared to trade for Ibuprofen. So I made the decision to give the 
kit in exchange for a few Ibuprofen pills.” 

(The paragraph is an excerpt from an interview conducted with a friend on March 1st, 2023. The original conversation was 

in Mandarin and translated by the author.)

Fig.  24.
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In addition to the digital equipment mentioned in category A that is 
used for biosurveillance, this category concentrates on the tangible 
barriers that are erected in urban areas. For example, the installation 
of water safety barriers in urban areas was usually seen as absurdly 
constructed over green spaces, bridges, and major intersections (see 
C01). Occasionally, isolation equipment is installed extravagantly, with 
locks and seals that cannot be broken from the inside (see C02). This 
category also focuses on illustrating the social relationships around 
these fences, including how people interact at the isolated boundary, 
how they will approach these structures (see C08-12), and how these 
barriers have been repurposed for other purposes (see C04). Last but 
not least, it depicts a scene in which these instruments were aban-
doned after the policy reversal in December 2022, leaving hundreds 
of these water safety barriers piled along the roadside (see C06). In 
addition to various physical barriers, the establishment of centralized 
quarantine facilities was a key component of the pandemic control 
procedure (see C15), which closed the ring of mobility control. Col-
lectively, they comprise a system of isolated apparatus that stimulates 
a new socio-spatial order in the urban landscape and informs urban 
activities in order for people to adjust to their confined surroundings.  
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A set of water-safety barriers were cutting through the middle of a grassy jogging 
pathway to prevent pedestrians from crossing. A similar arrangement could also be 
observed on bridges and at major intersections in the cities.
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Fig.  25.
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A group of staff from the local pandemic prevention organizations are adding an 
additional fence around the exterior of a closed building facade. 
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Fig.  26.
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A delivery driver arrived at the gate of a residential complex, which was completely 
enclosed by water-safety barriers. In the middle of the barriers, there was a shelf used 
for delivering groceries and serving as an entry point. Two community staff members, 
dressed in medical suits, were stationed at the gate, allowing entry. A poster beside 
the shelf said, “Under temporary pandemic control, entry only (exit prohibited).”  

Fig.  27.
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In December 2022, a delivery driver 
passed by a street where the water-safe-
ty barriers had been removed from the 
middle of the road and stacked up at the 
side. By then, the majority of the physical 
barriers in the city had been dismantled 
and were awaiting collection.
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Fig.  28.
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Residents attempting to peer through the barriers to find out what was occuring 
on the other side. 
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Fig.  29.
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Two residents were making an effort to hand a bag of groceries over 
the barriers from above.

Fig.  30.
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In April 2022, in Shanghai, two residents discovered a previously damaged opening 
in the physical barriers and made the decision to use it as a shortcut. 
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Fig.  31.
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In November 2022, just prior to the government’s announcement of a policy shift to 
lift the Zero-Covid Policy, a centralized quarantine center consisting of 9,000 rooms 
was being swiftly constructed in Guangzhou. The aim was to complete its construc-
tion within a week. Subsequently, in January 2023, it was converted into a tertiary 
care hospital.

Fig.  32.
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Due to the Zero-COVID policy and its sequent lockdowns, gated res-
idential complexes in China with existing access control were turned 
into a grid-based management system, which was increasingly strin-
gent in dividing residents into groups (by street by building, by floor, to 
name a few) for pandemic precautions.  Residents were obligated to 
accept a sense of community association. Questions such as “To which 
street or neighborhood do I belong?” became increasingly prevalent 
as people started to learn about their assigned community for the first 
time. In this situation of forced categorization, individuals can devel-
op a sense of community recognition through communication with 
community leaders and personnel. Especially for those born after the 
1980s privatization of real estate markets, this may be one of the few 
times they identify with a community.  
 
Nonetheless, this compelled sense of belonging serves the purpose of 
social management, emphasizing a uniform identity that benefits the 
pandemic control. Individuals who share the communal identity are 
symbolized in numbers only to be bound to an enormous collectivity 
scope that reinforces the state’s power. Under the umbrella of such 
collectivity, individual responsibilities are amplified, whereas individual 
difficulties can be overlooked. 

