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        但以为身外的青春固在：星, 月光, 僵坠的蝴蝶, 暗中的花，猫头鹰的不祥之言, 杜鹃的啼血, 笑的渺茫, 爱的翔舞. … 虽然是悲凉漂渺的青春罢, 然而究竟是青春.
      


      
        (魯迅 ,〈希望〉, 野草, 1924)
      

    


    
      
        I believed youth still existed around me: stars, moonlight, stiff-fallen butterflies, flowers in the darkness,
        the inauspicious hoot of the owl, the blood-cry of the cuckoo, the vagueness of laughter, the soaring dance of
        love … Though it was a dismal apathetic youth, it was nonetheless still youth.
      


      
        (Lu Xun, 2010: 21–22)
      

    


    
      
        那時我們還年輕. 穿過殘垣斷壁蒼松古柏, 我們來到山崖上. 沐浴著夕陽, 心靜如水, 我們向雲霧飄蕩的遠方眺望. 其實啥也看不到, 生活的悲歡離合遠在地平線以外, 而眺望是一種青春的姿態.
      


      
        北島, 《青燈》(2006)
      

    


    
      
        We were young then. Walking through the wreckage and ruin along the ruined walls, the verdant pines and the
        ageless cypresses, we came to the cliff. Bathed in the sunset, our hearts calm as the water, we looked far into
        the drifting clouds and mist. We could not really see anything, because the joys and sorrows of life were far
        beyond the horizon. But to look far is the posture of youth.
      


      
        (Bei Dao, Green Lamp, 2006)1
      

    


    
      These are nostalgic reminiscences by two prominent Chinese writers who sought, at different times, to transcend
      dominant social norms by endorsing a subjective approach to their own youth—inspiring next generations of young
      people (Xu, 2002). Lu Xun and Bei Dao’s works were also at the forefront of major historical turns in May 1919
      and June 1989 respectively, as they belong to eras during which the conception of youth and its relationship with
      culture, politics, and space in China were redefined. Both recollections describe youth as rather bucolic spaces
      in which bodies and minds can wander freely, less concerned about time, the past, or the future, but fully
      inhabiting space and bending the universe to their will in order to perform their Selves. Our book started from
      the premise that youth cultures in twenty-first century China are similarly
      profoundly shaped by the space in which they are produced, shared, and consumed.
    


    
      Facing the full force of transformative economic growth and increased mobility in an era of globalization since
      the launch of the “opening reforms” in the 1980s, youth cultures in China have, over the past three decades,
      undergone significant transformation. Over the past few years, a growing academic and non-academic literature
      based on extensive fieldwork has given voice to the Chinese youth and their struggle to cope with familial and
      societal pressure in an increasingly competitive world (Ash, 2017; Dytchwald, 2018; Fish, 2015; Steinfeld, 2015).
      The children of the Cultural Revolution generation, sometimes known as the balinghou 八零后 (post-1980s), the
      jiulinghou 九零后 (post-1990s), and now the linglinghou 零零后 (post-2000s), grew up with the rise of the
      Internet, the birth of instant communication and social media, the development of fast-growing entertainment
      industries, and the import of Japanese and Western consumer goods. In this context, they enthusiastically
      embraced the global trends of cultural consumption and production. Digital technologies, in particular, allowed
      for the formation of “new youth subjectivities” (de Kloet and Fung, 2017) that integrate various media such as
      videos, photos, or recordings. In these temporary spaces where they interact with old and new media, their
      experience differs greatly from earlier generations.
    


    
      Although this book focuses on the Chinese Millennials born after the 1980s, it takes on the idea that youth is a
      social construction shaped by particular regional, cultural, and socio-economic factors rather than based on a
      strict bio-genealogical approach. Youth is, after all, “just a word” (Bourdieu, 1987) defined by a set of
      oppositions to other age cohorts. Similarly, there is not one youth but many, from rural migrant to urban elite,
      ethnic or sexual minority, and marginalized or mainstream youths. Consequently, youth cultures in China are not
      quite a homogeneous, objective category but a set of multiple and multifaceted forms of expression and creativity
      that coexist and interact. The objective here is to provide a complex understanding of youth cultures that young
      Chinese are creating for themselves.
    


    
      As a source of critical understanding and transformative values, youth cultures can provide valuable insights
      into contemporary Chinese society. While some consider that existing theoretical literature on youth tends to
      privilege space over time, focusing on mobility and global flows (Clark, 2012; Cole and Durham, 2008), in the
      ever-growing literature on youth cultures in China (de Kloet, 2010; de Kloet and Fung, 2017; Liu, 2011; Wang,
      2005) few studies have explored the relationship between youth cultures and spatiality. Where are youth cultures
      produced, shared, and consumed? How do different spaces of production, consumption, and circulation shape
      everyday cultural practices among Chinese Millennials? Conversely, how do youth cultures shape the spaces they
      are produced and shared in? On the one hand, the present book seeks to shift from the assumption of youth as
      temporality to “youth as a heterogeneous process that unfolds relationally as part of the material and symbolic
      production of space” (Farrugia and Wood, 2017: 209). On the other hand, a spatial approach to youth cultures in
      China is critical to understand how Chinese Millennials engage with local,
      national, and transnational cultural flows in physical and virtual spaces. This edited volume thus hopes to
      contribute to a better understanding of youth cultures in China by going beyond the question whether cultural
      productions in collective spaces are used for self-assertion or sociability. How can a spatial approach help us
      to provide a more nuanced and accurate picture of youth cultures, transcending the idea that youth are engaging
      in cultural practices either only for leisure or specifically to express their feelings or ideas? How can we
      assess ever-shifting practices and ever-evolving experiences in observing the use of collective spaces? Beyond
      the fundamental importance of considering collective spaces produced by young Chinese to understand contemporary
      China, how can these experiences provide a new perspective on the global processes of young cultural formation?
    


    
      An interdisciplinary approach is necessary for identifying and exploring the unique experiences of young people
      in the spaces they are able to carve out for themselves, and for recognizing the role youth play in transforming
      and structuring spaces. In this volume, China scholars from the fields of art, literature, film, anthropology,
      sociology, media, and cultural studies are brought together to explore new avenues relating to tools and
      practices that the younger Chinese generation have developed or appropriated collective spaces in the
      construction of their social lives and toward creating meaning in their worlds. This edited volume also seeks to
      be a bridge between academic communities currently engaging with its central themes across three continents,
      namely Asia, North America, and Europe.
    


    
      Each chapter relies both on a strong empirical base, providing unique concrete data on a variety of cultural
      practices across China, and on a combination of methodologies that result in a more efficient assessment of
      Chinese youth cultures. As such, this book provides an insight on the complex interplay between youth cultures
      and spaces in China; but is also an innovative contribution on its own to the existing literature on contemporary
      Chinese society and culture that will interest scholars and students in Chinese and Asian studies, media studies,
      literature, film, art, sociology, and anthropology.
    


    
      Youth cultures in China


      
        The spatial construction of youth cultures before the Cultural Revolution


        
          Youth and youth culture emerged mainly as political concepts in China at the dawn of the twentieth century
          (Ngai, Cheung and Li, 2001). Bearing ideological values of revival and development in times of national
          crisis, the idea of youth served to assist reformist visionaries who called for social and cultural
          modernization. Rejecting traditional morality and hierarchy, the New Culture Movement and the May Fourth
          Movement propelled young intellectuals onto the political scene.2 Youth or qingnian 青年, a term long restricted to wealthy young men which later on
          shifted to encompass men and women from all social backgrounds (Dikötter, 1995: 146), was assimilated due to
          social change or cultural renaissance, as articulated in Chen Duxiu’s (陈独秀)
          article “Call to Youth” (Jinggao qingnian 敬告青年), published in 1915.
        


        
          While prior to the May Fourth Movement Chinese culture gave precedence to seniority, since then youth culture
          calling for free marriage, gender equality, and the preeminence of science became a central social and
          political force. Young men and women—from factory workers to housewives to prostitutes oppressed by
          traditional values and ethics—became the subject of several films, novels, and theater plays produced by
          young intellectuals. Literary circles also provided young readers with new periodicals like Chen Duxiu’s
          La Jeunesse (Xin qingnian 新青年), Yun Daiying’s (恽代英) China Youth (Zhongguo qinnian
          中国青年) or Wang Guangqi’s (王光祈) Youthful China (Shaonian zhongguo 少年中国) (Chang and Owen, 2010;
          Rahav, 2015). Youth was considered as a vital turbulent phase that eventually would lead (the nation) to
          maturity.
        


        
          Prevalent narratives of youth as embodying the nation’s revitalization were also central in Communist
          rhetoric during the war against Japanese imperial forces and the civil war against the Nationalists.
          Centralized youth policies were implemented across the country to serve the State’s interests, emphasizing
          patriotism, collectivism, self-sacrifice, and support of the Communist Party of China. Mass meetings of youth
          were held in Yan’an in the early 1940s, and later in Beijing, in which Mao Zedong called the youth to strive
          for China and spare no effort to pursue the revolution. Youth associations mushroomed across China, and the
          rise of youth culture was closely associated with nationalism, in line with previous political movements led
          by young pioneers during the first half of the twentieth century. Most of these associations sought to
          channel youthful energies into social, political, and economic activities. Amateur singing and dancing
          troupes were among the most popular spaces for young people to entertain themselves. While yangge 秧歌
          (folk dance) today is often associated with older generations, they were common practices among youngsters in
          the 1950s and 1960s (and still are, to some degree, in rural China today) before yangge was banned as
          an “old practice” during the Cultural Revolution (Chang and Frederiksen, 2016). The progressive
          professionalization of official song and dance groups, however, left little space for youth creativity,
          although the troupe experience remains vivid for many who grew up in the 1960s.3 In this context, very few spaces allowed for distinctive youth cultures to emerge outside
          the political realm before the Cultural Revolution.
        


        
          Clark (2012) emphasized that the Cultural Revolution was a major turning point in the creation of youth
          cultures in China. Yang (2000) identifies the same period as a “profoundly liminal movement” or a coming of
          age that stirred the reformation of youth cultures and laid the basis for the student movement in Tian’anmen
          Square in 1989. Both Clark and Yang pay particular attention to the development of sightseeing, as Red Guards
          were encouraged to chuanlian 串联 or create “revolutionary networks” (also known as “the great link-up”)
          by traveling for free across the country. This movement inspired songs, clapper talks (kuaiban 快板),
          and drama produced by Red Guards to contribute to the Communist propaganda (Wagner, 1996). Most importantly,
          the young pioneers gained, through first-hand experiences, a “new, but unwelcome wisdom” by expanding rapidly and powerfully as independent political forces, crying out for freedom,
          egalitarianism, communion, and creativity (Yang, 2000: 390–395).
        


        
          After the Red Guard factions were dismantled, this “growing inwardness” experienced through chuanlian
          (Yang, 2000) led young people to develop an unofficial and underground original culture, especially among the
          rural sent-down youth. In urban areas, the tight control did not completely prevent young people from
          realizing creative theater plays or musical performances (Clark, 2012), but the remodeling of cultural
          production under the leadership of Madame Mao and her associates admittedly took place primarily without the
          youth. While in the countryside, educated youth who rose to fame in the 1980s like Duo Duo (多多), Wang Anyi
          (王安忆), Wang Xiaobo (王小波), and Gao Xingjian (高行健), started to engage in creative literary activities. Other
          young writers in the 1980s, such as Tie Ning (铁凝), Zhang Kangkang (张抗抗), and Nobel Prize laureate Mo Yan (莫言)
          reported how their rural experience informed and shaped their literary work (Leung, 1994). Hand-copied poetry
          and novels circulated among sent-down youth as soon as they settled in rural areas. Since culture and leisure
          were virtually non-existent in the remote countryside, educated youth created their own entertainment, which,
          after 1978, lead to a flourishing youth culture that owed much to the Cultural Revolution experience (Bonnin,
          2013; Clark, 2012; ). As Clark also noted, “the spaces for the development of youth popular culture extended
          to the countryside” (2012: 10), which opened new possibilities for self-expression.4 Moving from cities to the countryside and back to the cities, the “lost
          generation” in the late 1970s were imbued with “a wide variety of expression and tastes” (ibid.: 11) and
          eager to explore new forms of cultural manifestations. In that sense, the Cultural Revolution and its
          immediate aftermath in the early 1970s constitute a significant historical shift in the formation of youth
          cultures in China.
        

      

      
        Spaces of fragmented youth cultures at the turn of the twenty-first century


        
          In the late 1970s, moving away from a collective culture relatively closed to foreign influences, youth
          cultures bloomed. The short-lived “Democracy Wall” in Xidan allowed many to vent frustrations and
          discontentment, but was also the site for literary and art exhibition. This period of relative openness
          allowed for the emergence of independent literary journals like Today (Jintian 今天) in which
          many of the “misty poets” (menglong shiren 朦胧诗人) were published; alongside the works of self-taught
          artists such as the founders of the famous avant-garde Stars Art Group (xingxing huahui 星星画会), Ma
          Desheng (马德升), and Huang Rui (黄锐), or internationally renowned Ai Weiwei (艾未未). Poems and art works were
          exhibited outside the National Art Museum of China, paving the way for the development of new cultural
          movements in the 1980s.
        


        
          Youths became, once again, the protagonists of several plays, novels, short stories, and films produced by
          younger generations to recount their disillusions and expectations. The root-seeking (xungen 寻根) and
          the scar (shanghen 伤痕) movements, in literature and film, were led by young urban citizens eager to
          share their experience and traumatisms of the Mao era. Meanwhile, video and
          music tapes from Taiwan and Hong Kong were made available for a growing fandom in China. Japanese anime and
          manga, as well as American comics and TV series, also found their way among the younger generations ready to
          go beyond a shady past and move forward. Disco and breakdancing started to coexist with embryonic Chinese
          Rock music. Leading figures of youth cultures emerged, such as Cui Jian 崔健, the “Godfather of Chinese Rock”;
          Wang Shuo (王朔) and Feng Xiaogang (冯小刚) whose books and films formed a new “hooligan culture” (liumang
          wenhua 流氓文化); or filmmakers from the so-called “Fifth Generation” like Chen Kaige (陈凯歌), Zhang Yimou
          (张艺谋), and Tian Zhuangzhuang (田壮壮) whose success abroad opened new international avenues for Chinese cinema.
        


