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Abstract 
 
Chinese Speed is an exploration of the affective dimensions of top-down modernist 
planning in the context of contemporary China. It is an investigation into lived 
experiences of state-funded mega-projects and the cultural impacts of 
infrastructure.  Specifically, I look into the high-speed rail (HSR) as the literal and 
symbolic connecting feature of the Jing-Jin-Ji megaregion proposed in the 2035 
Beijing Master Plan.  
 
I study the high-speed rail (HSR) in China utilizing ethnographic methods in the 
train, in HSR stations, and in place-based communities on sites around new and 
proposed HSR stations. I am interested in the meaning of the HSR as a cultural 
artifact, a semiotic and aesthetic vehicle towards Chinaʼs current national project. I 
am also interested in the changing sense of place and time in rural villages and 
towns along new and proposed HSR stations within the context of rapid 
development. 
 
This media thesis consists of a collection of multimedia works including a photo 
book, video installations, and a short film. They are experiments in creating non-
linear narratives surrounding the HSR in varied forms, and translating research 
findings into accessible modes of engagement. Documentation of completed visual 
work is contained in a website within Beijing22 (www.beijing22.org), a curatorial 
project funded by the Goethe Institute that sets out to be a “living archive” of 
Beijingʼs urban development before the 2022 Winter Olympics.  
 
This media thesis stems out of a larger multi-year project initiated in January 2018 
called The Harmonious Commute by the Sponge Gourd Collective, consisting of 
Beatrix Chu, Daphne Xu, and Diane Zhou.  
 
Thesis Advisor: Ceasar McDowell  
Professor of Civic Design 
Department of Urban Studies and Planning  
 
Reader: Lara Baladi 
Lecturer in Photography  
MIT Program in Art, Culture, and Technology 
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Introduction 

“Chinaʼs extraordinary economic boom has gone hand-in-hand with fast 
urbanization. In the past 30 years, China has urbanized 350 million people, and will 
continue to urbanize another 300 million in the next 30 years.”1  

‒ Letter from Directors, MIT China Future City Lab 
 

The unique sociopolitical context of China since its 1978 economic reforms 
has meant the birth of cities at rates incomprehensible to most other parts of the 
world. Shenzhen became a city in 1979. Previously a town in Baoʼan county, 
Shenzhen was singled out to be Chinaʼs first Special Economic Zone. A population of 
30,000 in 1980 grew to roughly 13 million in 2017. Following a similar trajectory, 
Pudong New Area, the district east of the Huangpu River in Shanghai, was created 
in 1992. In 1993, a Special Economic Zone was established and rural fishing villages 
were replaced by buildings that now make up the well-recognized skyline of 
Shanghai. The speed of Chinese construction and city-building has become a well-
worn trope for those concerned with urbanism. 

Chinaʼs rapid economic growth in the past several decades has led to a 
common discourse surrounding Chinese futurity in the West, which positions China 
today as a “living laboratory” for urbanists. In 2017, the MIT China Future City Lab 
was formed, attracting entrepreneurs and technologists from MIT to “test” their 
ideas on Chinese cities with support and funding from local Chinese officials and 
developers. They invite MIT students, faculty, and to see China as an exciting place 
full of possibilities. 

This wide scope of possibility is predicated on Chinese state control of land 
and top-down planning practices. Decision making is facilitated by exclusion; the 
people who live on the testing sites are positioned unwittingly as lab rats. Although 
their livelihoods are at stake, local populations rarely have a say in decisions 
regarding the built environment they inhabit.   

I focus my attention in this thesis on what is occurring at the human scale in 
moments of top-down planning. With cities expanding at unimaginable rates to an 
unprecedented geographic scale, Chinese urbanization can be a marvel, but it is also 
a lived experience. What does it mean for Chinese people, both of Chinese 
citizenship and from the Sino diaspora, of which I identify, to experience change that 
                                                             
1 Siqi Zheng and Zhengzhen Tan, “Letter from Directors,” MIT China Future City Lab, published 
October 20, 2018, https://cfclab.mit.edu/about#letterfromdirectors. 
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is so rapid that the hometowns and motherlands of our familyʼs memories become 
unrecognizable overnight? 

With this question as a driving source of my curiosity, I began to investigate 
the cultural impacts of the Chinese high-speed rail (HSR) in January 2018.  

In recent years, the HSR has become an important symbol of Chinese state 
power and economic progress. Reaching speeds of 350 km/h, the HSR is also said 
to represent “Chinese speed”. Not only is it a symbol of how far China has come and 
how fast China has gotten to where it stands today as a global economic 
powerhouse, but it is also a key driver of further domestic economic development in 
the future. The 2016-2035 Beijing Master Plan centers the HSR as the catalyst of a 
regional development strategy that combines Beijing and its two neighboring 
provinces, Tianjin and Hebei, into one megaregion, Jing-Jin-Ji.    

In November 2016, China approved $36 billion to build 700 miles of rail within 
Jing-Jin-Ji before 2020.2 The HSR drastically reduces travel times in Jing-Jin-Ji and 
collapses vast distances, allowing speculative future commuters to work freely 
across the region. While infrastructure is often viewed as a technological project 
that bolsters economic growth, I approach the HSR with a focus on the stories 
surrounding it. As the HSR cuts across existing villages and redefines boundaries, it 
impacts not only the lives of those who can afford to ride it as passengers, but also 
those who occupy spaces around rail lines and stations. In March 2018, August 
2018, November 2018, and March 2019, I conducted fieldwork along sites of new 
and proposed HSR stations in the Jing-Jin-Ji region including Gaoyi West Station, 
Handan Station on the Beijing‒Guangzhou‒Shenzhen‒Hong Kong High-Speed 
Railway line, Cangzhou West Station, Bohai New Area Station, Wenmiao Station on 
the proposed east-west Shihengcanggang intercity rail line, and Baigou Station and 
Xiongan East Station in the proposed Xiongan New Area.  

Sites that line new and proposed HSR stations in the Jing-Jin-Ji megaregion 
of China are on the verge of rapid urbanization. They are spaces of ambivalence, 
both entwined with signs of inequality and opportunity; seeing villages being 
demolished and marks of protest on their ruins is just as common as passing acres 
of baby trees being planted by teams of local women wearing masks and sun 

                                                             
2 Eric Baculinao, “Jing-Jin-Ji: China Planning Megapolis the Size of New England,” NBC News, March 
25, 2017, https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/jing-jin-ji-china-planning-megalopolis-size-new-
england-n734736. 
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protection sleeves. The insertion of modern HSR stations into “empty”3 rural land 
produces new landscapes across peri-urban China that reflect the messy 
disjuncture between the spatial and temporal scales of a national infrastructure 
project, regional economic development plan, and village life.  

Exploring the impacts of the HSR on the lived realities of people who occupy 
the spaces in and around its lines and stations is especially salient in the context of 
China where urban and infrastructure planning is a top-down process that ignores 
human-scale impacts, and where most studies of the HSR focus on its success as a 
technological project, ignoring its sociopolitical semiotic and affective dimensions. 
My guiding questions are: How do residents near new and proposed HSR stations 
attach meaning to place in the context of rapid and constant development? How do 
residents near new and proposed high-speed rail stations experience and 
understand megaprojects such as the HSR? What are the cultural meanings 
embedded in and surrounding the HSR?   
 

  

                                                             
3 Reference to the popular notion that Shenzhen was empty before the construction of the city just 
because it was composed of rural fishing villages, as described and contested in: Thomas Bird, 
“Shenzhenʼs history didnʼt start in 1979 ‒ it goes back hundreds of years, to another golden age,” 
South China Morning Post, February 24, 2019, https://www.scmp.com/magazines/post-
magazine/long-reads/article/2187228/shenzhens-history-didnt-start-1979-it-goes-back. 
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Chapter One: The Chinese High-Speed Rail and its Cosmic Intentions 

Lining the wall by the exit of Cangzhou West Station, there is a luggage 
measuring device, a banner that details security measures in the HSR station, and 
an inconspicuous metal poster display case sandwiched in between.  

Around 1.5 meters tall, the case displays a digitally manipulated image of the 
head of a Harmony train flying through the night sky above the brightly lit 
skyscrapers of Pudong, Shanghai, under a half moon. The train is illuminated by a 
beam of light from the cityscape, and seems to be radiating a feathered outline of 
purple glow itself. Cropped by the edges of the frame, the trainʼs scale makes it 
appear much closer to the viewer than the other elements of the poster. The axis of 
the train positions it as though it is protruding from the surface of the image, 
projecting itself as a beam of light into the future. Drawn to the sci-fi atmosphere of 
this poster and its overt representation of the high-speed rail as a signifier of 
progress, I took a photograph of it.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1.1: Poster found in Cangzhou West Station. Photo by author. 

 
Images like this can be found along the experience of any HSR journey, 

inserted into the existing architecture of HSR trains and stations amidst an array of 
promotional materials. The inundation of propaganda surrounding infrastructure 
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normalizes the HSR as a technical marvel that will bring about imagined Chinese 
futurities of prosperity and glory.  