However, unofficial and grassroots collective actions, such as bulk 
ordering, taken place during the Shanghai lockdown, put a greater em-
phasis on providing specific individuals with tangible support through 
collective activities. Restoring these neighborhood connections fosters 
a sense of proximity stemming from forming personal relationships 
between individuals. This chapter portrayed a series of activities that 

92



8. Xiang, “The Nearby.”

recall grassroots collectivity that occurred in or adjacent to the locked-
up community, creating a returning sense of being “nearby.” Anthro-
pologist Xiang Biao has given a definition of “nearby” as a lived space 
where one encounters people with diverse backgrounds on a regular 
basis8. The nearby brings different positions into one view, and such a 
scope enables a nuanced understanding of reality and facilitates new 
social relations and actions. The nearby could form a line of resistance 
against administrative control and value extraction.  
 
Despite the fact that many of these relationships could only be main-
tained temporarily through online means at the time, online com-
munication resulted in tangible assistance offline. Compared to the 
constant emphasis on collectivism by the state and policies during 
the pandemic, this return to a sense of community has helped a great 
number of individuals experience genuine life interactions.
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The enduring lockdown ended with protests across multiple cities in China in the last 
week of November, calling for an end to the Zero-COVID policy. A4 revolution, named 
after the size of the printer paper held up at vigils throughout the country, is a series of 
scattered, spontaneous protests, marking a milestone of a recalled, collective action 
growing under the lockdown. People chose to voice their true feelings about democracy, 
freedom, and politics in China, knowing full well that they would suffer harsh conse-
quences. The pain of keeping those feelings inside exceeded their fear of what the state 
could do to them. “People have a common message. They know what they want to 
express, and the authorities know, too, so people don’t need to say anything. If you hold 
a blank sheet, then everyone knows what you mean”, said Xiao Qiang, a researcher on 
Internet freedom at UC Berkeley. The blank sheets say nothing and everything at the 
same time.

Fig.  33.
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“This is one of the most remarkable memories I have from the pandemic. Due to the lock-
down, many children in our community were unable to go back to school. Instead, they 
assisted their parents by selling spare supplies in the community garden. Intrigued by their 
initiative, I joined in and started selling excess fresh vegetables that my mom had given 
me, as we couldn’t consume them all. I offered these vegetables to my neighbors, becom-
ing a part of the community’s exchange and support system.”

(This is an excerpt from an interview 
conducted with a friend on March 2nd, 
2023. The original conversation was in 
Mandarin and translated by the author.)

The text to the left said, “Selling vegeta-
bles that my mom grew in her garden for 
10 RMB per pack.”

Fig.  34.
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“This is an observation I made in my college dorm building. Many residents hang items 
outside their doors and leave extra supplies on these hangers for others to take if they need 
them. This practice is quite common, and many dorms in the building have adopted this 
collective arrangement.”

(This is an excerpt from an interview conducted with a friend on February 26th, 2023. The original conversation was in Man-
darin and translated by the author.)

The text on the illustration to the right 
said, “Feel free to play with these empty 
plastic bags as bubble wraps” and “Left-
over food is in this bag.”
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Fig.  35.
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“One evening, we made a spontaneous decision to take a 
stroll along the main street. We projected random movies 
onto the physical barriers, inviting others to join us and share 
the moments together. We brought along five pieces of A0 
white paper as the screens for the projection.”

(This is an excerpt from an interview conducted with a friend on February 23nd, 
2023. The original conversation was in Mandarin and translated by the author.)
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Fig.  36.
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The need for essential goods and a lack of trust in government support led to 
the formation of self-organized and community-based groups responsible for 
procuring groceries and other supplies. These groups often centered around 
residential units within the complex. This new model of autonomous community 
services was entirely driven by demand and ceased to operate once the lockdown 
policy was lifted. However, it presented an opportunity to explore the potential of 
community-centric approaches in navigating extreme public crises.
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Fig.  37.

103



04
Curating Exhibition 
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Fig. 38. Illustrations of the proposed exhibition
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The current development of this project will be on display for a month at 
the MIT Rotch Library, serving as an ongoing archive of memories of the 
COVID-19 lockdowns in China. Instead of presenting the project to the 
audience in the traditional presenter-reviewer format, the final review 
will consist of a curator-led tour of the exhibition, providing an intimate 
introduction to the project while allowing the audience to investigate 
the current outcome of the project at their own pace. This arrangement 
allows the audience to experience the materials in a non-linear manner, 
unrestricted by the curator’s interpretation of the work.
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Fig. 39. Sketches on exhibition concepts

107



108



Fig. 40. Diagrams of the proposed exhibition
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Over the course of three years, the pandemic and global transforma-
tions have prompted numerous artists to attempt to depict or analyze 
these changes. Some people, including myself, have also experienced 
uncertainty, embarrassment, and a sense of being at a loss for words, 
leading to a new and even more complicated consideration of their 
relationship with the era.  
 