        
          The spring of 1989 is probably the latest historical turning point in political youth activism in China. The
          movement led by students to contest the political regime by demonstrating for weeks on the highly symbolic
          Tian’anmen Square was largely borrowed from the cultural production of youth in the 1980s. Cui Jian’s
          Nothing to My Name (Yiwu suoyou 一无所有) and One Red Piece of Cloth (Yi kuai hongbu
          一块红布), about alienation and Communism, were heard on Tian’anmen Square—Cui Jian even came to sing in person
          as Peng Lei highlights in her chapter on Rock music in this book. “The Answer” (Huida 回答), a poem by
          Bei Dao, became another anthem of the movement.
        


        
          From the 1990s onwards, China induced a more drastic change toward a market economy. While youth policies in
          China were primarily politically and ideologically oriented in the previous decades, policies shifted to
          address both political and developmental concerns as a result of the consumption-driven environment of that
          decade. Chinese youth-oriented television programs and consumer goods appeared from the late 1990s, supported
          by a growing entertainment industry. Arriving from Japan via Taiwan, Cosplay (a contraction for
          “Costume Play”) also entered Chinese metropolitan cultures, enhancing the development of animation and game
          industries, as Hua shows in his chapter. The Korean wave or Hallyu also found a solid fan base in
          China through music, TV drama, and fashion (Clark, 2012; Leung, 2008). Subcultures, or “scenes” (de Kloet,
          2010) of hip hop, punk, and reggae music also found their audiences in China, reaching as far inland as
          Xinjiang, Tibet, and Inner Mongolia (Baranovitch, 2007; Dhondhup, 2003; Harris, 2005; Peng, 2010).
        


        
          Concurrently, the exceptionally rapid urban growth of the past four decades in China has seen the profusion
          of new collective spaces on a scale that is inconceivable to the older generations. New urban developments
          have included wider roads, large public squares, parks, performance and recreational spaces, pedestrian
          streets, formal urban public spaces, and commercial retail spaces (Lu, 2006). Beyond physical spaces, digital
          spaces such as online social networks and communities, blogging, digital sharing venues, websites, and online
          diaries largely employed by Chinese youths have provided new platforms for cultural expression (Herold and
          Marolt, 2011; Hockx, 2015; Liu, 2011; Sima and Pugsley, 2010). Furthermore, large-scale mobility, or
          rural-to-urban migration, has dramatically reshaped the construction of youth cultures in both rural and
          urban areas. This has resulted in the fragmentation of youth cultures and
          the widening of cultural gaps between those who leave the village and those who stay behind on the one hand,
          and city-dwellers and rural migrants on the other (Florence, 1999; Lei, 2003; Yan, 1999). This is not to say
          that rural youth remains marginalized; they are actively appropriating urban-based culture in their own
          cultural production (Chau, 2006; Yan, 1999). At the same time, distinctive migrant cultures have emerged
          (Florence, 2013). How do various youth groups engage in the same spaces to produce and consume culture? How
          does this hybrid condition impact on the creation or occupation of rural and urban spaces? One hypothesis of
          this book is that these new spaces are transforming patterns of creation, participation, and consumption of
          culture among the Chinese younger generations.
        

      
    


    
      Chinese youth cultures in collective spaces


      
        The dominance of temporality when evoking youth could be explained by the positioning of childhood, youth, and
        adulthood on a temporal line of development based on “the individual accomplishment of certain biological,
        intellectual and social capacities” (Farrugia and Wood, 2017: 209). “Linear developmental time operates as the
        fundamental ontological and epistemological category for understanding youth” (ibid.). These models of youth
        development, wherein the youth is portrayed as evolving mainly through biographical milestones, have already
        been criticized in the youth studies literature, even if time remains an important prism through which youth
        can be studied in the “context of scheduling,” i.e., focusing on the timing of youth activities (Groves, Ho and
        Siu, 2012).
      


      
        Space in relation to youth, on the other hand, is often limited to studies on youth delinquency or the creation
        of ethnic or gendered enclaves, especially in the urban context. Contrary to the emphasis on time and temporal
        markers, “places” in which youth cultures are performed, created, and experienced are often taken for granted,
        and there is little interest in knowing how these cultural practices affect the places themselves. From this
        perspective, the spatial dimensions of youth are considered inert and reduced to the conditions of a simple
        setting or container—a common view that the Lefebvre-inspired spatial turn in the humanities and social
        sciences has convincingly overthrown. Farrugia reminds us that, on the contrary, space and time represent two
        modes of social relations and that the assertion of youth is also a spatial process. Spatialities appear
        especially significant today as globalization—as well as regionalization in the case of China—lead to the
        “dissolution of linear temporalities in young people’s lives throughout the world” (Farrugia, 2018). This key
        role of space remains largely unexplored in the Chinese context of youth cultural production.
      


      
        In this collective project, we consider place in its multifariousness, as much as a tool and a background as a
        crucial agent that participates in the construction of a youth culture and that is at the same time disrupted
        by it. Just as the process of youth identity is composed of several strata, the space in which this identity is
        constructed similarly unfolds in layers, as such, the patterns of spatiality that are produced participate in this identification. As Farrugia further explains, “spatiality of youth
        cultures offers a unique perspective on the globalization of culture, showing how cultural practices enact
        relationships and connections across distant localities, thereby producing new and constantly shifting
        topologies of youth cultural practice” (ibid.).
      


      
        From public to collective spaces


        
          The original purpose of this book was to understand the relationship between youth cultural productions and
          public spaces in China. The notion of “public space” (in Chinese gonggong kongjian 公共空间), generally
          understood as conditional to the emergence of a public sphere as theorized by Jürgen Habermas, has a long
          critical history in China. Many have reflected on the inapplicability of such a concept to the case of China.
          Philip Huang considers for example that the concepts of “bourgeois public sphere” and “civil society” which
          form the base of Habermas’ definition of public space cannot be considered in China in a dichotomous
          opposition. Huang explains that this duality is “an ideal abstracted from early modern and modern Western
          experience that is inappropriate for China” (1993: 216). Huang therefore proposes a trinary conception,
          implying what he calls a “third space” or “third realm,” between the State and society (ibid.).
        


        
          The forms of governmentality in contemporary China also undermine the notion of public sphere. Historically,
          public space has been described as open and freely accessible, referring to streets, parks and recreation
          areas, service and recreational spaces, local markets, plazas and other publicly owned or managed outdoor
          spaces, as opposed to the private domain of housing and work (Gaubatz, 2008). However, these (public) places
          are extremely regulated and governmentalized in China. A striking example is the Tian’anmen Square, a
          historic symbol of the political power of the Chinese State and a space associated with popular movements of
          rebellion and dissent (Hershkovitz, 1993). Since 1989, Tian’anmen Square’s sense of the collective has been
          aggressively stifled by the government restrictions exerted on city-dwellers and passersby. Nowadays,
          Tian’anmen Square is perhaps paradoxically the least accessible place in Beijing—or at least one that allows
          for the least freedom of collective performance. In other words, “the “open space” created by these squares
          during the Maoist era did not necessarily constitute “public space.” Rather, it served as a space of
          exclusion, meant for the staging of mass demonstrations” (Gaubatz, 2008: 77). Tian’anmen remains, however, a
          significant source of inspiration for artists, writers, and filmmakers who are able to “occupy” this highly
          monitored space in their imagination, and invite others to join by sharing artwork (Wu, 2005).
        


        
          Other physical places may be questioned, as the shequ (社区), or enclosed residential neighborhood;
          gated and often guarded, the shequ is limited in access and rather exclusionary, but which may be at
          the same time a place of socialization, performance, and creativity outside home and work (Audin, 2012,
          2015). The boundaries between private and public spaces are also blurred in the capitalistic context, especially when parts of public areas are transformed into commercial units; or
          when privately owned shopping malls are freely accessible to the public. New public spaces in urban China
          cannot be seen simply as either a locus for the dynamism of an emerging public sphere and civil society or a
          space devalued by capitalism, but rather as a mixture between the two. In this regard, the term public space
          appears less relevant: how are public and private zones delineated in a shopping mall, a concert hall, or a
          cinema? This is not to argue that these are not public places or that there are no public places anymore in
          China, but that this concept as it is defined in the literature may not be able to encompass the entirety of
          the places we propose to analyze in this book.
        


        
          Beyond the Chinese case, the definition of public space has proven to be too restrictive in the context of
          the different “places” and modes of appropriation of the space examined by the contributors in this book.
          Many of the chapters are focused on both “physical” and “virtual” spaces and, for some of them, exclusively
          on cyberspace. We consider both spaces as “perceived” (in the sense that they tangibly exist), “lived” (in
          that they are experienced daily and give rise to social practices), and “moving” (in that they are not fixed,
          and can be modified by individuals acting on them) spaces.
        


        
          However, the question of cyberspace is even more problematic when it comes to defining public space.
          Cyberspace is subject to restrictive State control and censorship in China, although at the same time
          offering pockets of freedom of expression, often temporary, but nevertheless meaningful (Hockx, 2015; Yang,
          2009). As Seio Nakajima writes in his chapter: “the barrage subtitling blurs the line between public and
          private due to its particular platform such as the ‘pseudo-synchronicity,’ which enhances the sense of
          private intimacy while the communication is fully ‘public’ ” (p. 99). The same applies to online
          discussion forums, simultaneously places of discussion, exchange, and sharing, that reach a wide, and unknown
          audience, but do not share the common accessibility of “physical public spaces.” For instance, how shall we
          qualify the calligraphy groups’ Weixin threads examined by Laura Vermeeren and Jeroen de Kloet, which
          are not intended to be public, but still represent collective exchanges among people who may not know each
          other? Like “physical” places such as squares or commercial malls, the Internet cannot be conceptualized as a
          Habermasian public sphere because it does not act as a sphere for rational debate. Cyberspace thus introduces
          an ontological break into the idea of “public-ness.” Consequently, what matters is no longer simply the
          nature of the place, but the way in which the actors are collectively appropriating, changing, and
          reinventing it.
        


        
          As Henri Lefebvre has shown, every space—and process of space production—is embedded in power relations,
          where class, gender, and ethnicity remain determinant. The central thesis of Lefebvre is that “the mode of
          production organizes—produces—at the same time as certain social relations—its space and
          time. This is how it is accomplished” (Lefebvre, 1974: IX). The (social) space is therefore a (social)
          product. The space thus produced also serves as an instrument for thought and action. It is, at the same time
          as a means of production, a means of control, domination, and power.
        


        
          If the notion of “space production” used by Lefebvre induces a logic of
          regulation and domination over space, the creation of counter-spaces or alternative spaces is certainly
          possible: spaces built on the ruins of preexisting spaces, or developed by transforming a place from its
          first “usefulness” or “purpose” (utilité), or imagined in an autonomous “bubble.” What Lefebvre calls
          “counter-space” is a space that “the most insignificant in appearance, shakes from the bottom to the top, the
          existing space, its strategies, its objectives: homogeneity, transparency in front of power and established
          order” (Lefebvre, 1974: 441). Therefore, the contributions presented in this book not only focus on the
          ability of young people to negotiate the power dynamics and domination of the spaces in which they evolve,
          but also their capacity to let new spaces emerge, whether they are temporary, permanent, or incorporated from
          the beginning into a process of State control. Collective spaces thus refer to spaces that are shared sites
          of interaction and performance created through the co-presence with others.
        


        
          In this sense, an important contribution of the book is its focus on the multiple meanings of space.
          In his book on youth culture in China, Clark devotes one chapter to its physical spaces. He identifies
          karaoke lounges, video parlors, and pool halls as locations where young urbanites in the late 1980s gathered
          and shared interest, noting that previous spaces of collective entertainment like bathhouses have disappeared
          (Clark, 2012). In fact, since the 2000s, youth cultures have increasingly moved from underground and
          peripheral urban areas to shopping malls and mainstream places of creation and consumption. Peng and Hua both
          highlight the shift from iconic public spaces such as parks or squares to “cool places” like bars in the
          entertainment districts of Beijing or shopping malls. This echoes Dai Jinhua’s (2002) analysis of the term
          guangchang 广场 that translates both as “square” or “broad place” (like in Tiananmen guangchang)
          and, since the mid-1990s, “plaza.” Dai identifies this shift in language as a significant “invisible writing”
          that transformed China’s mass culture in the 1990s (ibid.). If for previous generations guangchang
          evoked political mass mobilization, China’s youth today immediately associate the term with the
          consumption-driven leisure of a modern lifestyle. In this context, Peng shows how Chinese Rock has evolved
          from a rebellious and protest-oriented artistic approach to an object of commodification shared by different
          agents, including music makers and receivers. On the other hand, Hua demonstrates youth are not merely
          consumers, but also actively contribute to create and share news forms of cultural expression in a hybrid
          process of “prosumption.” Commercial spaces reshaped Cosplay practices and patterns of creation, but did not
          prevent participants to recreate a “third space” for themselves in highly normativized spaces.
        


        
          Several authors share the assumption that, for youth, sociality is at least as important as cultural
          production itself. Often, the purpose of interaction in collective spaces—be they physical or virtual—is not
          solely the conveyance of substantive meanings, but the continuation and proliferation of communication.
          Barrage subtitling, temple festivals, New Year galas, Cosplay contests, and online sketch comedies are also
          spaces to create forms of sociation and bridge meaning between individuals and the collective. Socialization
          process of youth can arise from competition and exposure, as Hua Bin and Jingsi Christina Wu show; however, they can also be more “inward-oriented” with a focus on community building
          rather than external visibility as the case of the LGBT+ community shows.
        