In a discussion of traditional Chinese poetry by author James J. Y. Liu (1979), 
he analyzes the orientation of the poet in time and space. Three scales of time, 
personal, historical, and cosmic, correspond to specific spatial imagery. The 
personal tends to be correlated to houses, gardens, and roads. The historical, to 
cities, palaces, and ruins, and the cosmic, to rivers, mountains, and stars.4 Natural 
landscapes invoke infinitude; it is difficult to picture wind reducing mountains to 
level ground, or to imagine peach blossoms blooming once every thousand years.5 
The scale of cosmic time goes beyond the human capacity to experience, requiring 
imagination in the form of poetic depiction and fiction to comprehend it. My curiosity 
about the HSR stems partially from the mythic qualities of its representation and 
what it is slated to achieve for China. The symbolism imbued upon it by the Chinese 
state is rich with promises that feel cosmic in their reach; the HSR pierces through 
towns and villages, creating the conditions for thousand-year cities6 to bloom in its 
wake, all within a personal life span.  

In this chapter, I highlight the regional and national significance placed on the 
high-speed rail and discuss the ways in which infrastructure development is imbued 
with Chinese nationalist imaginaries. I bring up examples of images of the HSR and 
on the HSR, both found in my fieldwork and online in Chinese social media, to 
describe its aesthetic and semiotic sensibilities from multiple perspectives.   
 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
4 James J. Y. Liu. "Time, Space, and Self in Chinese Poetry." Chinese Literature: Essays, Articles, 
Reviews (CLEAR) 1, no. 2 (1979): 137-56, doi:10.2307/823502. 
5 Reference to poem by Li Ho, “Loud Song,” as cited in Liu, “Time, Space, and Self in Chinese 
Poetry,” 147. 
6 Reference to Xiongan New Area, a new special economic zone of national significance, which will 
act as the economic development node of the Jing-Jin-Ji megaregion. Xiongan New Area is often 
referred to as Xi Jinpingʼs “thousand-year plan”.  
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Chinaʼs High-Speed Rail Dream  

The Beijing 2016-2035 Master Plan details the integration of Jing-Jin-Ji, a 
megaregion composed of Beijing, Tianjin, and Hebei that is slated to be a metropolis 
the size of New England. It would be home to 130 million people and will be the 
“central plank of the countryʼs economic development plan over the next century”.7 
In November 2016, the government of China approved $36 billion to build 700 miles 
of rail within Jing-Jin-Ji before 2020. Reaching speeds of 350 km/h, the HSR plays a 
vital role in catalyzing economic development across the Jing-Jin-Ji megaregion by 
increasing mobility across the region. By forming a “one-hour commuting circle”8 
across the area, the speculative future commuter will be able to travel regularly 
between first, second, and third tier cities for work.  

While Beijing will remain as the nationʼs capital and its political and cultural 
center, Tianjin will become a base for advanced manufacturing and international 
shipping, and Hebei will shift to clean manufacturing and wholesale trading. 
Coordinating distinct economic zones across Beijing, Hebei and Tianjin is part of a 
larger effort to mitigate the issue of overpopulation in Beijing and to redistribute 
residents and resources. In contracting land with its speed, the HSR will expand the 
scale of activity for residents and facilitate the movement that will spur innovation 
and development across Jing-Jin-Ji.  

The Chinese HSR is an infrastructure project that reaches far beyond the 
regional scale. On a national scale, the HSR is a source of pride and a symbol of 
state power. The launch of the Chinese-made and designed Fuxing (Rejuvenation) 
train in June 2017 overtly ties HSR infrastructure to Xi Jinpingʼs mission of national 
rejuvenation, a phrase that opened the 19th Communist Party congress in October 
2017. Promising the “great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation” by restoring China to 
its rightful great power status by 2049, Xi Jinping called on the country to prioritize 
the surpassing of Western technologies.9 In the Made in China 2025 plan, China 
details an industrial modernization program that concretizes Beijingʼs aims to 
become a dominant player in strategic industries including robotics, aviation, and 

                                                             
7 Baculinao, “Jing-Jin-Ji: China Planning Megalopolis the Size of New England.”  
8 David Blair, “New urban model,” China Daily, June 4, 2017, 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/newsrepublic/2017-06/04/content_29611135.htm. 
9 Charlie Campbell, “Xi Jinpingʼs Party Congress Speech Leaves No Doubt Over His Leadership Role,” 
Time Magazine, October 18, 2017, http://time.com/4986999/xi-jinping-china-19th-congress-ccp/. 
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railway transport. With lessened reliance on imported technology and more Chinese-
based research, development, and manufacturing, China is positioning itself to be at 
an advantage in future global competition.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1.2: Baidu image search results for “Rejuvenation”. 

In 1978, the year of Chinaʼs economic reform, Deng Xiaoping visited Japan 
and experienced the Japanese Shinkansen Train. Thereafter, he established goals 
for the development of Chinaʼs railway industry. 30 years later in 2008, China 
opened its first high-speed rail line between Beijing and Tianjin a week before the 
Beijing Olympics. In an article titled “Chinaʼs High-Speed Rail Dream” featuring an 
interview with Cui Dianguo, Chairman of the CRRC Corporation, a Chinese railway 
transportation equipment manufacturer, explains that “Chinaʼs railway 
manufacturing industry gave birth to Chinaʼs modern industrialization”.10 A typical 
Chinese nationalist narrative describing the development of HSR technology post-
1978 is outlined in The Belt and Road: The Global Strategy of China High-Speed 
Railway by Fei Xu:  

“The development of CHSR has experienced a process of starting from 
scratch, growing from weak to strong, and from ʻfollowing the othersʼ to 
ʻrunning side by sideʼ and then ʻtaking the leadʼ, realizing the leap-forward 
surpassing ʻtechnology importʼ to ʻmade in Chinaʼ and then to ʻcreated in 
Chinaʼ, [...] successfully opening up a road of leap-forward indigenous 

                                                             
10 “Chinaʼs High-Speed Rail Dream” Interview with Cui Dianguo. Leaders, 38, no. 4. 
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innovation in HSR with Chinese characteristics. CSHR has become a 
benchmark of ʻmade in Chinaʼ and ʻChinese speed.ʼ”11  

Here, the HSR is tied into a larger narrative of Chinaʼs ascendance to power on the 
global stage. It is utilized as the symbolic and literal vehicle towards bringing 
prosperity to the nation and bringing China to the world. 

Chinaʼs efforts to export the HSR began in 2010. Aggressively marketing the 
HSR overseas, Chinese railway manufacturers have since built or signed agreements 
to build HSRs in Russia, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Indonesia, Malaysia, Venezuela, 
Argentina, etc.12 Today, Chinese HSR development is often depicted as a neo-
colonial endeavor with ongoing geopolitical and economic impacts; “high-speed rail 
diplomacy” is “lead[ing] to the making of a ʻnew world orderʼ”.13 With a Chinese-built 
HSR infrastructure network connecting Asia, Europe, and Africa, China can realize 
the “past prosperity and glory of the Silk Road”14 set out by the Belt and Road 
Initiative, and can achieve power status and recognition abroad. Beyond the HSRʼs 
role in economic development, its official narrative positions it as a spectacle of 
Chinese national pride for Chinese and global audiences.  

 

 

 

                                                             
11 Fei Xu, The Belt and Road: The Global Strategy of China High-Speed Railway (Singapore: Springer, 
2018), 4.  
12 Chu Daye, “China leads in high-speed railways,” Global Times, October 15, 2017. 
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1070414.shtml.; Keith Bradsher, “China is Eager to Bring High-
Speed Rail Expertise to the U.S.,” New York Times, April 7, 2010, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/08/business/global/08rail.html?src=me&ref=business.  
13 Dragan Pavlicevic and Agatha Kratz, “Testing the China Threat paradigm: Chinaʼs high-speed 
railway diplomacy in Southeast Asia,” The Pacific Review 31, no. 2 (June 2017): 152, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09512748.2017.1341427.; Chan, Gerald, “Chinaʼs high-speed rail diplomacy: 
Global impacts and East Asian responses,” Seoul: East Asia Institute, 2016. (Working paper)  
14 Xu, The Belt and Road: The Global Strategy of China High-Speed Railway  
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Figure 1.3: Map of Chinaʼs Belt and Road Economic Belt strategy. Source: Fei Xu, The Belt 

and Road: The Global Strategy of China High-Speed Railway (2018). 

 
The HSR, like many other infrastructure projects, operates embedded in other 

social structures, invisibly supporting networked systems and ideologies.15 It 
functions in the background of daily life without making itself known or judged 
unless something goes wrong. 

In 2011, the HSR crashed in Wenzhou, Zhejiang. Two trains derailed each 
other, resulting in 43 dead and over 200 injured.16 Government officials responded by 
ordering the burial of the derailed cars and ordering media to not link the story to 
HSR development. The state-run Propaganda Department ordered reporters not to 
draw attention to the incident, and instead, issued stories that promoted a discourse 
along the lines of: “In the face of great tragedy, there's great love.”17  

                                                             
15 Susan Leigh Star, “The Ethnography of Infrastructure,” American Behavioral  
Scientist 43, no. 3 (November 1999): 381, doi:10.1177/00027649921955326. 
16 “First fatal crash on Chinese high speed line,” Railway Gazette, July 25, 2011, 
https://www.railwaygazette.com/news/single-view/view/first-fatal-crash-on-chinese-high-speed-
line.html.  
17 Ben Blanchard and Sui-Lee Wee, “Chinaʼs effort to muzzle news of train crash sparks outcry,” 
Reuters, July 25, 2011, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-train-censorship/chinas-effort-to-
muzzle-news-of-train-crash-sparks-outcry-idUSTRE76O1IG20110725. 
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As a result, there was outrage amongst online communities, eliciting a deep 
distrust in the HSR as a technology, and distaste around the censorship surrounding 
it. The China Economic Observer newspaper published a widely distributed article 
called “Yiyi, When You Grow Up”, defying orders from the propaganda authorities. It 
is written as a letter to Xiang Weiyi, a 2-year-old girl whose rescue from the train 
collision was widely trumpeted in state media.   