This journey is so emotionally draining, yet it will not end here. As 
the memories of COVID recede further into the past, this thesis con-
tinually refreshes my memories of the past three years, transforming 
some of the images into enduring monuments. Every time I delve into 
the archives to extricate information, I add more interpretations and 
sometimes assumptions to round out the narratives. I’ve gradually 
developed authorship by stringing together moments and giving them 
a rhythm. And I have realized that my doubts and mixed feelings about 
the pandemic precautions in China are not unique to me. In her most 
recent book, the Chinese artist Jing Xiang mentions a sense of humil-
iation associated with being an artist in the present day. She charac-
terized her sources of inspiration as a continuous flow of dividends, 
frequently resulting from the misfortunes and crises confronted by the 
artists’ own nations9. This circumstance produces genuinely compli-
cated feelings that would start questioning the values of the works. All 
in all, it is a privilege to be given the opportunity and space to create 
this endeavor, allowing me to embark on the journey of searching for 
authorship, especially with tremendous help from others. And this ef-
fort has reaffirmed my intentions to continue working on it beyond the 
thesis period as part of a responsibility I carried as a Chinese scholar.  
 
Despite the fact that this is my own narrative, it could be the story of 
every individual because we have all witnessed this chapter of history. 
We are carried forward, whether actively or passively, as we compre-
hend the historical currents surrounding us. It actually occurred, and 
denying its occurrence does not improve the situation. In contrast, 
although commemoration is not always permitted, it is a necessary 
means of moving forward. The individual experiences I have gained 
from the history of COVID-19 that has already transpired in China are 
not intended to confirm the rightness or wrongness of such but rather 
to enable my present self to comprehend this world better.  

9. Xiang, Xing Zou Zai Wu Xing 
Wu Yin De Yu Zhou,行走在无
形无垠的宇宙 [Walking in the 
Boundless Universe], Epilogue: 
Farewell.  
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The term “middle ground” may one day no longer be adequate to de-
scribe the mode of operation adopted in this thesis. As it is more than 
determining a fixed middle zone, it is delineating a fluid boundary that 
is loosely attached, adjacent, and adjacent to personal identities. The 
position of the middle ground drives me to embrace all of my thoughts 
and work with them to reach a point where untheorized personal 
experiences can come to terms with the absurdity that resides in the 
tangled social, political, and cultural networks. 
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Appendix. b
An (In)complete Guide to Chinese COVID Terms 2020-2022

This is a project I completed for 

an MIT class in the autumn of 

2022 before the Zero-COVID 

Policy was suddenly lifted in Chi-

na. Similar to the essence of the 

thesis, it has the capacity to grow 

and serve as a living archive for 

COVID-19-related recollections. I 

hope to continue working on it to 

investigate the various tones the 

state and the public possessed 

during the past three years of the 

pandemic. 

01.吹哨人
Whistleblower
January - February 2020

The whistleblower referred to Dr. 
Wenliang Li, who sounded the alarm 
on COVID-19. The authorities had 
punished him for attempting to warn 
others about the virus, and he died of 
COVID in early February 2020. While 
Dr. Li’s name was censored from the 
Internet, people continued to use the 
term “whistleblower” to remember 
him and express gratitude for his role 
as a truth-teller.

02.军令状
Oath of Enlistment/Pledge To Join 
the Battle 
January - February 2022  

The term “oath of enlistment” or 
“pledge to fight” is used to charac-
terize a voluntary application typically 
submitted by medical personnel com-
mitted to supporting the COVID front 
lines.

03.阿冠
Bro Corona 
January - March 2020  

Bro Corona is a slang term for Coro-
navirus; it first appeared in fanfiction 
during the early stages of the COVID 
pandemic and was adopted by In-
ternet users of the younger genera-
tion in Wuhan. The public, however, 

harshly criticized the animation and 
personification of the virus for being 
insensitive to Wuhan’s emergency sit-
uation and indifferent to the suffering 
of the people under quarantine.