        
          Moving away from perceptions of youth as solely materialist and individualist, our book highlights that youth
          in China also place a high value on civic engagement and engage in political discussion. Through art and its
          public expression (regardless of whether it is considered avant-garde or mainstream), youth demonstrate their
          social engagement and take part in igniting debates on major social issues through cultural practices in
          collective spaces. That said, protest also is also shown to take a more individual form. Yang and Zheng
          (2012) distinguished three categories of “angry youth” (fen qing 愤青) in China: nationalist,
          China-critical, and resentment-venting. Corrado Neri presents Han Han, a prominent figure of rebel youth in
          contemporary China straddling between the second and third types, who rides the retro/vintage wave to
          allegorically question the socio-economic changes in China’s recent history.
        


        
          Moreover, neither the absence of youth collective spaces in rural areas nor the impossibility to access
          certain public spaces are prohibitive. In rural areas of Shaanbei, Adam Yuet Chau shows that the lack of
          youth spaces somehow sustains an itinerant, unfixed youth cultural production. Screenings LGBT+-related films
          in suburban areas, on a bus or in foreign embassies also points to the variety of spatial strategies adopted
          by youth to hold their film festival, argues Stijn Deklerck. Likewise, Elizabeth Brunner contends that young
          people, who have grown up in a hyper-mediated environment, have learned to cope with the censorship-related
          barriers by deploying creativity as a means to circumvent obstacles and engage in important political
          conversations. Taking the example of Chengdu’s mask protest, she highlights that though often separated into
          online and offline, contemporary protests in China move fluidly between screens and streets by
          necessity.
        

      

      
        The fluidity and interconnectivity of space


        
          Another spatial dimension to take into account is the circulatory and transnational nature of Chinese youth
          cultures. As Farrugia points out, “spaces of youth don’t necessarily conform to the established territorial
          divisions between localities and nation states, or to abstract visions of a supra-national regional or global
          order” (2018). Instead, spaces are “fluid, interconnected, and constantly under production, including
          unexpected and unpredictable relationships between young people in different parts of the world” (ibid.).
        


        
          This aspect is of course significant in the case of youth cultures in China, whose sources of influence and
          audiences do not stop at China’s territorial borders. While the book’s focus is mainly on cultures as they
          developed in the People’s Republic of China, we must not lose sight of the importance of transnational
          cultural flows within the Sinosphere: popular music, sitcoms, and cyberliterature from Hong Kong and Taiwan
          have deeply influenced the history of these forms of expression in China, and in return, Chinese popular
          cultural productions have a significant audience in the Sinophone. Obviously, the area of borrowing and deploying young cultures in China is not limited only to the Sinophone world.
          The history of Cosplay, as recounted by Hua for instance, highlights the preeminence of Japanese popular
          culture, while Peng shows how Chinese rockers appropriated and reinvented a musical genre born in the West.
          Similarly, Neri points to a young Chinese director’s finding inspiration in a great Hollywood classic. This
          shifting and non-vertical aspect of cultural production reinforces our belief that spaces are essentially
          ever changing, temporary, and liminal.
        


        
          Although most chapters cover urban experiences across China, from Ürümchi, Chengdu, and Beijing, the book
          sought to challenge the idea of an “urban youth culture” by incorporating chapters on rural and migrant
          spaces. While mass cultures, or popular cultures, examined here are primarily urban-based in terms of
          production, they are intended for a wider audiences both within cities (including temporary and permanent
          residents) as well as in rural areas, from Northern to Southern, Eastern to Western China, and even in the
          Chinese-speaking world and beyond. Youth cultural practices and productions are indeed consumed, shared, and
          closely connected through various media like TV, the Internet and social networks, breeding a borderless
          youth culture.
        


        
          In this sense, all the chapters of this book undertake to explore the idea of collective spaces as platforms
          of experience, production, and consumption by Chinese youth: these collective spaces are not considered as
          fixed and definitive, but as engaged in a process of permanent change. The different chapters thus mobilize
          various concepts and theories related to space, reinforcing the interdisciplinary nature of our project.
          Whereas the findings on Chinese youth cultural production naturally reflect the outcome of a shared
          historical environment, they reject exoticization and the singularization of Chinese culture, rather, the
          chapters engage in a dialogue with the studies on “youth” and “spatiality” in a global context. In many ways,
          the case of contemporary China is relevant to understanding the new collective spaces of today’s youth,
          despite (and perhaps even thanks to) its unique history.
        


        
          For example, Hua uses the concept of “third place” first developed in 1989 by Richard Oldenburg to designate
          spaces distinct from professional and private realms where actors establish other appropriations of space. As
          defined by Oldenburg, one of the fundamental characteristics of the third place is playful mode. In many of
          the chapters of this book, playfulness in youth practices is essential: from the enjoyment found in Cosplay
          practices; the “YY” (lust of the mind) of cyberliterature as described by Gwennaël Gaffric; the apparent
          frivolity of some Rock and hip hop performances, or what Deklerck calls “playful resistance” in China’s LGBT
          + community; “having fun” cannot be reduced to an apathetic or apolitical refusal of action, but is in itself
          a strategy of action. Peng takes up the concept of “Temporary Autonomous Zone” or TAZ, an expression coined
          by Hakim Bey to describe temporary spaces created for political purposes to elude formal structures of
          control. In the same vein, Foucault’s notion of heterotopia, from which Bey’s TAZ is derived, comes in useful
          for Gaffric to describe emerging collective sites where communities of individuals participate in the
          construction and expansion of a fictional universe based on a series of alternative history novels. Bleil’s “various spatial scales” of visibility are, furthermore, central to
          Florence’s study of grassroots collectives of young rural workers in Beijing’s periphery.
        


        
          The use of these supposedly exogenous concepts is not devoid of creativity and also gives rise to new
          theoretical elaborations: Brunner uses, for example, the notion of “wild public,” which she associates with
          militant actions and protests, but also with networks, and in particular social media. For Brunner, the
          public screens are full of risk and void of guaranteed protection. In her chapter on Chinese hip hop, Wu
          echoes Brunner by referring to “non-institutional cultural spaces,” which are not part of a protest or
          activism, but also contribute to build places that are free—temporarily and partially—from the control of the
          State. Chau, on the other hand, points to the concept of chuan 串 or roaming around by motorcycle (as
          in chuanlian described above), as a specific way to create and inhabit collective mobile spaces.
        


        
          Finally, the temporal dimension is also analyzed in its relation to spatiality. Vanessa Frangville shows the
          relevance of using Bakthin’s concept of chronotope to understand how space itself impacts on youth narrative
          in the Uyghur region. Furthermore, through a close examination of youth cultural productions’ appropriation,
          Gaffric and Neri point respectively to the renegotiation of imperial, collective history on the one hand, and
          recent, individual history on the other, whereas Vermeeren and de Kloet observe the emergence of an invented
          timeless history. They examine how Chinese youths are trying to reread their history and those of their
          ancestors to build new communities based on so-called “Chinese traditions.” It is also a question of linking
          this quest for a bygone past with spatial appropriation, to try to understand how the representation of the
          past is performed in space, including in places apparently in opposition or in contradiction with the
          imaginary fantasy of an eternal China. Revealingly, youth vision of the future is absent from most if not all
          chapters.
        

      
    


    
      Youth cultures in China as lines of flights: creativity, sociality, identity, and
      resistance


      
        The scope of this book is intentionally wide in terms of methodological and theoretical approaches, ranging
        from media studies to literature, sociology, art, and film; and in terms of objects under discussion. Even
        though we have cast our net far and wide in terms of topics, we acknowledge that some relevant areas have not
        been fully explored. As mentioned above, although most chapters touch upon the influence of and interaction
        with Taiwan and Hong Kong, we deliberately chose to focus on youth cultures within the limits of Mainland
        China, considering that their conditions of production and consumption, as well as the circumstances in which
        spaces are produced and used in China, are pivotal in our understanding of Chinese youth cultures’ elaboration
        and development.
      


      
        Similarly, we did not seek to provide a systematic comparative or transnational perspective, although it is
        clear that cultural flows in Asia and globally are determining in the formation of youth cultures in China.
        Youth cultures in China are, like all youth cultures, “a product of interaction,” hybrid and involved in “active importation, adoption and adaptation” (Massey, 1997: 123). However, they
        are also subjected to attempts of territorialization and specific regulations of space, especially in the
        Chinese authoritarian context.
      


      
        Furthermore, this book aims to move away from black and white pictures of Chinese youth cultures and their role
        in resisting to or abiding by the authoritarian State. As Rosen (2009) argued, young Chinese are “capable of
        exhibiting all of these tendencies at different times, depending on the circumstances, or even at the same
        time” (361): they can be very internationalist and have a strong sense of national pride, or be
        success-oriented and materialist and criticize particularism and privileges. In that sense, “youth
        culture mirrors the official and the lived cultures of the larger society and their contradictions,” reflecting
        not so much a youth “ideological crisis” bit rather “a more general set of social tensions” of their times
        (Kwong, 1994: 263). Consequently, it is important to underline that youth cultures are not necessarily
        countercultures: they can be agents for change, or, just the opposite, recreate a status quo. However, everyday
        practices and activities youths engage in comprise various forms of agency, as “youth culture is what youth are
        concerned with” (Wulff, 1995: 15). In this sense, youth cultural practices and production can simultaneously
        embody, reproduce, and negotiate the structures and spaces they are developing from.
      


      
        The in-between-ness in the Chinese system, implied by Huang’s third realm, is apparent in many of the following
        chapters, highlighting how youth cultures navigate between the official and the non-official, the formal and
        the informal, the local and the global. Most actors are aware of the limits induced by the State’s coercive
        power and know how to deal with it. Censorship happens not only in the postproduction of culture, but also and
        especially during the production process itself through self-censorship. Consequently, censorship sometimes
        functions as a creative force capable of giving rise to practices and discourses that would not exist in these
        forms otherwise. The Chinese cyberspace is certainly not a totally free and wild space; nevertheless, noise and
        visual mess (as shown by Nakajima in his study on barrage subtitling) or seemingly “light” content (such as
        comic sketch comedies analyzed by Frangville) are also producers of a sociality—a flexible relational matrix
        within which participants interact and collaborate actively—that is not totally devoid of political meaning.
        Gaffric also shows that the Internet provides a platform to rethink the world order and even the Chinese
        political regime in a remote past. As such, it became a place to vent frustrations and serves as “safety
        valves” (Hassid, 2012). Subversion is at every corner, however in the virtual space, actors are not necessarily
        experiencing ironic appropriations of official language on forums and blogs as political resistance (Nordin and
        Richaud, 2014). In that sense, Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) concept of ligne de fuite “line of flights”
        or “line of force” can also help us to comprehend the complexity of youth cultures in China through the
        experience of space. Youth in China can operate within the system by actively riding “lines of flights” between
        the “hard line” (ligne dure) and the “soft line” (ligne souple). These intrinsically ambiguous
        trajectories have the ability to break down the system and evolve into original metamorphoses, as our chapters demonstrate. China’s nomadic youth thus constantly creates space while
        navigating between “smooth (non-organized/stateless) spaces” and “striated (imprinted by codes, laws, systems)
        spaces,” that this book seeks to explore.
      

    


    
      

      
        1 Translation by G. Gaffric and J. C. Wu.
      


      
        2 May 4 remains, from 1949 until today, China’s official
        Youth Day (qingnian jie 青年节).
      


      
        3 See for instance Feng Xiaogang’s Youth
        (Fanghua 芳华) released in 2017 and based on Yan Geling’s eponym novel. The film (and the book) follows a
        military dancing and singing troupe in the 1960s and during the Sino-Vietnamese war, until the dismantling of
        the troupe in the 1980s. Jia Zhangke also used a Shanxi theater troupe performing in the 1970s as the
        background of his film Platform (Zhantai 站台). Among other examples, Wang Anyi recounts parts of
        her experience in a dance and song troupe in her novel Love in a Small Town (Xiaocheng zhi ai
        小城之爱).
      


      
        4 As expressed for instance in the film Sacrificed
        Youth (Qingchun jie青春祭) by Zhang Nuanxin 张暖忻 (1985), based on Zhang Manling’s 张曼菱 novel, that
        recounts her sent-down experience in a Dai village of Yunnan.
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      Part I


      Youth culture in
      commodified collective spaces

    
  


  
    
      1 From homes to parks, shopping malls, and theaters—trajectory of spatial
      shift in Chinese Erciyuan Cosplay practices


      Hua Bin

    

    
      According to an iResearch report, by 2016, the core consumer of Erciyuan (二次元)—a concept originating from
      Japan referring to the subcultures of animation, comics, and games (ACG), sometimes referred to as a
      “two-dimensional subcultures”—had reached 7 million. Including regular consumers,1 the number is as large as 200 million (People’s Daily, 2017). Among other cultural
      practices, Cosplay, or the act of portraying a fictional character by dressing up as that character, is the
      earliest and the most practiced one and is indispensable in any Erciyuan scenes in Mainland China.
    


    
      Following the linear development of Erciyuan culture in Mainland China, a spatial shift of Cosplay
      practices can be observed: beginning with early small-scale practices in homes and later moving toward public
      spaces such as parks, commercialized parks, shopping malls, and theaters. Based on my fieldwork, interviews with
      organizers and Cosplayers, and participant–observation during the Golden Mask Cosplay Contest sessions held in
      2008, 2010, 2012, and 2014 in Beijing, in this chapter I explore the strategies and tactics adopted by the youth
      in the utilization of space in Cosplay; the limitations created by the spaces on Cosplay practices; and the
      spatial evolution that such cultural practices have initiated, in order to understand the causes behind the
      changing utilization of public spaces and how the choice, utilization, and negotiation for space has affected the
      practice of Cosplay itself. To discuss Cosplay and spatiality, I adopt the theory of the “third places” (Crick,
      2011a, 2011b; Oldenburg, 1989), which refers to the spaces beyond the realms of homes, schools, works, and
      virtual spaces, which is where I locate Erciyuan spaces wherein Erciyuan cultural practices are
      performed.
    


    
      In this chapter, I first discuss the development of Erciyuan culture in Mainland China from a historical
      point of view, followed a detailed discussion of Cosplay and spatiality. I utilize the Golden Mask Cosplay
      Contest (GMCC), which was established in 2005 as the first State-organized Cosplay contest in China, as the case
      study to discuss, employing a temporal perspective showing the evolution from Cosplay’s early practices to the
      changes that occurred after the initiation of the GMCC, focusing in particular on the use of space such as,
      homes, parks, shopping malls, theaters, and virtual spaces.
    