“Yiyi, one day you might pass by this place again. When the train whistle once 
again startles this silent land, will we reluctantly tell you about all the 
hypocrisy, arrogance, rashness and cruelty behind this tragic story? 
[...] 
Yiyi, if weʼre going to promise you and other regular children like you a future, 
the journey must start from the wreckage of the train collision. That is the 
best way to remember your parents, and all the others who perished there.”18 

This is one of a few moments in the history of the HSR when the infrastructure has 
not been positioned as a catalyst for the prosperous future of China, but as a symbol 
of failure, mired in tragedy, corruption, and censorship. The train is presented in the 
media as a site of disaster, and is utilized as a warning, as opposed to an end goal.  

The 2011 Wenzhou crash caused a public outcry against the governmentʼs 
investments into developing the HSR, but China continued to build. By 2016, China 
had the worldʼs largest high-speed rail network, with 22,000 km of HSR lines across 
the country, and by 2020, it is expected to increase to 30,000 km.19 
 
  

                                                             
18 Clifford Coonan, “Chinese papers defy ban on negative coverage of train crash,” The Irish Times, 
August 2, 2011, https://www.irishtimes.com/news/chinese-papers-defy-ban-on-negative-coverage-
of-train-crash-1.587494. 
19 “China builds worldʼs largest high-speed rail network,” Peopleʼs Daily, December 28, 2017, 
http://en.people.cn/n3/2017/1228/c90000-9309653.html. 
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The Harmonious Commuter   
 

The mediation of the HSR experience in online spaces in the last several 
years speaks to the burgeoning role of the HSR in mass culture as a site of 
consumption, and a site to be consumed. 

Recently, the HSR has been at the center of online discussion as the setting 
of viral videos on Chinese social media. On August 2018, a video of a male HSR 
passenger arguing with a train employee went viral, and in October 2018, a video of 
a female passenger arguing with a train employee went viral. In the video, the man 
facetiously claims he physically cannot get out of a seat he did not buy a ticket for 
because he needs a wheelchair. In the other video, the woman takes a window seat 
assigned to another passenger and refuses to move when asked. The man speaks in 
a patronizing tone to a female employee, and the woman raises her voice, snapping 
rudely at the male employee attempting to assuage her. Both protagonists were 
deemed “high-speed train tyrants”20 by online netizens. Not only are the videos 
similar in content, but they are also similar in style, taken as vertical videos on 
cellphones, presumably by fellow passengers. The video resolution is low and 
camera movement is handheld. The focus of the image is always the passenger 
exhibiting “bad behavior,” and the face of the HSR employee is never revealed.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1.4: Screenshots of viral videos of “high-speed train tyrants”. 

                                                             
20 #⾼铁霸座# 
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Netizens were outraged by these videos, but also amused enough to make 
memes about them. The memes traveled through social media platforms, and the 
videos were reproduced on multiple video streaming platforms as they garnered 
hundreds of millions of views. On September 20, 2018, the video of the “high-speed 
train tyrant woman” received more than 450 million views on Weibo21. Comments 
were akin to: “How can people be so shameless?” and “Isnʼt this a society ruled by 
law?” Since October 2018, more similar videos exposing and shaming HSR 
passengers have continued to be posted, extending and referencing the “high-speed 
train tyrants” hashtag. Here, we see a process of “bad behavior” being mediated 
through surveillance by fellow passengers and online netizens. While the woman 
was only officially charged 200 RMB (approximately 30 USD) for “disturbing the 
order”22, her identity and personal details were exposed by netizens on social media.  

Unlike previous iterations of Chinese trains that still operate today as a 
slower and lower cost travel option, the HSR is coded as modern and urban. Its 
juxtaposition with the “uncivil” behavior of passengers creates a sense of 
disjuncture discomfiting enough to prompt a mass questioning of societal standards. 
The images passengers create from within the train speak to the shaping of an 
idealized urban identity, sometimes through collective negative reinforcement.  

Another typology of social media image emerging from the HSR trains is of 
women documenting themselves applying makeup. Usually taken as a selfie by 
passengers who set up a camera on the tray table in front of them, the resulting 
images take the form of a video, edited to double or triple its speed, or a set of 
before and after photos. They are posted on Weibo, Wechat, Bilibili, and other video 
streaming services, often with the hashtag “makeup on the high-speed rail 
challenge”23. Though the makeup videos and photos rarely go viral, they are, for the 
women who create them, a testament to the smoothness of the high-speed rail ride 
and to their own skills in self-fashioning. Often traveling to work, the women enter 
the train makeup-less and emerge completely transformed, ready for their day.   

 

                                                             
21 Manya Koetse, “ʼTrain Tyrant Womanʼ Goes Trending on Weibo and Unleashes Flood of New 
Memes,” Whatʼs on Weibo, published September 20, 2018, https://www.whatsonweibo.com/tyrant-
train-woman-goes-trending-on-weibo-and-unleashes-flood-of-new-memes/. 
22 Ibid. 
23 #⾼铁上化妆挑战# 
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Figure 1.5: Screenshots of images promoting make-up tutorials on the HSR. 

For the mass aspiring middle-class population who utilize both online social 
media platforms and the HSR, the HSR is consumed as a prop for online identity 
formation. Facilitating both physical and social mobility, the makeup videos speak to 
the function of the HSR in the accruement of both financial and social capital. 
Beyond the projected image of the HSR as a promise of Chinese modernity, it is 
clear through its online mediation that the HSR actively engenders behavior that 
matches the image of a harmonious24 urban middle-class citizen. As the Jing-Jin-Ji 
HSR lines are being constructed, the experience of riding the HSR is already molding 
the behaviors and experience of a speculative megaregion commuter.  
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                             
24 Harmony is a term that has been utilized frequently in Chinese propaganda as a core socialist 
value. It is also the name of the HSR train series most in use currently on HSR tracks across China.     
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Chapter Two: My Attempt to Outrun Beijing 
 
Methodology 
 

Since January 2018, I have been attempting to outrun Beijing by following the 
construction of HSR lines and stations across Jing-Jin-Ji. My hope is to grasp urban 
transformation as it occurs, to investigate the politics and poetics of the 
development of Chinese high-speed rail infrastructure from a human-scale, and to 
document peopleʼs histories as they cross its path. To do this, I embarked on a 
multi-year multimedia project rooted in ethnographic research on the HSR and at 
various sites of new and proposed HSR stations in Jing-Jin-Ji.  

While infrastructure is often viewed as a technological project, I approach the 
HSR from the perspective of the stories surrounding it. As a megaproject that cuts 
across land, through existing villages, and redefines existing boundaries, it impacts 
not only the lives of those who can afford to ride it as a passenger, but also the lives 
of those who occupy the spaces around rail lines and stations. The construction of 
infrastructure brings with it many questions about the ways development of the built 
environment can alter the social fabric and cultural identity of a place. In “The 
Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure” (2013), Brian Larkin characterizes 
infrastructure as an “architecture for circulation, providing the undergirding of 
modern societies” and “generat[ing] the ambient environment of everyday life.”25 I 
am particularly interested in the ambience of the everyday, comprised of “our sense 
of temperature, speed, florescence, and the ideas we have associated with these 
conditions”26 in the situated context of rural areas where the HSR has increasingly 
imposed a physical, aesthetic, aural, and symbolic presence.  

The Chinese HSR is worth analyzing from a sociocultural and humanist 
perspective because its impacts reach far beyond its technical functioning27 as an 
economic development trigger and a mode of transportation.  Susan Leigh Starʼs 
“The Ethnography of Infrastructure” (1999) asks the methodological question of how 
to understand infrastructure using the tools and perspectives of ethnography. 
Ethnography is traditionally used to understand place-based communities at sites of 
                                                             
25 Brian Larkin, “The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure,” Annual Review of Anthropology 42 
(October 2013): 328. 
26 Larkin, “The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure,” 336-337. 
27 Larkin, “The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure,” 329. 
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much smaller scale than a typical infrastructure project. It is a “labor-intensive and 
analysis-intensive craft” that inherently does not lend itself to studies of thousands 
of people or groups distributed geographically and temporally28. Critiques within 
anthropology have recognized the impossibility of discerning a discrete “field” for 
fieldwork; Bruno Latour (1993) argued for the exploration of “networks” instead of 
separate “territories” because of the increasing connectivity between places, people, 
things, and concepts.29 In my research design, I grapple with this question of scale 
by choosing multiple sites to engage with that represent varied roles and contexts in 
the Jing-Jin-Ji megaregion.  

In February 2018, I identified six sites to study using a Lynchian analysis of 
the Jing-Jin-Ji plan. I identified Xiongan Station and Baigou Station as future nodes, 
Handan East Station and Huanghua Station as future edges, and Gaoyi West Station 
and Wenmiao Station as future “in-between” sites that are situated in primarily rural 
counties (see Figure 2.1). While Kevin Lynch discusses terms such as node and 
edges in Image of the City (1960) in terms of wayfinding and the cognitive maps 
people have of cities they navigate, I refer to Kevin Lynch to shrink Jing-Jin-Ji back 
to human-scaled perception and to speculate on how the future commuter may 
navigate the region.  