04.早发现，早报告，早隔离，早
治疗
Early Detection, Reporting, Isola-
tion and Treatment
January 20, 2020

“Early detection, reporting, isolation, 
and treatment” is a policy proposed 
by NHC (National Health Commission 
of PRC) executive board members. 
The policy said that, in order to com-
bat the virus’s rapid escalation, early 
detection and isolation are the most 
effective measures of preventing the 
virus from spreading and keeping 
transmission to a minimal.

05.叉酱
Forklift Chan
January 30, 2020  

Forklift Chan is a nickname for fork-
lifts on construction sites of central-
ized quarantine facilities, derived 
from the Japanese honorific term 
“Chan” (ちゃん), which shows the 
speaker’s fondness for a person. 
When COVID first broke out and most 
people were locked up at home, 
government-owned media channels 
broadcast live coverage of the con-
struction of centralized quarantine 
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facilities such as Leishenshan Hospital 
and Huoshenshan Hospital. Forklifts, 
cement mixer trucks, excavators, and 
loaders, then, became Internet ce-
lebrities and social media influencers 
overnight. They even have populari-
ty rankings and fandom groups, and 
they have been picked up by the of-
ficial press for the most recent news 
and reports at the time. 

06.武汉保卫战
The War to Defend Wuhan Against 
the Coronavirus
February 11, 2020 - Wuhan

During a video conference with the 
Central Guiding Team and Hubei’s Ep-
idemic Prevention and Control Head-
quarters on February 11, Xi Jinping 
ordered Wuhan and Hubei to defend 
themselves against the Coronavirus 
and win the war resolutely.  If Wu-
han wins, Hubei wins. If Hubei wins, 
the entire nation will triumph. This 
has been regarded as the top priority 
for epidemic prevention and control 
for quite some time, and later  has 
since been transplanted to other cit-
ies where quarantine measures were 
necessary. It proclaimed an  all-out 
war on the outbreak and treated Wu-
han as the primary battleground of 
the war against the virus. 

07.绿码 / 🐴
Green Horse 
February 2020 - 2022  

Green horse or 🐴represents Green 
Code in the COVID Healtch Code sys-
tem, which indicates that a person is 
tested negative and is permitted to 
freely access all public spaces. Horse(

马) and Code(码) are homophones 
in Chinese; therefore, Green Horse 
is utilizedd as an animalization of 
the Green Code. The image of Green 
Horse later became a new mascot 
of fortune on social media, carry-
ing people’s hopes of not receiving 
COVID and being locked up at home. 
It had also inspired derivative artwork 
and goods on the Internet.

08. 赢麻了
Win Big
2020 - 2021

Win big is an abbreviation for “赢
到麻木 (win so effortlessly that you 
become numb)”, which summa-
rizes that China is winning the game 
regardless of the circumstances. In-
ternet users utilizes it to criticize the 
official media for consistently posi-
tioning China as the victor in the fight 
against COVID and for boasting about 
positive image of lockdown at every 
opportunity.

09.入室消杀
Terminal Disinfection of a House-
hold
April 2020 - May 2022  

Terminal disinfection of a household 
refers to the mandatory disinfection 
of a residence after its infected resi-
dents have been sent to the central-
ized  quarantine facilities.  In some 
instances, it is equivalent to forcibly 
entering a residence without per-
mission. In the Chinese context, 入
室(break into) is commonly used in 
conjunction with terms that describe 
crimes such as burglary and robbery, 
whereas 消(eliminate) and 杀(kill) 
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are typically employed during war-
time mobilization.