    
      Erciyuan in China—a historical review


      
        Japanese animation was first introduced and broadcast on Chinese television networks in the 1990s, then, with
        China joining the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001 and as a result of the policy encouraging the opening
        of the cultural industry to the global market, the number of introduced anime works into the Chinese market
        significantly increased (Yang, 2011). More recently, pirated Japanese manga from Taiwan and Hong Kong entered
        the market due to a lack of newly released animations on TV (Chen and Teng, 2006). These media productions
        fulfilled the needs of the Chinese Millennials to occupy their spare time. As a result, a new aesthetic hobby,
        lifestyle, and a serial of unique values and concepts shaped by the Japanese ACG emerged (Endo, 2008; Wu,
        2012).
      


      
        From the late 1990s, young Chinese ACG fans began dressing up as manga, anime, and game characters. This
        embodiment of ACG characters is called “Cosplay,”2 a term that
        was coined in the 1980s by the game designer Takahashi Nobuyuki when he encountered the costuming practices of
        American fans on a visit to the United States (Bruno, 2002; Winge, 2006: 66–67). The practice of Cosplay in
        Mainland China was derived and developed from the wholesale embracing of Japanese ACG content. Cosplay then
        gained national popularity as a result of sophisticated Internet constructions and its growing visibility in
        parks, shopping malls, and early ACG conventions (Manzhan 漫展). Though with a great variation in scale,
        purpose, and ways of organization, early ACG conventions started to emerge as a hub for pirated ACG derivative
        goods, which not only fulfilled the needs of the Chinese young consumers, but also attracted early Cosplayers
        to put their creative works on display. More recently, thanks to an improved digital infrastructure and their
        increasing online and public visibility, the popularity of Cosplay has further entrenched itself among fans and
        consumers of Japanese ACG content.
      


      
        Japanese anime broadcast on Chinese TV, pirated manga, and games entertained the Chinese Millennials and had a
        significant impact on their lifestyles. According to Yang (2011), until 2005, Japanese ACG content was
        overwhelmingly popular among Chinese youth and ACG fan clubs were created in Chinese universities, which
        regularly organized events such as Cosplay, manga classes, and anime projections. This intense popularity of
        Japanese ACG content gave rise to concerns by the Chinese government, for “the prevalence of popular culture
        can be problematic in that it becomes a potential external force which might compete or negotiate with the
        ruling ideology” (Fung, 2009). In reaction to that concern, in 2004 the State Council of the People’s Republic
        of China (PRC) endorsed a document with the goal of enhancing the ideological and moral construction of the
        Chinese youth, in which the government highlighted the possible effects of foreign ACG content on Chinese youth
        and urged the production of original Chinese ACG content (Baidu, 2004). In other words, to better maintain the
        Chinese ideological constructs, Chinese ACG contents were needed to meet needs of the Chinese youth. Cosplay,
        as a rising youth practice, caught the eye of Chinese officials for the commercial and industrial roles it
        played. Among Cosplay enthusiasts, a great number majored in animation and comic creation. The Chinese government would first need them as a talent pool for the creation and
        production of Chinese ACG content. Second, Cosplay would perform as a litmus test for the popularity of
        existing content and as a promotional tool for newly released productions. Thus, when the first Cosplay contest
        was held at ChinaJoy3 in 2005 and was covered in E-Comic
        (Dianman 电漫), an ACG magazine created and circulated by Publishing House of Electronics Industry (PHEI),
        the assimilation of Cosplay by the Chinese official sphere was realized and this signaled the start of a number
        of changes. Third, as part of the ACG industrialization, Cosplay also pushed forward consumption of costumes,
        gear, and other ACG derivative goods.
      


      
        Since 2005, with the support of municipal and local governments, hundreds of Cosplay contests have been held
        throughout China. Chinese content and East Asian popular culture were introduced to broaden the definition of
        Cosplay. These genres not only satisfied audience need, but also enriched the text of Cosplay from mere
        Japanese ACG contents to more wide-ranging Chinese content and pan-East Asian popular cultural elements. The
        diversified and inclusive content brought new forms of stage performances as well. These new genres, which are
        not visible in Cosplay scenes outside of China, epitomize the uniqueness of the Chinese Cosplay scene. In
        addition, these Cosplay contests made the professionalization of Cosplay and commercialization of ACG-related
        cultural products possible and feasible, which in turn led to the formation of Chinese Erciyuan (二次元)
        culture.
      


      
        The term Erciyuan, or “Two Dimensions” refers to the two-dimensional world comprised of animation,
        comic/manga, games, and novellas in Japan, and is based on the circulation and consumption of ACG contents. In
        its early stages, the content of Erciyuan was limited to Japanese ACG only. Erciyuan lovers in
        Mainland China were avid consumers of this content and, as a result, numerous cultural products such as
        figures, Cosplay works, dōjinshi,4 and derivative products
        (posters, CDs, budges and clothes) are constantly created (Sina, 2016).
      


      
        In China, Erciyuan is a culture that is created, dominated, and consumed by Millennials who are fans,
        consumers, and creators of transnational ACG content. Industrially, the Chinese Erciyuan culture is part
        of the Chinese ACG industry and is supported executively and financially by the Chinese government. Benefiting
        from governmental support, the Chinese Erciyuan culture germinated and developed into a wide culture
        that includes manga/comic, animation, games, Cosplay, ACG product creation and, later on, ACG Conventions
        (Manzhan 漫展).
      


      
        Erciyuan culture is different from other forms of youth culture in China. First, Erciyuan culture
        is non-resistant to the national culture and is compatible with the Chinese ACG industry, and thus, is largely
        apolitical in nature. Second, Erciyuan is a culture that is revolves around Millennial fans who create
        and consume ACG content. In other words, the culture is of the Erciyuan, by the Erciyuan, and for
        the Erciyuan. Third, the actors within this culture are not limited to the youth, but engage a wider age
        group due to its consumptive nature. Erciyuan actors, nowadays, includes not only the post-1970s
        (Qilinghou 七零后) and post-1980s (Balinghou 八零后), who were the first consumers of Japanese ACG
        content, but also the post-1990s (Jiulinghou 九零后) and post-2000s
        (Linglinghou 零零后). Lastly, the Chinese Erciyuan culture is closely related to the commercial
        activities under the umbrella of the Chinese ACG industry.
      


      
        Cosplay has been interlinked with such commercial activities throughout the history of Erciyuan culture:
        Cosplay first served as the publicity tool for marketplaces and then was commercialized and professionalized.
        The role of Cosplayers also evolved from practitioners to “prosumers,”5 Cosplay celebrities, and organizers of ACG conventions.
      

    


    
      Cosplay and spatiality


      
        Dressed in self-tailored costumes and colorful wigs, Cosplayers wave their delicately molded gear to bring
        characters from anime, manga, and games to real life. This creative practice requires effort and skills to
        interpret two-dimensional images in a three-dimensional way. Each character needs to be studied thoroughly;
        Cosplayers need to capture not only the color and style of the costumes but also the personality and body
        languages of the persona. Though Cosplayers can deliver their work according to the existing narrative story
        worlds, or to rewrite it into something different based on their original works, the spirit of the characters
        remains unchanged. Cosplay practice is a difficult and time-consuming artistic work, which Lotecki (2012)
        refers to as a creation of “living artwork through play,” whose aim is to exhibit art to its audience through
        posing. If we call the embodiment of a character in a preexisting narrative as representational in nature, the
        posing of it through precise body language would be performative, and the quality of Cosplay would be judged by
        its recognizability (Domsch, 2014). Cosplay, for its representational and performative nature, is practiced to
        be seen. It translates a plain image into physical reality through the (re)reading, (re)writing, (re)inventing,
        and (re)performing of the ACG characters. In this sense, spaces are indispensable for Cosplay in terms of
        showcasing, posing, and performing.
      


      
        Nowadays, Cosplay displays in Mainland China can be seen mostly in physical spaces such as parks, theme parks,
        shopping malls, and theaters. These spaces were not designed for Cosplay practices, but rather, they were
        rediscovered and re-utilized by Chinese ACG fans for iconic purposes. Moving away from their “publicness,” many
        places are rather shared spaces (gongyong kongjian 公用空间), a term coined by Dai (1999) to indicate a
        cooperative relationship between Chinese socialism and Western capitalism. These spaces are shared to serve as
        leisure spaces, sport venues, consumer places, recreational venues, and occasionally or regularly for Cosplay
        practices.
      


      
        Another popular space for Cosplay are virtual spaces in BBS, blogs under the ACG category. Compared to physical
        spaces, virtual places serve mainly as channels for information exchange and friendship building among
        Cosplayers and ACG fans. The virtual spaces are also highly participatory and interactive in the sense that
        each user can publicize reviews of Cosplay work or ACG content as well as create their own original work, which
        will be in turn discussed and reviewed. In addition to fan-based websites, government-endorsed Cosplay is
        also present in the virtual world. Different from others, they are designed
        as channels for voting, news releasing, and virtual material sharing.
      

    


    
      Erciyuan spaces as hybrid third places


      
        Spaces for Cosplay, both physical and virtual, are spaces beyond the realms of homes, schools, and the
        workplace. They are neutral ground, open or semi-open (with entrance fees) to everyone who is there in the
        pursuit of enjoyment. They are a home for people of shared interests away from their homes. The spaces, by
        nature, coincide very well with Oldenburg’s (1989) concept of the “third place,” which refers to any place
        where people regularly meet for relaxation outside of home or work. Based on Oldenburg’s work, Crick (2011a)
        further developed the definition of third place by including virtual spaces into the domain.
      


      
        In popular and mass culture studies, the theory of the third place has been used to discuss fan-based
        activities and spatiality. Putz (1999) studies comic shops in the United States where fans meet and
        communicate. Such commercial third places were downplayed by Oldenburg but Putz states that they play an
        important role in offline communication among comic fans. In Japanese ACG event studies, Tamagawa (2007) uses
        the third place theory to explore volunteers who work at Comiket, the world’s largest amateur zines
        fair, on their third place experiences.
      


      
        Though similarly playful in nature, third places in developed countries are not fully applicable when
        discussing Erciyuan spaces in Mainland China. To define spaces for Cosplay practice is not simple, as
        the nature of spaces can be considered differently with regard to the actual utilization. For instance, a park
        can be used as a traditional third place for early Cosplay enthusiasts but as a commercial one in the later
        stage of the practice. In order to discuss Erciyuan spaces, in this chapter I will adopt Crick’s
        perspective (2011a, 2011b) on different types of third places:
      


      
        
          The traditional third place as described by Oldenburg, the commercial third place that is designed
          specifically to get customers to increase the amount of time and money spent there, the spectacular third
          place where people go to be entertained through staged experiences, the virtual third place where people
          interact in cyberspace and the hybrid third place which merges more than one of these third places.
        


        
          (2011a: 66–69)
        

      


      
        Additionally, virtual third places are used to “complement or substitute for physical third spaces” (2011b: 1).
      


      
        Before moving to the case study, it is necessary to define what Erciyuan spaces are in Mainland China.
        In this chapter, Erciyuan spaces refers to shared spaces such as parks, ACG marketplaces, shopping
        malls, theme parks, theaters, and the Chinese BBS where Cosplay and ACG fandom activities take place.
        Erciyuan spaces have evolved corresponding to the different stages of development of Erciyuan
        culture. In the following sections, I will chronologically explore how
        Cosplay enthusiasts rediscovered and utilized spaces and transformed them into Erciyuan spaces, and
        discuss how these spaces either limited or developed Cosplay practices and the tactics Cosplay enthusiasts
        utilized to negotiate.
      

    


    
      Scenic parks in early Chinese Cosplay practices


      
        The acceptance of Cosplay as a cultural practice could not have been realized without the acceptance of
        Japanese ACG content. Though Japanese anime was introduced to the Chinese audience on television, the success
        and speed of the acceptance of Japanese ACG content owes itself mainly to the pirated Japanese content that was
        imported by merchants for commercial purposes. By the late 1990s, Japanese ACG content dominated the Chinese
        market and influenced the then-elementary school, middle school, and high school students (Zhu, 2011). Through
        verbal interactions taking places in schools, manga stands, and game centers, fans steadily collected a wealth
        of information that then led them to encounter Cosplay. Before the development of the Chinese Internet
        infrastructure, verbal interactions were the primary means of sharing information on Japanese ACG content.
        Benefiting from its geographical advantage, Guangdong, influenced by Cosplay practices in Hong Kong, became the
        first place in Mainland China for Cosplay practices (Hua, 2012). However, limited by the number of
        practitioners, Cosplay then was merely a niche practice and often practiced individually or in a small group of
        two to three persons. Besides the fact that Cosplay was a small-scale practice, it was also viewed with
        prejudice as a childish and unhealthy practice by traditional media in China. The violent, pornographic
        depictions in the material were often considered to be addictive and harmful for the mental health of Chinese
        youth (Dong and Wang, 2008; Liang 2010). Furthermore, lacking materials and techniques, early Cosplay
        practitioners were significantly disadvantaged and as a result produced relatively rough unrefined costume and
        gear. Thus, photoshoots in private homes rather than in public was the major practice.6
      


      
        In the late 1990s, Chinese Internet infrastructure was further modernized and, according to a statistical
        report by the China Internet Information Center (CNNIC), at that time there were 620,000 active Internet users
        and the number soared to 4 million by the end of 1999.7 The
        development gave birth to numerous Chinese BBS, among others, MOP8 and Tianya Club,9 that became the new online
        communication space for urban Chinese Millennials. Though BBS was limited to only message and album sharing,
        many early Cosplay enthusiasts benefited from these functions through showcasing their iconic works and sharing
        their stories as Cosplayers. With the help of MOP and Tianya Club, more fans of Japanese ACG content discovered
        Cosplay and became either fans or active practitioners of it. Without revealing their true names, many early
        Cosplayers are remembered by their avatars, which reflect their interests in the ACG world. It is now a fashion
        to address each other with avatars, both online and offline, among practitioners and fans. This anonymity
        functions as a shield to separate Cosplayers from their real lives and in order to protect their privacy.
      