In March 2018 I visited Gaoyi, Handan, Wenmiao and Huanghua, and in 
August 2018, November 2018, and March 2019, I visited Xiongan New Area. My plan 
is to extend my engagement with a select few sites to spend time in over the next 
few years to have a sense of its transformation over time. In my fieldwork, I center 
local residents who live or work in the vicinity of the HSR station. Centering 
individual narratives of local residents who are most impacted by development plans 
situates the question of the future megaregion on the human scale of lived 
experience.  

On site, I meet local residents and allow for my interviewees to guide me to 
various locales including their homes and sites of recent developments in the area. I 
learn what the HSR means to them and their hopes and fears surrounding the urban 
transformations occurring in their hometowns. My methodology consists of semi-
structured interviews, embodied exploration, and photography/video. This flexible 
and experimental mode of research allows new curiosities developed on site to be 

                                                             
28 Star, “The Ethnography of Infrastructure,” 383. 
29 Bruno Latour. We Have Never Been Modern (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1993).  
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followed. It also attempts to position local residents not as research subjects, but as 
active participants in the project; interviewees are not only informants but are also 
invited to shape my research itinerary and to act in front of the camera.  

 

Figure 2.1: Table of sites visited organized by Lynchian speculation and whether the HSR stations 
have been constructed or are in the process of construction. 
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Media Practice  
 
“The artist can evoke a place that will always only exist as a memory of another 
place in the mind of the viewer, because I think you need to have visited a place 
before you can really know it, and then only you will know it in that way. That is why 
place is so personal and intangible, but at the same time universally understood.”  

-- Tacita Dean30 
 

My use of media in this project is motivated by my interest in how sense of 
place can be evoked and complicated through art. Photography and moving image 
can act as document and archive, but can also comment on the poetics of the 
spatial and temporal.  

Documenting sites of rapid urban development with a camera is a form of 
archive creation. But I do not consider this media thesis to be an archive itself. 
When I started collecting media, I grappled with the questions inherent to this 
framing of the project: What is worth capturing within an archive of Jing-Jin-Ji? Who 
holds the power in/over my archive? How will my images be used in the future? 
Rather than becoming entangled in dilemmas of representation and power, or 
attempting to design an archive for a speculative audience, I decided to focus my 
attention instead on how my work can balance attempts at grasping, portraying, and 
commenting on the current moment.  

In Allan Sekulaʼs “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning” (1974), he 
outlines the binary between informative and affective powers of photography31. The 
photographer can be seen as reporter or artist; one reading of a photograph is 
context dependent and the other resides in the photograph itself. If photographs are 
a copy of the real world in a specific moment, questions of their scientific or archival 
truth value are inherent. But real-world context is insufficient in understanding a 
photograph. Although often derived from real situations, photographs construct 
imaginary worlds through their aesthetic choices, including framing and lighting.32 I 
am interested in evoking the poetics of the real, as opposed to solely conveying 
facts through the images I create.   

                                                             
30 Tacita Dean and Jeremy Millar. Art Works: Place. (London: Thames & Hudson, 2005).  
31 Allan Sekula, On the Invention of Photographic Meaning, (University of California, San Diego, 
1974): 10.  
32 Allan Sekula. “Reading an Archive: Photography between labour and capital.” In The photography 
reader, ed Liz Wells (London: Routledge, 2003), 443.  
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Rather than providing a direct answer to my research questions, crafting a 
single narrative around the HSR, or attempting to define a specific place along the 
HSR route to claim its singularity33, I seek to create room for discussion. I see my 
media pieces as fluidly responding to place, form, and context, while posing 
questions based on an observed understanding of the real. The creation of media art 
projects creates opportunities to communicate my findings and to engage others in 
conversation around my research questions. Photography, publications, video, films, 
and installations permit modes of spatial storytelling that are both situated in place 
and that can travel between places. They allow for tactile and sensorial engagement 
with the material, and can engage audiences in multiple interpretations. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.2: Motion Study. Baigou Station, Xiongan New Area. November 2018. Photo by author. 

When will today be reopened? is a site-specific installation that responds to 
its surrounding context, a Beijing hutong that is about to undergo renewal. Created 
through a process of unearthing and repurposing historical family portraits, the 
installation speaks to the displacement of memory. What do you see when you look 
out the window? is a publication composed of landscape photographs and stickers 
made with found images from sites around new and proposed high-speed rail 
stations. Packaged in a “sanitation bag” typically found in the pocket of a passenger 

                                                             
33 Marina Svensson, “Heritage struggles and place-makings in Zhejiang Province: local media, cross-
regional media interactions, and media strategies from below,” in Mapping Media in China: Region, 
province, locality, ed Wanning Sun and Jenny Chio (London: Routledge, 2012), 193.  
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seat in the high-speed rail, the book is a speculative public art piece for passengers 
to discover, collage, take from the train, or leave for the next passenger to find. A 
Day in the Outer Ring is an installation located in Beijing comprised of two video art 
pieces and a mural that broadly depict collaged places, temporalities, and ideologies 
along the Jing-Jin-Ji high-speed rail routes. And A Thousand-Year Stage is an 
experimental non-fiction film shot in Xiongan New Area, the future economic 
development node of Jing-Jin-Ji, as local residents await its transformation.  

When will today be reopened? and A Day in the Outer Ring were a joint effort 
between Diane Zhou, Beatrix Chu, and myself. Since 2016, we have worked together 
as an art and research collective called Sponge Gourd Collective, exploring the 
affective dimensions of urban transformation in contemporary China. Our work 
engages the intersection of memory and imagination with shifting senses of place, 
time, and identity. As members of the Chinese diaspora, we aim to complicate 
popular conceptions of China by exploring and deconstructing Chinese futurities. 
Our projects speak to Chinese youth and members of the global Chinese diaspora. 
Influenced by our backgrounds in anthropology, art, and film, our practice centers 
visual ethnography as a mode of inquiry and experimental modes of creation and 
public engagement. Open discussion between the three of us is an integral 
component of the research, analysis and creation methodology of this project. Our 
past projects include the Peopleʼs Square zine series that delves into sites of rapid 
urban change in Beijing, China. 
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When will today be reopened? (installation, video and photography, 2018) 

When will today be reopened? is a window installation that opened in ii space 
Baitasi, Beijing on July 26, 2018. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2.3: When will today be reopened? window installation view. Photo by Beatrix Chu. 

 
Description  

 
How do you handle a memory? Is it soft and fragile like a baby? Or oily and 

hot like melted butter? Does it burn your fingertips or scar the lines in your palms? 
When will today be reopened? explores physical interactions with memories of our 
own and of others. 

Gathering family photos from Ontario, New Jersey, New York, and Sussex 
drew us into the gaps within and between our varied experiences as members of the 
Chinese diaspora and the known and unknown stories of past generations. How 
does holding individual, shared, and secondhand memories generate both anonymity 
and intimacy? 

The presence of these photos on windows that will soon be bricked over 
collides nostalgic reflection with violent impermanence. A photo album reveals new 
information even while it taunts you with what is left unsaid, vivid fragments drifting 
without the connective tissue of lived experience. 
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“The image speaks to us, and seems to speak intimately to us of ourselves. But the 
term ʻintimatelyʼ does not suffice. Let us say rather that the image intimately 
designates the level where personal intimacy is destroyed and that it indicates in 
this movement the menacing proximity of a vague and empty outside, the deep, the 
sordid basis upon which it continues to affirm things in their disappearance.” 

-- Two Versions of the Imaginary, Maurice Blanchot34 
 
 Discussion 
 

When you leave a place, it starts to feel stuck in time; your memories cling 
onto your moment of departure and everything leading up to it. The hometown you 
once belonged to changes without you, and suddenly the only tangible traces of your 
past are photographs. As a member of the Chinese diaspora, investigating my family 
history gives me a sense of connection to places that I may not ever know. As an 
artist, I am curious about this connection, or its lack thereof, and this curiosity 
motivates my work.  

By sharing and making visible private excerpts from photo albums stored 
away in cupboards and boxes in Canada, the United Stated, and the United Kingdom 
within Beijingʼs evolving urban landscape, we attempt to collapse the disparate time 
scales of nostalgic introspection and capital-driven accelerationism. In the site-
specific context of a window about to be bricked up in Beijingʼs current efforts to 
restore hutong neighborhoods, the question of memory is especially salient. How 
can individual and collective memories be taken into consideration within 
development processes? This is further complicated by Chinaʼs oppressive memory 
regime, where history is not only suppressed through censorship, but “recreated to 
serve the present”.35 The depiction of hands sorting, grooming, picking at, and 
stroking various photographs sourced from our family archives and photos from our 
daily lives in the video piece central to the When will today be reopened? installation 
speaks to the manipulation of memories, and their inherent malleability.  

The unearthed family photographs are doubly displaced from their context. 
Not only do their stories become indecipherable after multiple generations have 

                                                             
34 Maurice Blanchot, “Two Version of the Imaginary” in The Gaze of Orpheus (Barrytown, NY: Station 
Hill Press, 1907). 
35 Ian Johnson, “Chinaʼs memory manipulators,” The Guardian, June 8, 2016, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jun/08/chinas-memory-manipulators. 
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passed, but they also become anonymous when placed in a collective pool of 
digitized images. The process of sharing these images and selecting them for When 
will today be reopened? forced us to untangle our individual relationships to each 
image, and to reevaluate them in relation to each other and to the environment of 
our installation site. My great grandfatherʼs black and white portrait taken in 
Shanghai in the early 1900s put in conversation with the photo of my collaboratorʼs 
mother in a field of tulips in Nanjing in the 1980s, reproduced and printed for a 
window installation in Beijing in 2018, make no claim to being singular or connected; 
the uprooting of these images removes the sentimental realism typical of family 
photographs, mirroring the dislocation of individual narrative and memory in 
processes of urban renewal.  
 