10.羊 / 🐑
Sheep
April 2020 - December 2022  

Sheep or 🐑is used widely in online 
communication referring to people 
who are tested positive for Covid-19, 
as Sheep (羊) is a homophone of Pos-
itive (阳). COVID patients are initially 
called A Little Positive Person (小阳
人), which is an infantilized form of 
the term “COVID-19 positive cases” 
(阳性新冠病例). Then, addition-
al terms are created to disparage 
these individuals by using animal and 
non-human object names to address 
their situations. On social media plat-
forms, for instance, they are simply 
referenced as Sheep or 🐑 (羊), and 
the dwellings they inhabit are called 
Sheep Buildings or 🐑Buildings (羊
楼); the process of transferring the 
patients to centralized quarantine 
facilities becomes a procedure of 
Catch The Sheep (捉羊). Occasional-
ly, patients are distinguished by their 
gender, with Ewe (母羊) representing 
females and Ram (公羊) representing 
males. Even though a social media 
initiative has been launched to com-
bat the social stigma associated with 
COVID patients’ alternative names, 
the policy should be held more ac-
countable for this condition. The Ze-
ro-COVID policy practices a collective 
punishment mechanism whereby a 
person tested for COVID will end up 
affecting dozens of residents of the 
same building, who will be trans-
ferred to the centralized quarantine 
facility with them. Therefore, with a 
profound sense of uncertainty and 

dread of COVID policy, the public is 
hostile towards the patients, con-
demning them for impeding the re-
opening process.

11.YYDS
Early 2020 - 2022 

Literally translated, YYDS means “The 
Forever God” and refers to some-
thing that is always excellent and 
never disappoints. It first appeared 
in a live-streaming video game and 
is now commonly used to applaud 
items online blindly. The equivalent 
usage in English is GOAT (greatest 
of all time). When Covid broke out 
for the first time in 2020, it was bor-
rowed by social media users to show 
support for the Wuhan government’s 
swift and effective response to secure 
the city.

12.大白 
Big White 
February 2020 - 2022  

Big White is a nickname for people 
who wear white PPE (Personal Pro-
tective Equipment) suits and work to 
help with community management 
and medical-related tasks during 
the pandemic. They have various 
roles at different positions but are 
uniformly recognized and given the 
unitary name of Big White. It  is also 
one of the most emblematic terms to 
emerge during the pandemic. Consid-
ered a non-governmental, informal 
authority, higher-ranking government 
officials grant Big Whites emergency 
authority. With the white suit serving 
as an instrument that legitimizes ev-
erything, they become proxies for the 
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state, assisting in the exercise of polit-
ical control over individuals. The term 
is originally derived from the Chinese 
translation of Baymax, the protag-
onist of the animated film Big Hero 
6, with the intention of conveying a 
compassionate and protective image 
of medical personnel.

Despite the fact that the depicted 
image is no longer accurate, “大白” 
exemplifies all the characteristics of 
a popular Internet term. It is basic, 
straightforward, and vivid in describ-
ing the subject’s appearance.   As 
more people use the term in a variety 
of ways, such as referring to all front-
line personnel in white PPE uniforms 
as Big White or applying it as a verb 
(被大白), it becomes more resilient 
and irreplaceable semantically and 
pragmatically. Therefore, it is difficult 
to find a superior replacement for the 
word, even if it cannot perform its 
original meaning and function.

13.SZD 
2021 - 2022  

szd is an abbreviation for Shizhende, 
which means “It’s real” in Chinese. It 
first appeared in fandom culture to 
validate the reality of a showmance. 
Later, the general public began em-
ploying it in a vareity of situations. 
During the lockdown, rumors were 
rampant and it was diffucult to filter 
information. Consequently, some 
people utilize this term to imply that 
their information is authentic. 

14.蓝海行动
Blue Sea Mission 
2021 - 2022

Blue Sea Mission is a way to represent 
a type of media censorship that aim 
for a “harmonious Internet environ-
ment” whenever a socially triggered 
news goes viral on the Internet. Once 
activated, social media platforms 
such as Weibo will immediately filter 
regular account comments from the 
tag page. By only keeping the verified 
account (which featured a blue tick 
next to their account names), users 
can only see a sea of blue ticks when 
trying to click on the tag of the news. 

15.鹰 /🦅
Eagle 
2021 - 2022  

Eagle or 🦅 is used widely in online 
communication referring to people 
who are tested positive for Covid-19, 
as Eagle (鹰) is a homophone of Neg-
ative (阴).

16.XG
2021 - 2022  
xg stands for Xinguan, which equals 
to Coronavirus in Chinese. 

17.YQ
2021 - 2022  
yq stands for Yiqing, which equals to 
pandemic in Chinese. 