    


    
      From homes to parks


      
        Limited to the privacy of their own homes, early Cosplayers could not fully present actual scenes from Japanese
        ACG. Inspired by other Cosplayers on BBS, many Cosplayers emerged from their rooms and rediscovered parks as a
        venue to showcase their creations.10 Parks in Beijing offer a
        recreational environment where the locals enjoy activities such as Tai chi, bird-cage walking, harmonica
        playing, matchmaking clubs, and ballroom dancing (Gaubatz, 2008). For Cosplayers, parks are ideal backdrops to
        represent scenes from ACG content.
      


      
        When choosing among the parks in Beijing, Cosplayers will first consider their needs: is it for a greenish
        background to represent the wilderness or is it for geographical features such as Japanese-style and
        European-style architecture and landscape. For futuristic and cosmetic scenes, Cosplayers will “play” with the
        monuments in parks and benefit from framing and digital editing to “dress them up” for their specific needs. To
        “dress up” locations such as parks in Beijing is a process of endless interpretation of globalized imagery. In
        a Cosplay photoshoot, “the landscape plays the part of backdrop while the Cosplayer plays the character […]
        location and framing are assembled to create a narrative effect” (Langsford, 2016). In order to maximize
        recognizability, after the photoshoots, graphic editorial software, mainly Adobe Photoshop, is also used to
        render and to add special effects to represent the original works to the best of their ability.
      


      
        In utilizing parks for Cosplay photoshoots, Cosplayers have adopted specific tactics with the goal of avoiding
        conflicts between them and other users of the locations. As Cosplay is considered “childish and unhealthy” by
        the elders due to media reports, Cosplayers avoid rush hours, in the morning before breakfast, and in the
        evening after dinner. They choose parks with public bathrooms so that they do not have to go to the park in
        full costume and makeup. In consideration of the cost, Cosplayers will avoid frequenting tourist attractions,
        such as The Temple of Heaven, Summer Palace, and the Forbidden City where the entrance fees are too expensive
        to pay. Among Cosplayers in Beijing, Zizhuyuan Park (紫竹院公园), Shuangxiu Park (双秀公园), Yuyuantan (玉渊潭公园),
        Rendinghu Park (人定湖公园), and Chaoyang Park (朝阳公园) are the most popular spots for photoshoots.11
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            Map 1.1 Popular parks for
            Cosplay photoshoots on map.
          

        
      


      
        As shown on Map 1.1, all five parks are located to the North-western part of Beijing,
        where most universities are located and, therefore, where many inhabitants are college students. In addition to
        the scenic needs, facilities for costuming and makeup, and protection of privacy required for Cosplay
        photoshoots, geographical factors are also considered when choosing locations (Table 1.1).
        Parks close to universities are often chosen for iconic creations, with the visibility and popularity of
        Cosplay broadened thanks to after-school Cosplay activities within and outside campus. When Baidu paste bar
        (Baidu tieba 百度贴吧) was established in 2003, many Cosplay enthusiasts benefited from it to publicize
        Assembling Ads (Zhaoxinxinxi 招新信息) to include more people, so as to perform Cosplay works with multiple
        characters. Detailed information on targeted ACG works, characters, appearance requirements, time, and place
        for photoshoots are indicated in each post
        of assembling. In 2005, on-campus (Xiaonei 校内), a Chinese social networking service similar to Facebook,
        was launched and soon won the hearts of college students. As it is easier for users attending same universities
        to get connected, ACG clubs within the same university utilized this site to assemble new members as well.
        Individual Cosplayers started to work in the same club and, since then, Cosplay transformed from individual or
        small-group activities to community (Shetuan 社团)-based collective ones. Besides calls to assemble,
        know-hows on costume tailoring, techniques on gear molding, and make-up tips can be found on these sites as
        well. This practical information encouraged more Millennials to join the army of Cosplayers.
      


      
        
          Table 1.1 Details on parks
          for Cosplay photoshoots
        


        
          
            
              	

              	Entrance fee

              	Characteristics

              	Facilities
            

          

          
            
              	Zizhuyuan

              	Free

              	Classic Chinese mountain-water landscaped garden

              	Connecting lakes, temples, pavilions, corridors, moon gates, bamboo groves
            


            
              	Shuangxiu

              	0.2 RMB (December 2018)

              	Japanese-style garden

              	Pavilions, pond, garden bridges, rock and sand
            


            
              	Yuyuantan

              	2 RMB (December 2018)

              	Classic Chinese garden

              	Lakes, 20 species of cherry blossoms, temple
            


            
              	Rendinghu

              	Free

              	European-style garden

              	Scarce forest, grassland landscapes, fountains and Western sculptures
            


            
              	Chaoyang

              	2.5 RMB (December 2018)

              	Idyllic landscape

              	Forest, amusement park, garden, lake, European-style fountain
            

          
        

      


      
        From private homes to parks, from individual or small group to collective activities, the practice of Cosplay
        went through a spatial and organizational shift with the help of the Internet. Furthermore, rediscovered
        natural landscapes and historical buildings in parks enriched Cosplay photoshoots and raised the
        recognizability of the original contents. Nevertheless, Cosplay practices were still limited to photoshoots in
        parks and online sharing.
      

    


    
      Golden mask Cosplay contest and new Erciyuan spaces


      
        In 2001, Wayi International Digital Entertainment (Taiwan) held the first Cosplay contest under the name of a
        popular online game “StoneAge” on a stage set in the front of a shopping mall in Beijing (Ma and Qiu, 2013).
        This Cosplay contest was held with the purpose of promoting the newly launched game, StoneAge, in Mainland
        China. Cosplayers were asked to wear costumes and to wave character gear for branding, advertising, and other
        commercial-oriented purposes. Thanks to the visibility of that stage, the image of Cosplay went viral and more
        Chinese Millennials joined the practice.
      


      
        This growing fandom attracted the attention of the Chinese government. As a reaction to Cosplay’s growing
        popularity, the CPC Central committee and the State Council initiated a guiding line to “intensify and improve
        the ideological and ethical construction of the minors living in society that is open to the world” (Some
        Opinions, 2018). Zhang (2008) discussed the possible ideological effect of Japanese content in his work:
        “Constantly, the Japan is entertaining the Chinese audience with Japanese ACG contents. Their value, culture
        and aesthetic standards were transplanted into the Chinese fandom.” Based on their concerns regarding
        “misguiding Japanese contents,” the establishment of a mature Chinese ACG industry was pushed on the table. In
        2003, the Conference of National Cultural System Reformation took place in pilot sectors, which designated
        Beijing, Shanghai, Guangdong Province, Zhejiang Province, and nine other regions as the pioneers to create a
        culture favored by the youth, which would answer the needs of a specific spiritual culture for the youth (Files
        of the New China, 2018). In this political context, GMCC, the first State-organized Cosplay contest was held in
        Beijing in 2005 with backing from Chinese governmental bodies such as the General Administration of Press and
        Publication, Ministry of Industry and Information Technology, China Software Industry Association, and Internet
        Society of China.
      

    


    
      From parks to commercialized parks


      
        2005 is the key year when Erciyuan culture matured from its early stage to a stage of rapid development.
        The visibility and influence of Erciyuan culture was furthered and expanded, which led to the
        germination of Erciyuan-related businesses and the acceleration of consumerism. Erciyuan fandom
        was enlarged to encompass different generations and with more positive reports on ACG events by national media,
        the image of “addictive and harmful Japanese ACG content” was altered to “hopes for Chinese creative industry”
        because of the “producer” and “consumer” roles played by Erciyuan fans (Liang, 2010).
      


      
        Parks, as Erciyuan spaces, served as scenic backdrops for photoshoots for early Cosplay practices.
        However, since 2005, parks were further utilized as stages for Cosplay performances under the framework of
        cultural festivals. They were no longer a third place rediscovered, reinterpreted, and recreated by Cosplayers,
        but rather, a commercialized third place where an entrance fee is required. Chaoyang Park, for instance, was
        once a hot spot for Cosplay photoshoots. In 2007 and 2008, during the Tourism Cultural Festival (Lüyou
        wenhuajie 旅游文化节), a special stage with Cosplay performances and contests was set up to brand Japanese
        popular culture. Through Cosplay, the organizers intended to show the enormous influence of Japanese culture
        brought by Japanese ACG content.
      


      
        The GMCC, as a governmental contest, was first held in 2005 and soon became one of the most important Cosplay
        events in Mainland China. The success of the GMCC could not be achieved without governmental support in terms
        of publicization and administrative assistance. Thanks to its government backing, the scope of its influence
        and the scale of mobilization were maximized. From the first session of the GMCC onwards, individual and
        small-group Cosplay practices were completely replaced by collective and community-based activities.
        Communities from universities became major candidates for the contest. The GMCC also introduced a sophisticated
        competition system (Figure 1.1), a set of rules and evaluation standards, and a qualified
        group of judges, often composed of senior Cosplayers, ACG content producers, and officials of the Beijing
        municipal government.
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            Figure 1.1 The GMCC
            competition system.
          

        
      


      
        Commercialized parks were used by the GMCC for first level competition (haixuan 海选), where a stage is
        set with barriers and entrance fees are charged as well. First level competitions in parks were often
        consolidated with cultural events and, thus, were commercialized third places
        for controlled Cosplay practices. With the stages and the audience, for the GMCC, parks can also be considered
        as a spectacular third place, where the original functions are enveloped and, instead, Cosplay spectacles are
        staged to feed excited Erciyuan fans. Virtual spaces, on the other hand, serve as a complementary third
        space for online voting during each session of the GMCC. Being different from BBS, the GMCC virtual spaces were
        often specialized websites serving not only as a voting portal but also photo, video clip, and news sharing
        platforms. Individual Cosplayers are included through “Cosplay cyberstars (wangluohongren 网络红人)”
        contests, and are selected through online voting portals.
      

    


    
      Spectacular commercial third places—shopping malls


      
        Chinese urban space is increasingly commercialized; shopping malls, shopping centers, and other concentrations
        of commercial retail activity are rapidly proliferated (Gaubatz, 2008). Shopping centers in Chinese urban
        cities mirror Western design and have commercial, entertaining, service, and cultural features (Song, 1999);
        such shopping malls in Mainland China often have an atrium, a large space in the middle of the structure, which
        is used for special sales and cultural events. With branding, image building, and attracting more visitors in
        mind, shopping malls hold cultural events such as stage performances, art exhibitions, and themed fairs in the
        atriums. The GMCC, benefiting from governmental support, has the opportunity to utilize the commercial atriums
        for their second level competitions which, due to their cultural and commercial nature, benefit the shopping
        malls as well. Providing a stage for Cosplay performances changed shopping malls, creating performance-oriented
        third place putting Cosplayers and the audience in one open space. The commercial third place is thus, being
        spectacularized.
      

    


    
      CapitalLand Cuiwei (Kaide Mall cuiwei 凯德 Mall 翠微)


      
        Cuiwei, situated on the Western third ring road in Haidian District, is a shopping mall with four floors,
        covering a total commercial area of 56,000 square meters (Data Base of Beijing CapitalLand Cuiwei, 2018).
        Geographically, this shopping mall is also situated close to universities and the headquarters of the GMCC.
        Since 2008, when the GMCC was included in the framework of “CapitalLand Cultural Festival,” it has chosen the
        mall as the venue to hold second level competitions (Figure 1.2). A stage for Cosplay
        performances, surrounded with railings, is set in the middle of the atrium, decorated with a backdrop with the
        GMCC logos and graphics. This kind of cooperation is a win–win achievement: the GMCC enjoys free use of the
        venue, and CapitalLand Cuiwei benefits from the event in terms of media exposure, raising awareness of the
        brand, and attracting consumers. During the competition, 15–20 selected communities present their collective
        Cosplay works on the stage. Their performances are judged by senior Cosplayers, ACG producers, and through
        audience votes.
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            Figure 1.2 The GMCC 2013 in CapitalLand Cuiwei.
          


          
            Source: Photo courtesy by Shamisen.
          

        
      

    


    
      Xidan 77 Street (xidan 77 jie, 西单 77 街)


      
        Xidan has been a commercial street in Beijing since the seventeenth century. Today it is a shopping area with
        large department stores and small strip of commercial and restaurant (Yucekus and Banerjee, 2015). From late
        1990s, Xidan has been the hub for teen fashion and popular cultures. I spent most of my time wandering in Xidan
        with my schoolmates for cheap fashion, J-pop and K-pop magazines, and Japanese Zakka (goods and things). Among
        the others, 77 Street, situated on the Western part of Chang’an Street, is a shopping mall equipped with shops,
        cinemas, a skating rink, game centers, and restaurants. The targeted consumers are in the age group of 14 to 25
        years, who are energetic and constantly looking for new lifestyles. It has been the most popular commercial
        third place for Chinese Millennials since its grand opening in 1999. Influenced by the popularity of ACG
        contents, 77 Street welcomed vendors of ACG derivative goods. The young and energetic atmosphere and the ACG
        welcoming environment make it perfect for the GMCC. From 2010, the GMCC set the stage for their second level
        competitions in the atrium of 77 Street (Figure 1.3).
      


      
        [image: Image]

        
          
            Figure 1.3 The GMCC 2010 in
            Xidan 77 Street.
          


          
            Source: Photo courtesy by Shamisen.
          

        
      


      
        The proliferation of shopping malls in Beijing has not only enriched consumer life for the locals but has also
        provided spaces for Cosplay. The once commercial third places were spectacularized with stages and
        performances, where Erciyuan fans were satisfied and Cosplayers found a place to showcase their
        high-quality work. The static nature of Cosplay (Winge, 2006) through simple posing and photoshoots was
        replaced by staged performances. Cosplay catwalk shows with simple dancing movements dominated the stage for
        second level competitions.
      