 Dialogue 
 

The opening of When will today be reopened? on July 26, 2018 created 
opportunities for dialogue about collective memory between ourselves, local 
residents of the hutong on which the window installation was located, and visitors, 
including Chinese university students and working adults in Beijing. In my 
conversations, many mentioned that the archival photos utilized in the installation 
reminded them of their own family photos, and led them to be curious about digging 
into and sorting their own archives.   
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What do you see when you look out the window?  (sticker book, 2018) 

What do you see when you look out the window? Is a sticker book that was self-
published and launched in Beijing on August 11, 2018. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
               Figure 2.4: What do you see when you look out the window? Photo by author. 
 
Description 

 
What do you see when you look out the window? is an interactive photo book 

designed for readers to alter by placing stickers in it. Designed to fit in the sanitary 
bag placed in front of each seat on the HSR, the photo book and sticker collection 
can be distributed to passengers by way of train seat pocket.  

The book comprises photos taken in March 2018 of impacted rural and 
industrial landscapes around new and planned HSR stations in Hebei, China, while 
the stickers are drawn from propaganda outlining official promises for the future. 
Asking the reader to collage over these scenes speaks to the constant manipulation 
of landscape in the context of Chinese urban development and poses the question 
of where agency is located in this change.  
 
 Discussion 
 

The sticker book combines photos from two categories: impacted landscapes 
in the vicinity of new and proposed HSR stations and propaganda images about 
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idealized peri-urban and rural landscapes taken in March 2018. Observing the real-
life collaging of the latter onto the former sparked the idea of inviting readers 
themselves to manipulate landscapes along Jing-Jin-Jiʼs high-speed rail routes. 
Packaged in an envelope mimicking the vomit and trash bag found in the pocket of a 
train seat, the sticker bookʼs intended audience is the high-speed rail passenger. Its 
childish design evokes a sense of playfulness, inviting the readerʼs participation. At 
the same time, the propaganda stickers, cut out of their surroundings to be pasted 
onto a new landscape, further highlight the aesthetic qualities of the original 
signage, rendering many of them absurd, kitsch, or aggressively overt. 

While When will today be reopened? contemplates memory, What do you see 
when you look out the window? poses a speculative question. Looking out the train 
window, the agricultural, industrial, and urban landscapes blur into one another, 
punctuated by occasional stops. The sticker book attempts to isolate moments 
along new and proposed high-speed rail routes that would otherwise only be viewed 
in passing. It provides the train passenger a mode of engagement with place, while 
situating each place in conversation with the infrastructural ideals of the high-speed 
rail that they are riding.       
 
 Distribution 
 

The design of What do you see when you look out the window? was 
completed in May 2018, and it was printed and launched in Beijing in August 2018. It 
has since been distributed through i:project space (Beijing), Mooneaters Collective 
(Boston) at Boston Hassle Market, New England Art Book Fair (2018), and Boston 
Art Book Fair (2018), and Distribution Assembly East at the LA Art Book Fair (2019).   

The sticker book was also on display at the Inside Out Art Museum in Beijing 
as a part of its show Stacks of Paper, Riot of Color: The Politics of Taste, which 
opened on September 23, 2018. The curator positions the sticker book in relation to 
previous work by Sponge Gourd Collective in the show description: 

 
“The three issues of Peopleʼs Square zine by Sponge Gourd Collective shine a 
light on the state of urbanization in Beijing, China. They present the 
demolition of Changdian Village, the renovation of Guijie and the bricking up 
of hutong walls in Gulou. On November 18, 2017, the Jufuyuan apartment fire 
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broke out. The Beijing government launched a 40-day special investigation of 
major hidden dangers, major clean-ups, major rectification actions, and the 
removal of ʻillegal buildingsʼ, effectively evicting tens of thousands of ʻlow-end 
populationʼ migrants. This is an extreme case of sudden urban 
transformation, and we know that demolition and transformation are no 
longer news to us. The research zine of Sponge Gourd Collective has 
documented these disturbing realities on a case-by-case basis. At the same 
time, the art processing in these zines is also unique. The artists pay special 
attention to imagery of children and intervenes in documentary photography 
through the method of collage. These childrenʼs images are cartoons and 
even childrenʼs propaganda paintings from the socialist period, which is also 
reflected in the magazineʼs particularly eye-catching title, ʻPeopleʼs Square.ʼ 
The recent concern of the Sponge Gourd Collective has expanded from 
Beijing to the surrounding area. In What do you think of when you look out the 
window? the artist is interested in the influence of the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei 
high-speed rail development on the surrounding society. The artist combines 
photography and collage, but this time, in addition to the photography book, 
there is a pile of stickers in the sanitation bag. The collage is no longer the 
task of the artist, but of the reader.” 
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A Day in the Outer Ring (installation, video and mural, 2018)  
 
A Day in the Outer Ring is an exhibit that opened in ii space Baitasi, Beijing on 
August 11, 2018. It consists of two video pieces and one mural.  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2.5: Nothing Ever Happens Here video piece on display in A Day in the Ring installation.  
Photo by author. 

 
Description 

 
Nothing Ever Happens Here and Lunar Palpitations are video works 

comprising footage from a research trip taken in March 2018 to explore the areas 
surrounding new and proposed HSR stations. Nothing Ever Happens Here creates 
collages in physical space by bringing green screens to various sites in Hebei with 
current or proposed HSR stations, and inviting local residents and objects to place 
themselves in the speculative space of the green screen. Lunar Palpitations loosely 
depicts a dizzying pilgrimage to a sacred site of speed and rejuvenation. Sense of 
time distorts, and bodies hurtle forward into abysmal space. Unfilial Garden is a wall 
painting that reproduces background elements from educational murals seen in 
Xitianchi Village, Handan, Hebei. Removed from their propagandistic context, the 
mute landscapes unfold and invite viewers to focus on their formal and affective 
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dimensions. These works highlight the vertigo, fantasy, and anxiety inherent in the 
HSRʼs promises of national empowerment through speed. 
 
 Discussion 
 
Nothing Ever Happens Here (video, single channel, 3:19) 

In each town we visited along new and proposed HSR routes in Jing-Jin-Ji, we 
brought along a portable green screen and inserted it, as a speculative window, into 
various landscapes. Carrying the green screen around was a performance of 
embodied collaging that invited passers-by and interview subjects to enter the 
speculative space it created, and to consider its possibilities.  

In the resulting video piece, Nothing Ever Happens Here, the presence of the 
green screen provokes a forward-facing temporality. It asks viewers to project their 
imagined futures onto varied places and scenes, including construction workers on 
their lunch break in Handan, and a local resident of Xiongan New Area taking a 
selfie by a newly built tennis court.   

If memory is a living link between past and present, imagination is the living 
link between present and future. In the same way we question whose memories 
matter in liminal moments of urban development, we also ask about the value of 
peopleʼs imaginations. In contexts of speculative interest and rapid development 
such as Handan and Xiongan New Area, local residents await the imminent 
demolitions of their villages, hoping to get the best deal out of their inevitable 
urbanization. 

When I asked a local resident from the town of Gaoyi what he wants his 
hometown to be like in the future, he stated that he had never been asked this 
question before or given it any thought. When I asked a local resident of Xiwanhuai 
Village, one of the 557 existing villages in the area designated to be Xiongan New 
Area, if he has considered the potential removal of local residents in the process of 
Xionganʼs development, he said, “This is not something to ʻconsiderʼ. It is the nation 
and the governmentʼs plan. Itʼs not something that can be decided by an individual.” 
With Chinaʼs political structuring, these answers do not come as a surprise. But they 
are what make the question of imagination salient. 
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Lunar Palpitations (video, single channel, 2:14) 
Lunar Palpitations is composed of 3D footage of our journey traversing 

multiple HSR stations and found images from the Beijing Railway Museum. The 
accompanying poem is presented through subtitles. The piece was inspired by the 
idea of the rail “eclipsing the sun”36, as discussed by Rebecca Solnit in River of 
Shadows: Eadweard Muybridge and the Technological Wild West. She describes 
how in the industrialization of the West in the 19th century, standardized time 
replaced solar time. Time zones were created to make train schedules possible. 
Correspondingly, I pose the question of how the spread of the high-speed rail will 
impact sense of time in rural China, and allude to the changing significance of the 
lunar calendar. The dizzying mood of the piece evokes a sense of motion sickness, 
as the viewer is flung between multiple temporalities and spatial orientations.  
 
“I watch the passage of the morning cars with the same feeling that I do the rising of 
the sun, which is hardly more regular. Their train of clouds stretching far behind and 
rising higher and higher, going to heaven while the cars are going to Boston, 
conceals the sun for a minute and casts my distant field into the shade, a celestial 
train beside which the petty train of cars which hugs the earth is but the barb of the 
spear… They go and come with such regularity and precision, that the farmers set 
their clocks by them, and thus one well-conducted institution regulates a whole 
country.”  