18.动态清零
Dynamic Zero-Covid Policy
August 2021  - December 2022 
Dynamic zero-Covid policy is a transi-
tional strategy to deal with localized 
cluster outbreaks precisely (to “find 
one, cut one” ). As soon as a person 
tests positive, the city locks up a spe-
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cific geographic region to avoid af-
fecting social and economic activities 
in the other areas and takes control 
of potentially infected individuals in 
advance to cut off the transmission 
quickly. As stated, it aims to end the 
outbreak within the region in one or 
two maximum incubation periods (14 
days).

Derivatives & Related Words 
1.基本清零
Relative Zero-Covid 
2.完全清零
Completed Zero-Covid 
3.高质量清零
High-Quality Zero-Covid 
4.临时社会面管控
Temporary Community Level Control 
5.精准防疫
Targeted Measures in Epidemic Pre-
vention and Control

19.全域静默管理
All-Region/Citywide Static Manage-
ment
August 2021  -  November 2022 

All-region/citywide static manage-
ment is an alternative to lockdown 
in the Dynamic Zero-Covid period. It 
breaks the city down into Sealed Con-
trol Zone (封控区), Control Zone (
管控区), and Prevention Zone (防范
区). In the static management phase, 
Sealed Control Zones residents are 
not allowed to leave their homes,  
Control Zones residents are not per-
mitted to travel outside their residen-
tial complex, and Prevention Zone 
residents are not encouraged to leave 
home unless for essential trips.  

Derivatives & Related Words
1.居家静止

Stay Static, Stay Home
2.原地静止
Stay Static In Situ  

20.时空伴随
Spatial - Temporal Overlap 
November 2021 - November 2022  

Spatial-temporal overlap refers to 
the way to define close contact of a 
Covid patient in the scales of space 
and time. The policy tracks down the 
patient by breaking the map into a 
grid of 800m by 800m and searching 
block by block based on the location 
of the patient’s mobile signal. Sup-
pose one’s mobile signals overlap 
with the patient’s device signal for 
over 10 minutes within a grid block, 
and the person has spent over 30 
hours within the grid block in the past 
14 days; in that case, they are consid-
ered a “companion in space and time(
时空伴随者)” of the patient. Ran-
dom passersby or people with drift-
ed signals on their devices are also 
counted. Because the term sounds 
just like a name of a cyberpunk char-
acter in Chinese, it goes viral on social 
media. 

21.鸳鸯锅
Double-flabor Hot Pot/Yin-Yang Hot 
Pot 
March 27 - April 1, 2022 - Shanghai  

Double-flavor hot pot/Yin-Yang hot 
pot, the half-half soup base hotpot, 
is now used to joke about Shanghai’s 
Dynamic Zero-Covid lockdown policy. 
The policy announced shutting the 
city down in sequence by dividing the 
city into the west and east, utilizing 
the Huangpu river as the centerline. 
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The map shows that the city looks like 
a hotpot with two flavors. 

22.尽锐出战
Put All Elite Forces Into Battle
April - November 2022  

Put all elite forces into battle is used 
by all levels of government in their 
documents to emphasize that society 
must leap into action as a whole to 
prevent the spread of Covid virus.

23.上海保卫战
Shanghai Protection War
April - June 2022  

Shanghai protection war refers to a 
series of adjustments to the Dynam-
ic Zero-Covid policy to help control 
the virus spread during the Shanghai 
lockdown from April to June 2022.

24.全家捅
KFC Family Bucket Meal
April - June 2022  

KFC family bucket meal, an item on 
KFC’s menu, is now used to describe 
the situation when all the family 
members are required to take Covid 
antigen tests at home. 桶 (bucket) 
pronounces the same as 捅 (swab) 
in Mandarin Chinese. Before, Covid 
tests had to be done under the in-
struction of medical workers.

25.Omakase 
April - June 2022, Shanghai  

Omakase was originally a Japanese 
term referring to a menu-free fine 
dining sushi experience where the 

chef will decide on the dishes at 
the counter depending on the daily 
catch. During the Covid pandemic, it 
describes the unstable supply of gro-
ceries perfectly. People may receive 
a grocery order only to find out it is 
not what they pay for. Still, they have 
to use whatever is inside the order to 
cook that day’s meal. 