    


    
      From shopping malls to theaters—spectacular third places for
      Cosplay practices


      
        Each session of the GMCC starts from mid-June with different levels of online and offline competitions, and in
        October, the final stage for the champion(s) takes place in theaters. Before 2008, the space for final stages
        used to be Haidian theater (Haidian juchang 海淀剧场), which is located in North-western part of Beijing.
        With 980 seats and basic stage equipment, Haidian theater was sufficient for Cosplay performances with simple
        runway shows. In 2008, as the number of candidates doubled, the GMCC started their cooperation with Happy
        Valley Huaqiao Theatre (Huanlegu huaqiao juyuan 欢乐谷华侨大剧院), which is equipped with advanced lighting and
        stereo systems, a revolving stage, and a capacity of 1,200 seats (GMCC Final Stage, 2018). Besides the growing
        fandom however, new forms of performance also pushed the GMCC to find a better-equipped venue. Since the first
        session of the GMCC, stricter evaluation criteria for Cosplay work was implemented. Categories such as visual,
        acoustic, script, and performance were introduced into the evaluation. The “competitiveness” was emphasized and
        the “playfulness” of Cosplay was downplayed. Driven by fame and material rewards, Cosplayers in communities
        developed new forms of performance to impress the judges and the audience. Hobby-based groups were marginalized
        for their lack of financial support, while hyper-sized communities performing for commercial events became the
        champions. In 2007, when the GMCC established the “Award for the Inheritance and Promotion Chinese Culture,”
        hegemony of Japanese content in Mainland China was broken. Kung Fu, Wuxia,12 Pili,13 and Gu Zhuang (Traditional Chinese dress, 古装) were encouraged as the foundation for
        Cosplay. The notion of Cosplay was further redefined when Cosplay works of J-pop and K-pop idol groups and
        Takarazuka14 were presented on stage for the new awards of
        “Best Dance” and “Best Stage.” Multiple awards for different performances stimulated the creativity of
        Cosplayers, and a sophisticated category of stage performance matured (Table 1.2). The
        GMCC coined such abundant stage performances with the term “Xin wenhua juchang (New culture theaters, 新文化剧场)”
        to address to the cooperation with Huaqiao Theatre with “new” and advanced facilities, staging “new”
        Erciyuan cultural performances that distinguishes itself from traditional stage arts.
      


      
        
          Table 1.2 Category of stage
          performance in the GMCC final stages
        


        
          
            
              	Form of performance
            

          

          
            
              	Show case (Wutaibaipai 舞台摆拍)
            


            
              	Walk whow (Zouxiu 走秀)
            


            
              	Stage play (Wutaiju 舞台剧)
            


            
              	Skit (xiaopin 小品)
            


            
              	K-pop and J-pop dance
            


            
              	Takarazuka cosplay (Baozhong gewu 宝冢歌舞)
            

          
        

      


      
        Cosplay communities benefited from the first-class equipment in Huaqiao Theatre; team members in charge of
        sound and lighting designs worked closely with script writers and Cosplayers. In order to be crowned the
        champions, martial art performances, theatrical performances, dancing, and singing were constructively added
        into Cosplay performances. Backdrops, a common theatrical prop for Cosplay stages, are greatly utilized in
        order to convey necessary information, change scenes, represent natural environments, and cover Cosplayers in
        preparation. As shown in Figure 1.4, a Cosplayer is performing traditional Chinese dance
        with the backdrop of actual scenes in the original work. Behind it, other Cosplayers are preparing their gears
        for the coming performance.
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            Figure 1.4 The GMCC 2008
            final stage in Huaqiao Theatre.
          


          
            Source: Photo courtesy by Shamisen.
          

        
      

    


    
      Erciyuan spaces as a place identity


      
        Cosplayers rediscovered and reinterpreted the existing third places to seek “playfulness” in dressing up as
        transnational ACG characters. Erciyuan spaces such as parks, shopping malls, and theaters were
        transformed from mundane surroundings into a surreal tableau through Cosplaying (Benesh-Liu, 2007). These
        functional spaces in urban Beijing are constantly endowed with new meanings and Erciyuan fans read this
        text in many different ways through their daily activities and experiences (Yucekus and Banerjee, 2015). To
        Cosplayers, Erciyuan spaces are used as scenic backdrops, performing stages, and as a short-cut to fame
        and success. To fandoms of ACG content and Cosplay performance, these spaces offer a hideout from their tedious
        daily life in in their homes, schools, and workplaces. But one reading of these spaces is shared among
        Erciyuan fans: that these places are their holy land and these once ordinary places have become new landmarks imprinted with Erciyuan culture. In other words, these
        places are identified as Erciyuan places and as locations for Erciyuan activities. This
        Erciyuan identity of spaces coincides with the theory of “Place Identity,” which refers to “a cluster of
        ideas about a place and identity which can be a part of personal identity, how people describe themselves in
        terms of belonging to a specific place” raised by Hernandez et al. (2007). Though Erciyuan spaces are
        temporal, in the sense that Erciyuan activities only happen once or twice in a year, the spaces are
        still identified as Erciyuan holy land.
      

    


    
      Conclusion


      
        From homes to parks, shopping malls and theaters, shift of spatiality for Cosplay practices happened in
        parallel with the development of Erciyuan culture. Through rereading and reinterpreting, third places in
        urban Beijing are transformed into Erciyuan spaces holding Erciyuan activities represented by
        Cosplay. Moving away from traditional functions, these spaces offer scenic backdrops for photoshoots, stages
        for performances and visibility, as well as a platform for professionalism and fame. Driven by the pursuit for
        recognizability, early Cosplayers rediscovered parks for their iconic creation leading them to move out of
        their homes and into the scenic third place. After the rise in popularity and formalization of Cosplay,
        controlled Cosplay activities rapidly commercialized and spectacularized parks and shopping malls—“new culture”
        theaters. Here, the spatial shift was caused by creative, industrial, and economic interests that benefited
        both Cosplay groups and event locations. Virtual spaces accelerated the
        diffusion of Erciyuan culture, made speedy information sharing possible, and online portals allowed for
        an increase in interaction between Cosplayers and Erciyuan fans. However, these hybrid spaces not only
        enriched Cosplay creations, but also limited Cosplay practices through regulations, evaluation standards, and
        temporality of utilization due to government interventions in the development of Cosplay in Mainland China.
        These spaces, though temporal, were endowed with a Erciyuan cultural identity as well.
      


      
        Chinese Erciyuan spaces are constantly in flux, when old ones disappear due to demolition or termination
        of Erciyuan events, new spaces will be discovered, reread, and endowed with Erciyuan color.
      


      
        
          Erciyuan spirit will never die! There always will be an “exit.” We are energetic and creative, nothing will
          stop us from loving what we love the most.15
        

      

    


    
      

      
        1 Core consumers of Erciyuan refers to those who
        have a higher degree of participation, namely, Cosplayers, Key Opinion Leaders (KOLs), and goods creators,
        while regular consumers are simply consumer who enjoy the scenes.
      


      
        2 The term “Cosplay” was first translated and introduced
        into modern Chinese language as “Role Play (Juese banyan, 角色扮演),” which is still used in official paper
        works. The Latin form of “Cosplay,” on the other hand, is frequently used by Cosplay contests, Internet users,
        fans, and practitioners.
      


      
        3 ChinaJoy or China Digital Entertainment Expo &
        Conference is a digital entertainment expo held annually in Shanghai, China. It is the largest gaming and
        digital entertainment exhibition held in China.
      


      
        4 Dōjinshi (同人誌) is the Japanese term for
        self-published works, such as magazines, mangas, and novellas by amateurs. Dōjinshi (同人誌) is composed
        with Dōjin (同人) and shi (誌), literally, it means a publication shared among a group of people who
        have similar interests and hobbies. In Mainland China, this term refers to all derivative works.
      


      
        5 This term was coined by Alvin Toffler in his work “The
        Third Wave” in 1980, which refers to a person who consumes and produces a product. I am using the term in this
        chapter to address creative Cosplayers who are not only the consumers of Cosplay culture, but also producers of
        Erciyuan works such as self-published works (manga and novellas), self-designed characters and photo
        albums for commercial uses.
      


      
        6 Based on online interviews with Cosplayer Matong,
        launched on May 21, 2009.
      


      
        7 CNNIC, March 5, 2018, http://cnnic.com.cn/.
      


      
        8 MOP (Maopu, 猫扑), created in October 1997, is one of the
        most well-known and influential simplified Chinese entertainment forums online.
      


      
        9 Tianya (End of the world, 天涯) Club, being created
        in March 1999, is one of the most popular Internet forums in Mainland China.
      


      
        10 Based on online interviews with Cosplayer Meng, on May
        15, 2009.
      


      
        11 Based on online interviews with Cosplayer Meng, on May
        15, 2009.
      


      
        12 Wuxia (武侠), literally means “martial heroes,” is
        a genre of Chinese fiction concerning the adventure of kungfu master in ancient China.
      


      
        13 Pili (霹雳) is a glove puppetry show from Taiwan.
        Pili was first broadcast in 1985 in Taiwan. As it uses computer-generated imagery during action sequences, Pili
        became one of the most popular TV shows in Taiwan. Since 1998, Pili was broadcast in Fujian province on TV.
      


      
        14 Takarazuka Revue (宝塚歌劇団) is Japanese all-female
        musical theater group based in Takarazuka, Hyōgo Prefecture, Japan.
      


      
        15 Quoted from an interview with Cosplayer Xiaoxiong (小熊)
        after his return from World Cosplay Summit 2009, Nagoya Japan.
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      2 From Tian’anmen Square to Grand Palais in Paris


      The shifting spirit in the commodification
      of Rock in the PRC


      Peng Lei

    

    
      Since the late 1970s, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has experienced significant social transformation,
      including the move to a free market economy and the country’s opening up again to outside world, which have led
      to the resurgence of social and cultural diversity.1 In the
      meantime, the new ideologies, technologies, and economic mode have brought about the institutionalization and
      commodification of a so-called “Chinese culture” as part of the recent Chinese nation-state’s construction with
      the intention of establishing a “modern state” in the era of globalization (Holton, 2011), including the
      commodification of Rock music in China.
    


    
      Without any claim to exhaustiveness, this chapter discusses three specific performance scenes in the history of
      Chinese Rock music. I will argue that these scenes do not only illustrate the commodified shifting spirit in the
      field of Rock music in China from the late 1980s to the 2000s, but also echo the Chinese social transformation in
      the 1990s toward a consumerist society in a somehow “invisible way” as argued by Chinese scholar Dai Jinhua (戴锦华)
      (1999). Meanwhile, I will also highlight the potential and creative use of the “shared space” (Dai, 1999) by
      youth in China that emerged from the later scene, using the concept of “Temporary Autonomous Zone” or “TAZ” by
      Hakim Bey (2017) in a more global context.2
    


    
      Starting in December 1978, the PRC has undertaken major economic reforms. These economic reforms and the
      accompanying open-door policy expanded even further in the wake of Deng Xiaoping’s remarks that he saw no
      fundamental contradictions between socialism and a market economy.3
      Deng’s statement helped prepare the Chinese leadership, at least ideologically, to embrace markets. The essence
      of China’s post-1978 economic reforms was two-fold: (i) the politically motivated dogma of class struggle was
      replaced by the pragmatic economic goals of enhancing productivity and economic growth; and (ii) the outside
      world was opened up, enabling China to access scientific and technological advances and attract foreign
      investment. The Chinese leadership’s fundamental change in philosophy and governance in the late 1970s was rooted
      in the recognition that China was in urgent need of modernization given that it faced the challenge of
      globalization based on the nation-state mode. As a consequence, China’s art and culture scenes have also
      undergone a radical transformation through institutional restructuring during the 1990s (Dai, 1999; Zhang 1998).
      This has resulted in a fundamental shift in the production, dissemination, as
      well as the meaning of different cultural productions until the present day.
    


    
      There are some questions I would like to raise throughout this chapter: What are the historical, political, and
      cultural dimensions reflected by the specific performance scenes discussed here, and in what sense do these
      scenes illustrate the shift outlined above? Is there any possibility that the Chinese youth could subtly employ
      the new economic model to create alternative narratives or develop tactics through music (Rock music, but not
      exclusively only so) instead of assuming an orthodox representation dictated from “above” or by “the market”? In
      other words, could there be some “third space” (Oldenburg, 1989) created both by the musicians and their
      audiences, not merely as an act of negotiation, but also in sense of “composition” as argued by Jacques Attali
      (1985), or “TAZ” in Bey’s (2017) formulation, acting like an uprising that does not engage directly with the
      State?
    


    
      We will keep these questions in mind and take a close look at three performances in the history of Rock music in
      China.
    


    
      Three scenes


      
        Given the fact that the number of practices and documentation of the performance of Rock music in China over
        the past three decades could be endless, there are potentially numerous analyses from different perspectives.
        What I attempt to do here is to illustrate the shifting spirit and messages carried in Rock music in China,
        which, I argue, can be considered as a phenomenon of consumerism’s continual erosion through three
        performances. I will focus mainly on two aspects: space and meaning.
      


      
        Scene 1. Cui Jian at Tian’anmen Square: Rock against the taboo at a historial turn


        
          The birth of Rock music in China can be pinned down to 1986, when 24-year-old Cui Jian (崔健) sang “Nothing to
          My Name”4 (Yiwusuoyou 一无所有) in a nationally-televized
          performance at the “Workers’ Stadium in Beijing” (Beijing gongren tiyuchang 北京工人体育场). Cui Jian has
          also been considered as the “godfather” of Rock in China since then, given his predominant influence among
          both Chinese musicians in the Rock sphere as well as Chinese intellectuals during the 1980s, the latter
          peaking during the tragic student protests at Tian’anmen Square (Tia’anmen guangchang, 天安门广场) in
          1989.5
        


        
          Cui Jian’s music—like Rock more broadly—is often associated with social change movements. In May 1989, he
          played several songs, including his famous tune “A Piece of Red Cloth” (Yikuai hongbu, 一块红布) at
          Tian’anmen Square for students who had started a hunger strike several days previously.6 One recording of his performance at the Square was recently published
          anonymously on the YouTube social media platform. During the 24-minute recording, Cui Jian and his band
          played four songs altogether and, apart from the music and singing, background noises including the sound of
          patrol cars and some suspected striking student members trying to interrupt
          during the performance, are clearly audible, we can also hear the dialogue between Cui Jian and the student
          audience.7
        


        
          Despite the recording’s unclear source and the complex political context of the performance, one element is
          nevertheless obvious: Cui Jian was performing at a given space that functions as a symbol of political power
          in China, the nation’s symbolic central space, Tian’anmen Square. The Square lies at the geographic center of
          the capital city and is just South-east of Zhongnanhai (中南海), where the last dynastic emperors had
          their hunting park and where the top government leaders now work. Therefore, the space where the performance
          took place was actually at the heart of political authority, which was also the target of the students’
          protest. In this sense, Cui Jian’s performance carried an explicit political message: support for the
          students and their protest. Meanwhile the target of the protest was a political taboo that could not be
          questioned or challenged, namely the Communist Party leadership or the PRC’s highly centralized and
          totalitarian system of government during the 1980s that has remained in power to the present day.
        