-- Walden, Henry David Thoreau37  
 

Unfilial Garden (mural, 2*2.7 meters) 
Unfilial Garden is an experiment in appropriation that calls into attention the 

formal dimensions of idealized landscapes in popular political imagery. It was 
painted to mimic the scale, texture, and style of outdoor propaganda murals found in 
rural villages across China. While it is a stylistic bootleg of village propaganda, it 
does not include images of people or contain moral parables. Instead, it is composed 
of landscape imagery found in the backgrounds of existing murals. Foregrounding 
city skylines, fields and flora through a composite painting, we call attention to ways 
of seeing and visual culture surrounding the promotion of rural/urban ideals.  
 
 
                                                             
36 Rebecca Solnit. River of Shadows: Eadweard Muybridge and the Technological Wild West (New 
York: Penguin Books, 2003). 
37 Henry David Thoreau. Walden (Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 1854).  
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A Thousand-Year Stage (short film, 35 minutes, 2019) 
 
A Thousand-Year Stage is a short film that was screened at the Harvard Visual and 
Environmental Studies student screenings in the Harvard Film Archive, Carpenter 
Center for Visual Arts on May 3, 2019. The film is, at the time of thesis submission, a 
work in progress.  
 

 
Figure 2.6: Still from A Thousand-Year Stage. 

 
Description 

A Thousand-Year Stage is an experimental non-fiction film that features the 
local residents of Xiongan New Area, the area deemed to be Chinaʼs most recently 
planned megacity. After an initial encounter with the site in August 2018, I began 
shooting this film in November 2018 and returned again to shoot in March 2019. I 
plan to continue shooting and recording through to 2020, when the construction of 
Xiongan Station will be complete.  

On April 1, 2017, three rural counties, Xiong, Rongcheng, and Anxin, located 
100 kilometers south of Beijing, were coined “Xiongan New Area”. News was 
announced that Xiongan New Area would serve as the economic development and 
innovation hub of the Jing-Jin-Ji megaregion. This was deemed President Xi 
Jinpingʼs “thousand-year plan,” a city building initiative that rivals the national 
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significance and ambition of Deng Xiaopingʼs first Special Economic Zone initiative 
in 1980, that led to the creation of Shenzhen.  

A Thousand-Year Stage is composed of encounters with local residents of 
Chinaʼs most recently planned megacity, Xiongan New Area, as they await its 
transformation. The film combines observational footage of local residents with 
performed choreography on current and proposed high-speed rail stations in 
Xiongan New Area, and moves between the construction site of Xiongan Station and 
the existing Baigou Station.  

In this transitional moment in the history of the region, I focus on a similarly 
transient non-place space, the high-speed rail station. Centering the station and its 
occupants captures the physical and temporal collapsing of scales that occurs when 
a high-speed rail station is built at a scale far larger than its rural surroundings, 
cutting across landscapes at a speed much faster than the local pace of life. 
Situated in Xiongan New Area, Baigou Station is built at an urban scale, with its 
total area equivalent to the size of half a village. It is used by local residents from up 
to twenty nearby villages as a public space for recreation and a place of work. Many 
gather in its plaza each day to dance, sing, stroll, and socialize. Just a twenty-minute 
drive away, farmland is being cleared and villages are being demolished as Xiongan 
Station, “Asiaʼs largest train station,” is being constructed. Those from neighboring 
villages sit outside the construction site, watching it transform every day. 

I was drawn towards everyday theatrics, choreographies of labor, and acts of 
self-performance in Xiongan New Area. The sweet sentimentality of Chinese love 
songs performed in karaoke by local residents and migrant workers is situated in 
dialogue with the blankness of emptied landscapes waiting to be transformed, and 
the overtness of Chinese propaganda around the ideals for this site. The loud 
personalities of local livestreaming celebrities and the dance music they blast over 
fields and plazas creates an effect of disjunction, revealing a portrait of 
contemporary Chinese life not typically associated with rural China or on view in 
Western media. While filming, I allow my camera frame to become a stage, and I 
position local residents and migrant workers as performers.  

In Xiongan New Area, urbanization has become a spectacle itself. Local 
residents witness the construction of Xiongan Station, sitting on its sidelines or 
peeking through fences. Prohibited from entry, those who watch the scene can only 
speculate and imagine the future uses of the land they previously tilled, with the 
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image of its future becoming clearer each day. Visitors from Beijing and other parts 
of China also find their way to these sidelines, inspecting the state of construction 
and curious about potential investment opportunities. After the initial announcement 
of Xiongan New Area in April 2017, the country was, as one of my interview subjects 
put it, “seething with excitement.”  

While I befriended multiple local residents and conducted many interviews in 
the process of making this film, I purposefully did not include any visual or audio 
interview footage. My film attempts to capture the poetics of the place, as it 
exist(ed) between 2018 and 2019, through observation of the ways in which people 
engage with the landscape and interact with the camera. I rely primarily on images 
and sound to convey this moment. The opaque, drawn out nature of the film reflects 
the experience of people who live in Xiongan, who wait and speculate, not knowing 
how exactly their lives will change when their home becomes a megacity.  
 
 Discussion 

Place is said to have been superseded by non-place. With rapid, generic 
urban development happening across the globe, the particularities that define a 
place as singular, such as authenticity, character, and identity, are no longer 
inherent to places inhabited by people. To complement the “anthropological place” 
that is “formed by individual identities, through complicities of language, local 
references, the unformulated rules of living know-how,”38 anthropologist Marc Augé 
coined the term non-place to refer to a “space which cannot be defined as 
relational, or historical, or concerned with identity”39 such as a train station, airport, 
or strip mall. Transient by definition, non-places exist in passing and in constant 
motion. They are homogenous and omnipresent. The purported death of place in 
this contemporary moment brings me to contemplate the potential role of art, 
specifically in the medium of film, in recuperating place.  

Place can be perceived as the natural setting of a film or the backdrop to a 
narrative, but it can also play a much larger role. Filmic representations of place, 
both fiction and non-fiction, have the power to influence the experience of a place, 
or to invent entirely new psycho-geographies. They influence how people physically 

                                                             
38 Marc Augé, Non-places: Introduction to an anthropology of supermodernity (London: Verso, 2008), 
101. 
39 Ibid., 77-78. 
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move through places and influence how others imagine them, without directly 
experiencing them. I am interested in what happens when background is 
foregrounded, and the audience experiences sense of place through moving image. 
Sergei Eisenstein, Soviet filmmaker and theorist, discusses film landscapes in 
relation to film music. Both “share the ability to express, in cinematic form, what is 
otherwise inexpressible.”40 He sees landscape and music as “the freest element[s] 
of film, the least burdened with servile, narrative tasks, and the most flexible in 
conveying moods, emotional states, and spiritual experiences.”41 The choice to 
foreground landscape frees the film of a rigid narrative or journalistic structure, 
typical of conventional documentaries. It creates opportunities for the audience to 
meander and imagine, and to relate to the place being depicted on their own terms.   

Although rarely discussed together, the motives of cinema and urban design 
often resonate, each dependent on image and narrative to create experiences or to 
build new worlds. Urban design involves the performance of multiple fictions; the 
imaginary is overlaid onto existing urban fabrics, which planners and designers cut 
up and move around to actuate an approximation of an urban ideal, with all its 
embedded ideologies and tensions. Amidst transformation, memories are dislocated, 
sometimes onto specific sites of memorial. Imagined futures are speculated upon, 
often driving real estate development. In the context of top-down modernist 
planning and urban renewal projects that disenfranchise the local and the poor, how 
can cinematic placemaking subvert logics of urban development, and create new 
modes of engagement with place? 
 
  

                                                             
40 Martin Lefebvre, “Introduction” in Landscape and Film. (New York: Routledge, 2006), xii.    
41 Sergei M. Eisenstein, Nonindifferent Nature, trans. Herbert Marshall (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1987), 217. as quoted by Martin Lefebvre, “Introduction” in Landscape and Film. 
(New York: Routledge, 2006), xii.    
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Conclusion 
 

Riding the HSR transforms the way people see and navigate the city; 
distances smudge and spaces between stations flash past as undefined blurs. The 
expression and projection of individual narratives reconfigures this site back to 
human scale, insists on the role and experience of local residents, and encourages 
Jing-Jin-Ji residents to construct their own accounts and archives that complicate 
official histories of the megaregion.  

As a Master of City Planning student with a background in anthropology, I 
was often caught between the pragmatics of planning and my own inclination to 
explore and understand the lived experience of people on the ground. The top-down 
orientation of urban planning and design gave me a different lens to view the 
bottom-up perceptions I learned to observe and analyze in my previous schooling. 
Correspondingly, the varied scales at which urbanists understand place reach 
beyond the scale of typical ethnographic inquiry. I believe my desire to work across 
different scales while maintaining my curiosity about lived experience as it relates to 
sense of identity and belonging led to the design of the methodology outlined in this 
media thesis.   

While my research questions guide my exploration, I do not seek answers or 
solutions to them but pathways to express their complexities. I believe the multiple 
spatiotemporal dimensions of how a megaproject like the Chinese HSR impacts 
communities cannot solely be interpreted through quantitative data or spatial 
analytics, but that the hope, anxiety, and fears surrounding urbanization can only be 
understood with time, and with depth of connection with research subjects. This 
media thesis includes the beginnings of such an exploration, while the media pieces 
are my initial attempts to make sense of what I observed in the field. At the same 
time, the media pieces create opportunities for dialogue and inquiry around my 
guiding questions, enabling others to engage with them.  