26.十字花转运
Cruciferous Transport 
May 8, 2022 - Beijing 

Cruciferous transport regards the 
policy that transfers neighbors who 
live on the same floor (row) and same 
units but on different floors (column) 
as the confirmed positive person in 
the building to the centralized quar-
antine facilities for further manage-
ment. The name was given because 
the shape of the selected units (a col-
umn plus a row) looks like the shape 
of cruciferous vegetables.   

27.一朵云，一根线，一个面，一
条边
A Cloud, A Line, A Surface and An 
Edge 
May 8, 2022 - Shanghai Fengxian District

A Cloud, a Line, a surface and an edge 
first appeared in a report of Fengxian 
District, Shanghai, celebrating how 
government and local business col-
laborates efficiently online through 
the work-from-home setup under 
Zero-Covid policy. If one searches 
through the Internet, there’s no clear 
explanation of the similes of cloud, 
line, surface, and edge.
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28.润
Run
2022

润 in Pinyin is spelled as R-u-n, a ho-
mophone of Run in English. It was 
then used to express a will to leave 
the country and immigrate elsewhere 
due to disappointment in the ze-
ro-Covid policy.

29.沧海横流，方显英雄本色
True Heoros Arise in Times of Hard-
ship
May 2022

This is a historical slogan used by the 
central government to mobilize med-
ical workers to go to the frontline vol-
untarily.

30.纸板狗
Cardboard Dogs
October - November 2022

During China’s on-again, off-again 
campus lockdowns, bored college 
students have turned to crafting card-
board dogs as a new hobby to stay 
sane. When most college campuses in 
China don’t allow pets in dorms, stu-
dents somehow bring their pet-own-
ership dreams to life by owning a fake 
one. Although very delicately de-
signed and crafted, it’s sad to see stu-
dents can only relieve tedium in such 
a way. “Cardboard dogs are good and 
safe because they don’t need to get 
Covid tests, wear masks, or won’t be 
killed by the medical workers in the 
name of the zero-Covid policy,” says 
one student in an interview. Institutes 
believed that students used hand-
made cardboard pets to make jokes 

about the tedious lockdowns and 
express their anger, and they soon 
banned cardboard pets entirely from 
the college campus.

31.区自为战
Each District Fights Its Own Battle
November 2022

Each district fights its own battle is 
a phrase used by the Beijing govern-
ment to avoid claiming the preven-
tion measure as a lockdown. As each 
district of Beijing developed its own 
rules to control the spread of the 
virus, no city-level, ubiquitous lock-
down policy was announced. Yet the 
explanation was widely condemned 
online for being downright deceptive 
and treating the public as ignorant.

32.校园爬行
Campus Crawling 
November - December 2022

Campus crawling is a similar event 
invented by colleges students as they 
are locked up on campus. Still, it is 
way more targeted as a way to ex-
press an opinion than simply being a 
leisure physical exercise like making 
cardboard dogs. Students intentional-
ly gathered and organized themselves 
to crawl on track fields or lawns on 
campus and to let the absurdity inter-
rogates the tedium and unnecessity 
of stringent campus lockdown.

33.白纸革命
A4 Revolution / White Paper Pro-
test 
November 22, 2022
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The enduring lockdown ended with 
protests across multiple cities in Chi-
na in the last week of November, call-
ing for an end to the zero-Covid poli-
cy. A4 revolution marks a milestone of 
a recalled, collective action growing 
under the lockdown. “People have a 
common message. They know what 
they want to express, and the author-
ities know, too, so people don’t need 
to say anything. If you hold a blank 
sheet, then everyone knows what you 
mean”, said Xiao Qiang, a researcher 
on Internet freedom at UC Berkeley.

34.我们不是境外势力，我们是中
国公民
We Are Not Hostile Forces, We Are 
Chinese Citizens 
November - December 2022

“We are not hostile forces, we are 
Chinese citizens” is a slogan used by 
protesters, primarily who work and 
live overseas, to position themselves 
as Chinese who advocate for the free-
dom of the people instead of spies in-
vested by foreign governments. In the 
experience with this generation of 
young protesters, protests or march-
es in public are usually rendered as 
events sponsored by hostile alien 
forces which are meant to oppose the 
solidarity within the country. 