        
          Apart from the political pressure, China’s intellectual youth in the late 1980s were also under the pressure
          of a dogmatic collectivism that was a product both of the dramatic and destructive decade of the Cultural
          Revolution and 1,000 years of “tradition” that functioned as a collective social norm. According to different
          scholars and Chinese intellectuals at the time, the emergence of Cui Jian, the message carried in his songs,
          along with his performances somehow inspired a certain awakening in the form of individual heroism among
          Chinese youth (Zha, 2006). To some extent, we can argue that this awakening stimulated by Cui Jian’s Rock
          music has also in some way liberated personal emotions and thought, sentiments largely unfamiliar to Chinese
          youth growing up under the Cultural Revolution’s political pressures and bound by the collective way of
          thinking.8 Meanwhile it has laid the basis for the growing
          individualism of the Chinese youth, which is closely linked to the notions of modernity and consumerist
          individualism in terms of both “an individual that possesses the capacity to consume” (Marshall, 2009) and
          the influence of Western values in the 1990s.
        


        
          It is necessary to point out that the context of the emergence of Cui Jian and his Rock music in the late
          1980s in China had nothing to do with the emergence of “Rock music” as a musical genre in the West. As a
          matter of fact, in the 1980s and early 1990s, the popular music industry was underdeveloped in China due both
          to the country’s political restrictions and the music industry’s rustic infrastructure;9 meanwhile audiences lacked the financial capacity to purchase materials
          (CD players, Walkmans, etc.), and there were very limited popular music resources available on the market (de
          Kloet, 2014). As a consequence, for the 1980s Chinese youth audience, Rock music was more an ideology—the
          so-called “Rock spirit” (Yaogun jingshen, 摇滚精神)—than a popular culture supported by different economic
          organizations (record companies and shops, live venues, pubs, etc.) in which audiences could get involved as
          participants and consumers. In short, this “Rock spirit” was highly idealistic, and largely tinted by a
          collective imagination of the youth intellectual about the “revolution” or “rebellion” against the
          established order or the “taboo” both in terms of the politics and the way
          of thinking at that time (Jones, 1992; Zha, 2006). It was not until December 1997, when the lead singer of
          the band “Sober” (Qingxing, 清醒) Shen Lihui (沈黎晖) set up the most influential private/independent
          Chinese record company under the name “Modern Sky” (Modeng tiankong, 摩登天空) in Beijing, accompanied by
          the development of Internet in China in the late 1990s, that Chinese Rock music finally entered the sphere of
          globalized mass culture (Holton, 2011).
        


        
          Thus, the performance of Cui Jian at Tian’anmen Square in 1989 was very much in line with the “Rock against
          the taboo spirit” and captured the collective mode of thinking of the Chinese intellectual youth inherited
          from the “revolutionary era” of Mao at the time. In sum, the social–political environment as well as
          individual subjectivity changed considerably after the student protest and its failure at the end of the
          1980s, during which time Cui Jian and Rock music played an important role. Finally, and as Steen (2011) has
          summarized, “whereas the Long March had liberated China, the New Long March would liberate the economy and
          Rock music would liberate the individual” (p. 133). China’s social and economic transformation during the
          1990s not only prepared the Chinese youth to embrace a free market with endless consumer choices, but also
          helped Rock music to integrate into the popular music industry as a cultural product with a certain commodity
          value. Rock music as a “rebellious spirit” that challenged the social and political taboo would slowly fade
          away and dissolve into a “fashionable coolness” in the new century.
        

      

      
        Scene 2. Rock is cool: Carsick Cars and “Zhongnanhai” at D-22


        
          Carsick Cars10 is a band that originally consisted of Zhang
          Shouwang (张守望) on vocals, guitar, loops, Li Qing (李青) on percussion, and Li Weisi (李维斯) on bass guitar. The
          band was formed in March 2005, when Zhang Shouwang, a student at the Beijing Institute of Technology, met Li
          Weisi and Li Qing at the mutual friends’ rehearsal space. All three members of Carsick Cars were born after
          1980 and were considered part of China’s “post-1980s generation” (Balinghou, 八零后).11 They all belong to the first largely urban “one-child policy”
          generation and have grown up entirely within the reformist era. As befits one of the most admired Chinese
          bands both in China and internationally, Carsick Cars has performed widely in China and abroad. In addition
          to packing clubs in most major cities in China, Carsick Cars has also toured Europe with Sonic Youth.
          According to the website of their label Maybe Mars:
        


        
          
            Their 20-city tour of China in March 2009 with label-mates has already passed into Chinese musical history
            as one of the key events in the development of the Chinese independent music scene, and their shows
            indicate how for many in the young audience Carsick Cars “belongs” to them as much as the young Bob Dylan
            “belonged” to his fans in the mid-1960s.12
          

        


        
          We will now discuss one of their live performances in 2007 recorded at D-22, the club in the Western
          university area of Beijing that the label Maybe Mars was built around. The
          video was recorded by Charles Saliba, one of the founders of Maybe Mars, on November 3, 2007 and then
          uploaded on YouTube on November 7, 2007.13
        


        
          In this performance, Carsick Cars played one of their most famous tunes titled “Zhongnanhai” (中南海). The title
          refers to the name of a popular cigarette brand especially well known among the Beijing youth for its cheap
          price, meanwhile, the brand name also refers to the top-level government compound close to Tian’anmen Square.
          Therefore, the term “Zhongnanhai” has an inherent double meaning, which can be interpreted in different ways
          according to different contexts. The lyrics are made up almost exclusively of the simple repetition of the
          title/cigarette brand “Zhongnanhai”:
        


        
          
            Zhongnanhai, Zhongnanhai … Zhongnanhai, Zhongnanhai
          


          
            Zhongnanhai, Zhongnanhai … I only smoke Zhongnanhai
          


          
            Zhongnanhai, Zhongnanhai … we can’t live without Zhongnanhai
          


          
            Zhongnanhai, Zhongnanhai … who fucking smoked my Zhongnanhai?
          

        


        
          
            中南海, 中南海 … 中南海, 中南海
          


          
            中南海, 中南海 … 抽烟只抽中南海
          


          
            中南海, 中南海 … 生活离不开中南海
          


          
            中南海, 中南海 … 谁他妈抽了我的中南海?14
          

        


        
          During the 5′29′′ recording, Zhang Shouwang only sang the repetitive lyrics five times, each time the
          mechanical, simple, and somehow dispassionate vocal only lasting for about 15 to 20 seconds before being
          interrupted by a vivid pure musical instrument performance with a lively rhythm and melody and Zhang
          Shouwang’s guitar riffs and occasional noise improvisations. However, what makes the performance specific is
          the throwing of the cigarettes carrying the same name of the tune/the seat of the government by the audience
          throughout almost the entire recording. As a matter of fact, starting from those early Carsick Cars
          performances at D-22, it has become, and may still be, customary for the audience to throw cigarettes at the
          band on stage whenever they perform this song.15
        


        
          This performance of Carsick Cars took place at the club D-22 in the Wudaokou (五道口) area, a relatively small
          locale in North-west Beijing surrounded by several large universities, small shops, markets and cafes, very
          close to Zhongguancun (中关村), and one of the earliest technology hubs in Beijing. It has always been a trendy
          location frequented by both young Chinese as well as international students and urban youth. D-22 has only
          existed for 6 years (2005–2011), but has played an important role in the development of the post-1990s
          Chinese alternative music scene. Michael Pettis, the founder of the club as well as the Maybe Mars label
          curator, has explained that the aim of opening the club was to create a space where young talented Chinese
          musicians could have a place to play and interact. Many well-known contemporary Chinese alternative bands
          have indeed first played at D-22, including Carsick Cars. Matthew Niederhauser (2009), an American
          photographer who has documented Beijing’s alternative musical scene has noted that “D-22 was at the epicentre
          of the alternative music scene in China.”
        


        
          In this respect, D-22 not only represented a music venue for young Chinese
          musicians in the early twenty-first century in Beijing but also embodies a symbolic/imaginary space of their
          individual creativity and Chinese youths’ newly emerging subjectivity, especially on the part of the Chinese
          post-1980s generation. As Nevin Domer and Stuart Grant (2017) have noted, D-22 was started by a foreigner
          from New York as an imitation of a club and the Manhattan scene from 30 years earlier16 while providing a location for the rise of a new Beijing youth culture.
          It allowed for a new cultural imaginary, providing a site for young people to find their own ways to reinvent
          themselves and find their own forms of expression. This meeting of time and place has created the opportunity
          for a cultural appropriation that slowly grew into a phenomenon distinct to Beijing. Eventually, the scene
          developed its own local identity to the extent that it began gaining attention abroad as a particular Chinese
          sound, style, and approach.
        


        
          After the historical turn of 1989 and Chinese society’s accelerated transformation toward the free market
          economy throughout the 1990s, the values, viewpoints, and attitudes of the urban youth of the post-1980s
          generation—at least in big cities like Beijing or Shanghai—developed in a profoundly different way from those
          of the previous generation. According to Robert Moore (2005), a central feature of these attitudes is a kind
          of individualism that stands emphatically opposed to the collectivist spirit promoted during the Cultural
          Revolution, an individualism that is influenced by Western pop culture and is linked to the new Chinese slang
          term “ku” (酷) derived from the English slang term “cool.” In fact, the adoption of the word ku
          as a basic slang term symbolizing the values of current generation of Chinese youth is similar to what
          occurred in the US twice during the twentieth century, first in the 1920s with the term “swell” and again in
          the 1960s when swell was replaced by “cool” (Moore 2005). In Chinese language, the character ku, which
          translates the English term “cool,” also has an original meaning of “cruel,” and users of the word ku
          in the late 1990s reported being exposed to it mainly via Internet connections or through exposure to Western
          popular culture (Moore, 2005). Apart from the semantic meaning, this slang term highlights what is most
          prominent in the way young Chinese Millennial identify themselves as distinct from their forebears. In short,
          they were no longer looking for “democracy” or a collective “freedom” but rather searching “authenticity” in
          terms of the self-realization and consciousness, mainly through a certain “style” or “way of life,” key words
          addressing modern society’s radical individualism (Marshall, 2009).
        


        
          This identification with the slang term ku could be due to a variety of pressures on the youth in
          contemporary Chinese society, from the State normalization of the notion of functioning as a collective
          social entity, namely a “good Chinese youth,” to the highly competitive educational system and conventional
          Confucianism represented as family/parental pressure about being “a good son/daughter.” In short, Chinese
          society has not changed much in terms of space for individual thinking and will since Cui Jian’s “Nothing to
          My Name” shout in the mid-1980s. As a consequence, we can argue that D-22 has also provided a space for
          expressing the Beijing youth’s “cool attitude” or “personal authenticity.” Given the fact that, as a
          university student, even being a member of a Rock music band could be
          viewed as “idling about and doing no decent work” (youshouhaoxian buwuzhengye, 游手好闲, 不务正业) in Chinese
          society, at least both young musicians and their audience could find some common space at D-22 which would
          allow them to be different or at least uncommon.
        


        
          Then, what about the politics involved? If the students and Cui Jian in Tian’anmen Square in 1989 clearly
          rocked against Zhongnanhai as a State power center and confronted a political taboo, what about the throwing
          of the Zhongnanhai cigarettes on stage during the Carsick Cars performance in 2007? Zhang Shouwang was born
          in 1985, when Chinese Rock first started. When asked about Cui Jian, he said:
        


        
          
            I admire him very much. He spoke for his generation and was a good artist, but I think what he was singing
            about and the experiences he had are so different from what my friends and I have had. I think his music
            fits a more idealistic generation who knew less about music and city life and cared more about changing the
            world. I think we are maybe more pessimistic and also more interested in finding art that challenges us and
            makes us expand our thinking.17
          

        


        
          To a large extent Zhang Shouwang’s words represent the characteristics of his generation. In general, this
          generation has focused more on their individual experiences and feelings rather than some collective “bigger
          picture”—changing the nation or the world for example. The lyrics of “Zhongnanhai” are short and simple
          enough to have any possible ideological interpretation, while the group’s performance style is also somehow
          minimalist, modest, and reticent. It is possible to argue that the audience’s throwing of the cigarettes
          sharing the same name as the government seat of power was purely entertainment, a simple form of interaction
          with the musicians, as the cigarette brand is so closely linked to the everyday life of young urban Chinese.
          We could also suggest that the throwing of the specific brand of cigarette might carry a certain message in a
          certain context. In the end, the name “Zhongnanhai” itself carries a double meaning, thus how we interpret
          its appearance during the performance is also ambiguous: does it simply refer to the brand of cigarettes or
          also to the seat of government? And, even if it refers to the latter, does the audience/public’s discontent
          represented by the throwing of cigarettes with the same name make any real sense? What would be the
          difference between consuming a cigarette and throwing it toward the stage, if it remains a commodity, a
          product, in the end?
        


        
          Indeed, if we look at the contemporary alternative music scene, we can see that Carsick Cars has inspired
          many meta-bands to spring up since the early 2000s, all of which have a similar sense of drawing inspiration
          from their surroundings and expressing their personal thoughts and feelings rather than reflecting a sense of
          rebellion. In short, apart from a common appeal to resist the established social/moral conformity and a sense
          of unity on the part of the “cool” urban youth in Beijing, there is little evidence of a desire for a wider
          collective liberation. By now, Rock music does not need to deal with the nation’s fate anymore, but rather
          engages with the personal, quotidian life experiences, while playing Rock
          music with friends in a band and throwing Zhonghanhai cigarettes have become largely, if not entirely, cool.
          To quote the words of Moore again, a mildly rebellious term like cool or ku is the appropriate form
          marking a generational shift, a change in values saying “we’re going this far, but not farther.”
        