The set of projects included in Chinese Speed express both my evolving 
familiarity with the research subject and with my own voice and visual language. 
While my curiosity about the texture of life and the poetics of place has long driven 
my work before arriving at MIT, I have discovered through my time as a graduate 
student the different forms this curiosity can take. My initial interest in photography 
has matured towards a more open but critical attitude towards the use of images. 
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The various trips I took to my research sites have allowed me to practice mediating 
my encounters using a camera and sound equipment. Creating the projects that 
comprise this media thesis has not only allowed me to explore the topic of the HSR 
as a symbol, infrastructure, and lived reality, but it has also accelerated my 
understanding of photography, installation, video art, and film.   

I find resonance in the way artist and filmmaker Eric Baudelaire digresses but 
appropriates research methodologies from his political science background in his 
artistic practice. Baudelaire discusses this shift in the catalog for Après, an 
exhibition he curated around his recent film Also Known As Jihadi (2017) at the 
Centre Pompidou:   

 “I left behind the tools I was used to handling ‒ those of political science ‒ 
because they no longer helped me render what I perceived of the world. I 
have since sought a working principle that accepts being at a loss in the face 
of the unspeakable, while acknowledging that the unspeakable must have its 
reasons.”42  

His art blurs the lines between documentary and fiction, and creates room for 
imagination to freely come into play. The framing of his films and his installations 
unsettle the conventions of formal, scientific knowledge in search for a free, intuitive 
response to his research questions. He makes no claim to objectivity, typical in 
conventional non-fiction films, and in fields such as political science and urban 
planning.  

As I continue to build an artistic practice around ethnographic tools, it is also 
important to reflect on the intersection between art and anthropology. The 
overlapping motives and modes of work between artists and anthropologists have 
been increasingly explored by artists and anthropologists alike. Anthropologists Arnd 
Schneider and Christopher Wright in Contemporary Art and Anthropology (2006) and 
Anthropology and Art Practice (2013) note these similarities:  

“Artists and anthropologists are practitioners who appropriate from, and 
represent, others. Although their representational practices have been 
different, both books and artworks are creative additions to the world; both 
are complex translations of other realities.”43 

                                                             
42 Eric Baudelaire, APRÈS exhibition program and journal, Centre Pompidou, Sept 2017.  
43 Arnd Schneider and Christopher Wright. Contemporary Art and Anthropology, (Berg Publishers: 
2005), 26. 
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In recent decades, artists have become more engaged with depicting the real, and 
anthropologists have become more conscious of utilizing visual media beyond their 
demonstrative capacities. Art critic and historian Hal Foster describes the 
increasingly overlapping realms of anthropology and art in his seminal essay “The 
Artist as Ethnographer?” (1995). The “ethnographic turn” in contemporary art, paired 
with “artist envy” of the anthropologist has resulted in misrecognitions between the 
two fields, both sides envious but sometimes suspicious and ignorant of the other.44 
Schneider and Wright urge artist/anthropologists to engage on a deeper level than 
just deriving inspiration from or referencing the other. I too believe that the creation 
of work that engages productively with both anthropological and artistic debates 
would deepen and develop an emerging mode of engaging the real within 
scholarship, in the art world, and ideally more broadly in fields that rely on 
understanding the real, such as architecture and planning. 

The reliance of ethnography on intimacy built over time is interestingly 
challenged by a topic such as Chinese speed, where the HSR itself is distanced from 
its surrounding landscape, operating on a standardized and mechanical temporal 
plane. Restricted by my course schedule as a student, I found myself speeding 
through the sites I had chosen to investigate, and developing quick preliminary 
understandings of varied urban contexts impacted by the HSR. Upon reflection of 
my research methodology in 2018, I was nervous that somehow, I had become the 
HSR, efficiently crossing paths with each predetermined location in my research 
design. However, the relative freedom of art gave me space to creatively address the 
shortcomings of my research and to engage in my questions using the resources I 
had access to, in the time span I was given. I am grateful to have had the 
opportunity to build a practice around exploration and experimentation through this 
project, and I am excited to (slowly) continue to unravel the effects and affects of 
the HSR as the transformation across Jing-Jin-Ji occurs.  
  

                                                             
44 Hal Foster, “The Artist as Ethnographer?” (1995); Arnd Schneider and Christopher Wright. 
Contemporary Art and Anthropology, (Berg Publishers: 2005), 19.  
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Appendix 

 
 
Figure A.1: Map of Jing-Jin-Ji HSR Infrastructure and urban population density. Map by author, 
February 2018. 
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Figure A.2: When will today be reopened? invitations. Designed and printed by author. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure A.3: When will today be reopened? window installation view. Photo by author.  
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Figure A.4: When will today be reopened? window installation video still.  

 

 

 

Figure A.5: When will today be reopened? opening event, July 2018. Photos by Ted Black. 
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Figure A.6: What do you see when you look out the window? launch event, August 2018. Photos by 
Justin Xie. 

 
Figure A.8: Unfilial Garden mural in A Day in the Outer Ring installation. Mural by Diane Zhou. 
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Figure A.9: Nothing Ever Happens Here video stills. 
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Figure A.10: Lunar Palpitations video stills. 

 
 
 
 
 



47 
 

 

Figure A.11.a: A Thousand-Year Stage film still. “Xiongan big beauty” (雄安大美美), local 
livestreaming celebrity, dancing in front of her village. 
 

Figure A.11.b: A Thousand-Year Stage film still. Construction site of the new Xiongan Station, set to 
be complete in 2020.  
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Figure A.11.c: A Thousand-Year Stage film still. Local drivers at Baigou Station in Xiong County wait 
outside the station exit for potential customers. 
 

Figure A.11.d: A Thousand-Year Stage film still. Construction workers of Xiongan Station sing 
karaoke after dinner in informal dining quarters.  
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Appendix A.12:  
“The poetics of (non)place”: film curatorial program by author.  

 
Below are examples of experimental non-fictions, fiction, and hybrid films that 

were sources of instruction and inspiration in my own process of making A 
Thousand-Year Stage. They respond to the context, story, and mood of the places 
they portray. For example, Last Night I Saw You Smiling is motivated by the drive to 
archive, to capture a vanishing place before its disappearance, while All The Cities 
in the North is an enigmatic elegy to a place long forgotten. Their situated contexts 
speak to the mortality of place: the way some places are forced into being or not 
being, and the enigmatic, spectral presences that emerge from this tension over 
time.  
 
White Out Black In (2014)  
Adirley Queiros  
 

White Out Black In is a film about Ceilandia, a city established by the 
Brazilian government in the 1970s for the workers hired to build Brasilia. The 
creation of a satellite city ensured the prevention informal settlements within the 
new modernist city and was a way to expel the working class from its center. Adirley 
Queiros is from Ceilandia and many of his films revolve around the politically fraught 
relationship between Ceilandia and Brasilia.   

White Out Black In could be read as a science fiction film, but its most 
compelling elements derive from how it sits in the blurred line between fiction and 
non-fiction. Adirley Queiros hired non-professional actors to tell the story of his 
hometown, and in doing so, they co-created a fictional story of the destruction of 
Brasilia. Premised on the true story of a police raid of a dance club called Quarentão 
in 1986, the film focuses on two men who were left crippled by the attack. Together, 
they plan their revenge on Brasilia through the creation of a time bomb consisting of 
the music from Ceilandia, including hip hop, rap, and funk. One of the characters, 
Sartana, sketches throughout the film, and at the end, we see that his drawings 
depict bombs hitting multiple Le Corbusier skyscrapers, signifying the destruction of 
Brasilia.  
 The playful, yet highly politicized approach of Queiros is successful in 
depicting Ceilandia and the inner sentiments of its residents. The film reveals the 
racist undertones of Brasiliaʼs urban planning strategy while providing a space for 
Ceilandiaʼs residents to reimagine their home as the set of a science fiction action 
movie and themselves as heroes of the underclass.   
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Last Night I Saw You Smiling (2019)  
Neang Kavich  
 

In Last Night I Saw You Smiling, Kavich captures the last few days before the 
White Building, a housing development in Phnom Penh, is demolished after its 
storied history beginning with its construction in 1963 as a civic building as a symbol 
of modernism in Cambodia and a major work of New Khmer Architecture. After the 
Khmer Rouge in 1979, civil servants and artists were resettled into the White 
Building. In 2017, it was announced that the site would be developed into a high-rise 
mixed-use development, with recent rumors claiming that the site would become a 
casino. Composed of long takes of people packing to leave as they face the 
inevitability of their eviction, the film observes the interiors of the building and the 
interior lives of its residents that align with the particular histories of the place as 
they confront the uncertainty of their futures. As a resident who grew up in the 
White Building himself, Kavich has a personal stake in the unfolding of the events as 
they play out on camera, and the film features poignant, intimate moments and 
shared experiences with his own family members and neighbors. The film ends with 
the buildingʼs demolition, in a shot where the camera turns to an open doorway and 
light floods the frame, washing out the entire image into white, like a ghost of the 
buildingʼs white exterior.  