35.阳了
I Tested Positive
December 2022

“I got tested positive” is the most 
popular way to greet others online 
nowadays. China lifted the Covid pol-
icy without warning and preparation 
in early December, and suddenly the 

confirmed cases grew exponentially 
nationwide.
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Cyber buzzwords in Mainland China come from a variety of sources. Borrowed or rewritten 
from films, dramas, live shows, and crosstalk lines. Or from current social events, affairs, 
and memes. Most of the time, it also is influenced by local dialects and uses homophonic, 
nicknames, and acronyms to represent the terms. People tend to use Pinyin or metaphors 
when it comes to politically sensitive cases. As Internet censorship and keyword screening 
are relatively rigorous and timely, it results in a large amount of newly invented terms in 
a short time. Since 2020, the timeliness of these terms has been around three to seven 
months, an average of six months. In contrast, buzzwords last for eleven to eighteen 
months online in previous years. The evolution of these terms got much faster during 
Covid, becoming more abbreviated, humorous, and replaceable. Meanwhile, China has 
100,000 essential keywords in the list to monitor social networking sites and online media 
for signs of terrorist or other threats against the country, with over three million derivatives, 
of which one-third are politically sensitive words.      

Bureaucratic Style 

This category includes terms first created and employed by the central and local gov-
ernment in official documents to interpret quarantine measures. Once released, they are 
widely used in state-owned media and news. In general, bureaucratic style Covid-19  terms 
and phrases shared one or more of the following three commons: hyper-terminologies, 
weaponized and romanticized. 
They are perplexing in word structure and denotation as they are compositions of terms 
from multiple disciplines (telecommunication, cybersecurity, medicine, etc.), abbrevia-
tions, or newly invented proper nouns. The public finds them hard to understand at first 
sight, and professionals in the related fields find them complicated to explain. The creation 
of Covid terms intentionally establishes an image of authority, raises the comprehension 
bar, and therefore causes an information gap between the public and the government 
agencies and media that communicate in these terms in publicity materials. 

Wartime rhetoric dominates the framework of news reports and government documents 
depicting measures, related personnel, places, and results of the Zero-Covid Policy. 
Deploying war and competition metaphors that combined heroic narratives, articles deliv-
ered by state-owned media emphasize that the disasters brought by diseases to human-
kind are not without similarities to wars. Therefore, these articles achieved a wide range 
of emotional mobilization to construct the sense of a national community that plays down 
the impact of public health emergencies on social order. 

Other than weaponizing the tonality, there’s also a tendency to romanticize the terms in or-
der to downplay the Policy’s impact on everyday life and soften the tone to make the Policy 
easier for the public to digest. Though romantic and tactful, these words leave extra room 
for ambiguity and sometimes confuses the public. 
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Slang or Dialectal Style

This category includes terms used mainly among social media users to avoid Internet 
censorship (or as a result of self-censorship) and joke about their experience of Covid lock-
down hardship. In general, the slang style Covid-19 terminologies are coded, personified/
animalized, and have a sense of self-deprecating humor. 
 
Encoded languages (emojis, acronyms, homonyms, nicknames, etc.) heavily proportion 
the online conversation to be the paralanguage in the Covid pandemic. On the one hand, 
the coded terms conform to the common habit on social media of simplifying and symbol-
izing languages to spread them easily and to reach a broader range of audience. On the 
other hand, using coded terms is of individual’s choice to elude social media censorship via 
keyword screening for freedom of speech. More often, it is a process of self-censorship that 
protects the users from potential liabilities after publicly commenting on Covid policy or 
live-streaming Covid measures on their personal devices. Nevertheless, as more and more 
users begin to use coded terms, these terms start to represent specific meanings (or bias-
es) that go beyond the generic symbolic interpretation, leading the audience to endorse a 
particular culture related to the social context of the terms.

Using acronyms is a classic example of evading censorship in China, and it gets especially 
prevalent during the Covid lockdown. Internet users are generally prohibited from pub-
lishing, writing, circulating, or posting misinformation and propaganda related to specific 
subjects. In the case of the Covid lockdown, these topics include but are not limited to 
mistrust of government, distrust of Covid policy, and spread of Covid rumors. Yet it is up to 
the Internet police to decide what counts as “misinformation” and what adds to the “sen-
sitive wordlist.” The long existence of Internet surveillance also draws forth self-censorship 
habits. To enable the discussion of public issues within the remaining virtual public realm, 
users must constantly find substitute words or invent new terms to prepare themselves 
from being filtered out by the possible screening. 
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Thank you!
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