 
All the Cities of the North (2016)  
Dane Komljen 
 

Filmed in and around what appear to be abandoned concrete apartments, All 
the Cities of the North is an enigmatic elegy to what was once a Yugoslavian resort 
complex. Surrounded by woods and overgrown with trees, nature has overtaken the 
leftover architecture. Three men appropriate the space for their own use. Beyond 
the bare furnishings they utilize in their daily activities, there are no other traces of 
people. The place in the film is depicted not through narrative, but through a rhythm 
of textures and colors; isolated in close-up shots, the deep green foliage, ashen 
white concrete walls, bright blue construction tarp, and orange plastic containers 
are visually striking. 

We see the three men interact with the environment and amongst 
themselves. They are tender, cutting one anotherʼs hair and napping next to each 
other. They forage for fruit. They urinate on the buildingʼs concrete exterior. They 
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wrestle playfully on its roof. But they do not speak to each other. We only hear them 
through the occasional voiceover, always in the form of a monologue. 

The narration often alludes to the fraught objectives behind city building and 
architectural ideals. Halfway through the film, a dreamlike sequence underwater, 
tinged with neon green, is followed by a monologue describing the erasure of the 
city made out of the scraps and surplus materials of Brasilia. Because it did not fit in 
the “image of a new city without inequality,” the city that people built needed to be 
hidden. To do so, the narrator explains that someone drew a lake on the map, and 
now, there are ruins of what people built under water. The narration references 
places that are similar in history to the space being observed in the footage, giving 
the viewer some grounding in the story of the place. Yet the film never directly tells 
us what happened there.  

Poetic metaphors and moods leave the viewer in a space between knowing 
and not knowing. But everything that we do know feels intuitive or empathic, derived 
from the filmmakerʼs aesthetic sensibility45.   
 
News From Home (1977) 
Chantal Akerman  
 

News from Home is a meditation on the urban experience of New York City as 
it relates to the question of personal sense of belonging, and connection or 
disconnection from family. The film consists of Akermanʼs voiceover as she reads 
letters sent to her by her mother over elegantly composed, atmospheric long takes 
of New York Cityʼs city streets, outer boroughs, and ordinary inhabitants. 
Throughout the film, letters come in to Akerman from her mother, but we do not 
hear what she writes back. The epistolary approach forms a unidirectional 
correspondence. Yet we see her response in the form of images of streets, bus 
stops, parking lots, storefronts, subway platforms and moving trains.  

At one point, Akerman pans slowly across a parking lot surrounded by 
concrete commercial buildings with monotonous square windows to a yellow sign 
that obnoxiously reads “Park FAST”. The slow, long takes of non-places such as this 
parking lot give each location in the film a weight that it may not usually afford in 
the context of daily urban experience.  

The audience gets the sense that Akerman is wandering the city, taking long, 
aimless walks. With images taken at dawn and dusk, including of storeowners 

                                                             
45 Franco Berardi. And. Phenomenology of the end: Cognition and sensibility in the transition from 
conjunctive to connective mode of social communication, (Semiotext(e): 2015), 31.  
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setting up shop, we feel that the footage is taken before and after something, but we 
do not know what. Like Akermanʼs mother, viewers are made to wonder how 
Akerman is spending her days away from home. The filmmakerʼs silent response 
imbues the film with a deep sense of alienation. 
 
Letters to Max (2014)  
Eric Baudelaire  
 

Letters to Max is framed around a series of letters that Eric Baudelaire sent 
to Maxim Gvinjia, a diplomat in Abkhazia, a contested nation only recognized by 
several countries located on the eastern coast of the Black Sea. Having seceded 
from Georgia after the Soviet collapse in 1993, Abkhazia is still not recognized as a 
state by most nations. The film begins with a letter from Baudelaire: “Max, are you 
there?” In the context of Abkhazia, “there” is an inherently loaded word. It 
immediately calls into question where exactly “there” is, as it does not exist on a 
map and is only deemed a state by those who occupy it.  

Baudelaire realizes after an email from Max that Max is able to receive his 
letters but the local post office in Abkhazia cannot send them out. This becomes the 
structural and conceptual basis of the film. Typical to Baudelaireʼs practice, this film 
is conceived in correspondence. He continues to send letters to Max, who records 
his responses and stores them for the filmmaker to listen to at a later date. One year 
later, Baudelaire listens to all of Maxʼs recorded in Abkhazia, uses them as the filmʼs 
voiceover, and shoots the images in the film.   

The spatial and temporal distance inherent to the correspondence matches 
the feeling of disjuncture evoked by the audio recordings and images. The letters, 
the recorded responses, and the images are produced in temporal isolation, in one-
way conversations. This intentional approach reflects a process of displacement 
that forces the audience to see Abkhazia as Baudelaire does, with structured but 
distanced curiosity, imagination, and speculation.  
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Figure A.13: Members of Sponge Gourd Collective (Diane Zhou, Beatrix Chu, Daphne Xu). Gaoyi West 
Station. March 2018.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



54 
 

Bibliography 
 
Abramson, Daniel Benjamin. "Megaprojects as Urbanism." Building Research and  

Information 37, no. 3 (2009): 335-339.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/09613210902796494. 

 
Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of  

Nationalism. London: Verso, 1983. 
 
Augé, Marc. Non-places: Introduction to an anthropology of supermodernity.  

London: Verso, 2008.  
 
Berardi, Franco. And. Phenomenology of the end: Cognition and sensibility in the  

transition from conjunctive to connective mode of social communication. 
Semiotext(e), 2015. 

 
Blanchot, Maurice. “Two Version of the Imaginary” in The Gaze of Orpheus.  

Barrytown, NY: Station Hill Press, 1907. 
 
Crang, Mike. “Qualitative Methods: Touchy, Feely, Look-See?” Progress in Human  

Geography 27, no. 4 (2003): 494‒504.  
https://doi.org/10.1191/0309132503ph445pr. 

 
Dean, Tacita and Millar, Jeremy. Art Works: Place. London: Thames & Hudson, 2005.  
 
de Certeau, Michel. The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley: University of California  

Press, 2002.  
 
Derrida, Jacques.  Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression. Chicago: University of  

Chicago Press, 1995. 
  
Easterling, Keller. Extrastatecraft: The Power of Infrastructure Space. London, New  

York: Verso, 2014. 
 
Foster, Hal. “The Artist as Ethnographer?” in The Traffic in Culture: Refiguring Art  

and Anthropology. Berkeley and Los Angeles, California: University of 
California Press, 1995. 



55 
 

 
Foucault, Michel. “The Historical A Priori and the Archive.” In Archaeology of  

Knowledge. New York: Tavistok Publications/Pantheon, 1972. 
 
Larkin, Brian. “The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure.” Annual Review of  

Anthropology 42, no. 1 (2013): 327‒43. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-
anthro-092412-155522. 

 
Latour, Bruno. We Have Never Been Modern. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall,  

1993. 
 

Lefebvre, Henri. The Production of Space. Wiley-Blackwell, 1992.  
 
Lefebvre, Martin. Landscape and Film. London: Routledge, 2006.   
 
Liu, James J. Y. "Time, Space, and Self in Chinese Poetry." Chinese Literature:  

Essays, Articles, Reviews (CLEAR) 1, no. 2 (1979): 137-56.  
doi:10.2307/823502. 
 

Lynch, Kevin. The Image of the City. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1960. 
 
Ollivier, Gerald, Richard Bullock, Ying Jin, and Nanyan Zhou. “High-Speed Railways  

in China: A Look at Traffic.” China Transport Topics, no. 11 (2014): 12. 
 
Pavlicevic, Dragan and Kratz, Agatha. “Testing the China Threat paradigm: Chinaʼs  

high-speed railway diplomacy in Southeast Asia.” The Pacific Review 31, no. 2  
(June 2017). https://doi.org/10.1080/09512748.2017.1341427. 

 
Pink, Sarah. Advances in Visual Methodology. SAGE Publications, 2012. 
 
Pink, Sarah. “More Visualising, More Methodologies: On Video, Reflexivity and  

Qualitative Research.” The Sociological Review 49, no. 4 (2001): 586‒
99. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954X.00349. 

 
Schneider, Arnd and Wright, Christopher. Anthropology and Art Practice. London:  

Bloomsbury Academic, 2013.  
 



56 
 

Schneider, Arnd and Wright, Christopher. Contemporary Art and Anthropology.  
Oxford, England: Berg Publishers, 2005. 

 
Sekula, Allan. On the Invention of Photographic Meaning. University of California,  

San Diego, 1974. 
  
Sekula, Allan. “Reading an Archive: Photography between labour and capital.” In The  

photography reader, by Liz Wells, 443-452. London: Routledge, 2003.  
 

Solnit, Rebecca. River of Shadows: Eadweard Muybridge and the Technological Wild  
West. New York: Penguin Books, 2003.  

 
Star, Susan Leigh. “The Ethnography of Infrastructure.” American Behavioral  

Scientist  43, no. 3 (November 1999): 377‒91. 
doi:10.1177/00027649921955326. 

 
Svensson, Marina, “Heritage struggles and place-makings in Zhejiang Province:  

local media, cross-regional media interactions, and media strategies from 
below,” in Mapping Media in China: Region, province, locality, ed Wanning 
Sun and Jenny Chio. London: Routledge, 2012, 193. 
 

Thoreau, Henry. Walden. Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 1854.  
 
Wilson, Ara. “The Infrastructure of Intimacy.” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture  

and Society 41, no. 2 (2016): 247‒80. https://doi.org/10.1086/682919. 
 
Xu, Fei. The Belt and Road: The Global Strategy of China High-Speed Railway.   

Singapore: Springer, 2018. 
 
 
 
 