      

      
        Scene 3: China’s night at Grand Palais in Paris: an uprising in a shared space


        
          The third scene we are going to discuss is still a performance of Carsick Cars, but this time on a very
          special occasion—the China’s Night event celebrated on January 27, 2014 to commemorate 50 years of
          diplomatic ties between The People’s Republic of China and The Republic of France. This performance was also
          held at a significant place: the Grand Palais in Paris.18
        


        
          In the international mass media, when it comes to major official events that celebrate Chinese culture,
          especially regarding the global political and economic context, the Chinese authorities as well as foreign
          organizers tend to go with the obvious: terracotta warriors, Shaolin monks, Beijing Opera, or Chinese cooking
          or medicine with the ubiquitous red decorations. However, China’s Night in 2014 showcased a new flavor
          of Chinese “soft power,” which involved Rock music, with Carsick Cars invited to perform as a representative
          of a new urban Chinese youth culture, alongside luminaries such as Lang Lang and the Shaolin monks to mark
          the diplomatic anniversary. In an interview with China Daily, Zhang Shouwang admitted that the band
          was shocked in a good way when they received the invitation from the organizers. Apart from feeling flattered
          to be selected as representatives of China’s soft power, Zhang Shouwang also noted that their performance
          represented a different aspect of Chinese culture, one that went against the stereotypes of people outside
          China: “It was good they [the French organizers of China’s Night] did this, because people outside
          China should see that there are a lot of different things happening here, not just the stereotype of Chinese
          culture.”19
        


        
          The Grand Palais, located on the Avenue des Champs-Élysées in the 8th arrondissement, is a large historic
          site, exhibition hall, and museum, which formed part of the preparation, works for the Universal Exposition
          of 1900. In the same arrondissement and right next to it is the Élysée Palace, the official residence of the
          President of the Republic of France. Just as in Tian’anmen Square and Zhongnanhai in Beijing, the two places
          are closely linked to each other and together represent France’s geographic and political center. Therefore,
          the Grand Palais could also be considered as a symbolic space representing the highest level of authority,
          hence it is unsurprising that a big diplomatic event was held here. For China’s Rock music, it makes a huge
          difference to have a band which is considered “indie” or “underground” playing in a location that represents
          political authority, especially looking back at what happened at Tian’anmen Square and the experiences of the
          students and Cui Jian’s band some 25 years earlier.
        


        
          We could conduct an interesting parallel semiotic analysis of “palace” and “square” here. Just as “palace”
          used to be linked with the feudal era and was linked directly to the
          concept of “royal” both in China and in France, the term “square” also used to refer in the Republic or
          revolutionary times to a gathering space where public affairs or movements were conducted. In sum, both terms
          have connotations related to power, regardless their use in different historical and social contexts.
          However, both terms have had a fundamental shift of meaning or role as semiotic signifiers after the onset of
          consumerism. The Great Palace was deliberately constructed for the purpose of exhibition or the “consumerist
          gaze” (Barthes, 2011), while “square” is used by many new shopping malls in China.20 Given the shift of meanings in both terms, the historical and
          ideological dimensions have all dissolved into a market/commodity-oriented dimension.
        


        
          On January 27, 2014, as part of the official events’ celebratory performances, Carsick Cars, curated by
          Perfect Crossovers, kicked-off the China’s Night evening by delivering a 45-minute concert that rocked
          the house in this grand and historical building.21 From the
          band’s first sound on stage, the audience (Chinese and non-Chinese) immediately felt the excitement and
          engaged in the performance and interacted with the band, with people dancing, jumping,
          crowd-surfing,22 and throwing cigarettes toward the stage,
          Zhang Shouwang was even invited to crowd-surf by the audience from the stage toward the end of the concert.
          While the band’s performance style always remained modest and reticent, the audience’s reaction was elated
          and ecstatic, which made the large space of the Grand Palais look temporarily like D-22’s small concert space
          in Beijing.
        


        
          If we look at this performance more closely, apparently different and sometimes contradictory factors such as
          the Chinese/French official “branding” or “showcasing” at a high-level diplomatic event, the private
          market/capital agent of the event “Perfect Crossover,”23 the
          “alternative” music band and their audiences’ somewhat underground performance, shared the same space with
          different purposes—economic/political/cultural profit or the temporary moment/space of the “anarchist dream”
          of a free culture (Bey, 2017). This is actually a new phenomenon that has surfaced since the 1990s in China,
          which the Chinese scholar Dai Jinhua has characterized as a “Chinese shared cultural space” (Zhongguoshi
          wenhua gongyong kongjian 中国式文化共用空间) in her study concerned with cultural phenomena and social
          transformation in the 1990s in China:
        


        
          
            The State, international capital, the central and local authorities, the private companies and the
            individuals are all impelled by very different yet sometimes common interest in profit. There are
            frequently intense conflicts between them, but they also collaborate very closely sometimes. During the
            process of restructuring and commodification, theoretically highly opposed social organizations such as the
            “authority” and the “mass,” the “center” and the “marginal,” or “agents of power” and “antagonistic forces”
            in different forms, have formed a strange and interesting relationship where all the contradictory elements
            are dependent on each other while coexisting in an unusual “harmony.”24
          

        


        
          
            国家、跨国资本、中央、地方、企业、个人, 在极端不同而间或共同的利益驱动下, 彼此剧烈冲突抑或”无间”合作.
            此间似乎有着尖锐矛盾的社会群体、利益集团-诸如所谓”官方”与”民间”、中心与边缘、权力机构和社会抗衡力量, 在新的组合与重构过程中, 形成了一种奇异的相互借重与”和谐”共生现象.
          


          
            (Dai, 1999: 31–32)
          

        


        
          In the meantime, from the audience’s somewhat wild reaction to the performance of Carsick Cars at a highly
          official diplomatic event, we can also grasp a little bit of the liberation of individual energy as boosted
          by the music performance, which created a collective space that transcended temporarily the event’s
          predetermined social code. In fact, Carsick Cars has frequently been playing overseas for several years, thus
          the band has cultivated their own audience outside of China. Their performance at the Grand Palais was a
          preview of 3, their third album that came out in March 2014, when they started their US tour right
          after the performance in Paris. At the same time, the dissemination of their music via the Internet has
          facilitated a wider sphere of communications to communities not bound by a specific cultural background or
          geographic area, which we can see clearly in that a large part of the audience was quite familiar with the
          ritual of throwing cigarettes on stage. Finally, all of these factors have contributed to transform Carsick
          Cars’ live performance on the special occasion of a “Temporary Autonomous Moment,” to use Bey’s (2017) term,
          an occasion that could hardly be “controlled” or “occupied” by any predetermined political, social, or
          economic “power agent” or by State violence. In this sense, during the live performance of China’s
          Night, the Chinese and non-Chinese urban youth—including people from different cultural backgrounds—were
          united in their embracing of a local/overseas Rock music performance at a “shared space,” thereby created a
          small TAZ or an “uprising” which does not engage directly with any State, playing out, in Bey’s words, as a
          guerrilla operation that liberates a given area (of land, time, imagination), then dissolving itself to
          re-form elsewhere/elsewhen, before the State can crush it: “Because the State is concerned primarily with
          Simulation rather than substance, the TAZ can “occupy” these areas clandestinely and carry on its festal
          purposes for quite a while in relative peace” (Bey, 2017: 80). Here, not only was the TAZ formed
          spontaneously in a physical shared space, it also illustrated that such possibilities could exist more and
          larger through the Web or Net—a virtual space that is translocal and transcultural, even though just
          temporarily.
        

      
    


    
      Conclusion


      
        The discussion on the three performances that took place at different points in the history of Rock music in
        China brings me to my conclusion: in order to better understand the ongoing active Rock or alternative music
        scene as well as its collaboration/interaction with different governmental, official, and market agents in
        urban China, we need to return to the origin of Rock music history in China and the commodification dynamic in
        the wider Chinese socio-economic context. In addition, we also need to
        consider the country’s cultural transformation since the mid-1990s. In the Rock music sphere, from the late
        1980s onwards there has been a clear tendency toward depoliticization and commercialization, which has
        dissolved the collective appeal of Rock’s “rebellious spirit” and “bigger motivation.” The driving force that
        connects Rock music makers and their audience since the late 1990s is based primarily on the desire or need for
        self-realization and satisfaction realized through “form” (namely a “cool style,” the use of slang, a certain
        action that is purely spectacle) rather than “substance” (a serious reflection about the purpose and meaning of
        styles and actions), which is a natural consequence of a modern consumerist society based fundamentally on
        individualism. Generally speaking, China’s Rock or alternative scene nowadays usually stays away from politics.
        Similar to other forms of art and cultural production in contemporary China, Rock has a complex and creative
        relationship with China’s move toward a free-trade economic structure under a State bureaucracy’s totalitarian
        management. In sum, from the late 1980s on, Chinese Rock has passed through a transformative period, changing
        from being a rebellious voice to a subject/object of commodification shared by different agencies, including
        music makers and receivers.
      


      
        Meanwhile, we realize that live performances and the new modes of dissemination such as the Internet (a typical
        translocal and transcultural network) have opened up a new sphere of identity and subjectivity for Chinese
        independent musicians as well as their audiences. During the Temporary Autonomous Moment that included
        different live performances, the audience members were no longer gazing up at an object, but could participate,
        negotiate, and possibly disrupt the established social order where they might temporarily escape the State or
        capital’s aggressive assertion of control, despite the profit-driven nature of the music industry. In this way,
        some new/different individual subjectivities and cultural diversities can hopefully be forged. Just as the
        consumers can feel liberated, seeing their consumption choices as facilitating an expressive self and the
        articulation of personal style without the constraints of tradition or convention, musicians and audiences in
        the consumerist era of Rock music can also employ the new economic logic while creating different tactics to
        assert themselves and become involved based on self-awareness motived by an urgent need for
        enlightenment.25
      

    


    
      

      
        1 I deliberately use the word “resurgence” here, as the
        modernization process that started in the late 1970s in the PRC echoes the similar process during the Republic
        Era in the early twentieth century, where socio-economic structural change brought about a certain cultural
        diversity in terms of cultural industrialization, especially in Shanghai and its environs (see Jones, 2001).
      


      
        2 The TAZ theory of Hakim Bey (2017) was also quoted in the
        work of Gregory Lee in analyzing the questions of nationalism and hybridity in China and its Others, see Lee
        (1996: 247).
      


      
        3 The Chinese economic reform (Gaige kaifang, 改革开放,
        literally “reform and opening-up”) refers to the PRC’s program of economic reforms termed “Socialism with
        Chinese characteristics” that initiated in December 1978 by reformists within the Communist Party of China, led by Deng Xiaoping (邓小平). For the statement, see China.org.cn (1985),
        There Is No Fundamental Contradiction Between Socialism and a Market Economy. Available at: www.china.org.cn/english/features/dengxiaoping/103358.htm.
        [Accessed September 20, 2018].
      


      
        4 Also known as “I Have Nothing.” It is both Cui Jian’s
        most famous and controversial song. Written around May 1986 when it was first performed publicly at the
        Workers’ Stadium in Beijing, it would become an anthem of rebellion during the Tian’anmen Square protests at
        which it was also performed.
      


      
        5 The students’ protest against government rulers for a
        more democratic regime and its tragic ending still remains a taboo topic in Mainland China and the movement is
        still unmentionable in public in the PRC, hence there are also very few relevant documentations and papers
        available in Chinese. For more details about the student protest in 1989 in English, see Zhang (2001). For a
        more general historical context around this movement and its influence, see Lee (2011).
      


      
        6 In the 1990s, Cui Jian performed wearing a red blindfold
        on his nationwide tour “Rock ‘n’ Roll on the New Long March”—a sardonic reference to the Communist Party’s
        legendary trek in the 1930s. He was subsequently banned from performing at large venues in Beijing for the next
        decade. There are several works existing about Cui Jian and Rock music in general in China, see, for example,
        Jones (1992); Marchetti (2006); Baranovitch (2003).
      


      
        7 The scene discussed here is based on an extract from an
        audio recording of Cui Jian’s live performance in May 1989 at Tian’anmen Square. This recording has been
        published on the YouTube social media platform in June 2017 by an anonymous poster. However, due to the fact
        that the topic is still under the strict censorship of the PRC government, it has not been possible to verify
        the precise origin of this source and, as there is no image, I could hardly identify the exact sources of
        different voices featured in the recording either, thereby the description of the performance above is based
        only on listening and subsequent interpretation. To access the extract online, see Anonymous (2017). For more
        details about Cui Jian’s performance at Tian’anmen Square. See also Factsanddetails (2013).
      


      
        
          8 In an interview with a journalist in 2018, when asked
          about the meaning of his famous tune “Piece of Red Cloth” (Yikuai hongbu, 一块红布), Cui Jian answered:
        


        
          
            the blindfold—this song changed my life. A lot of people think it is a political song, but it is very
            emotional. In the last verse I feel that the land is dry and I feel very thirsty. It is for a girl, for a
            country. Both.
          


          
            (Sebag-Montefiore, 2014)
          

        

      


      
        9 The early record companies in Mainland China that
        produced albums of the Chinese Rock bands before the late 1990s were either from Hong Kong (香港) or Tai Wan
        (台湾), actually the terms used to describe popular music which are the most influential among the Chinese youth
        in the 1990s are “music from Hong Kong and Taiwan” (Gangtai yinyue, 港台音乐) or “music from Europe and the
        US” (Oumei yinyue, 欧美音乐).
      


      
        10 The band doesn’t have a name in Chinese and have been
        using the English name since their foundation.
      


      
        11 The “post-1980s” generation (Balinghou, 八零后) is a
        colloquial term which refers to the (largely urban) generation whose members were born between 1980 and 1989 in
        Mainland China after the introduction of the one-child policy This generation, the first to grow up entirely
        during the reformist era and currently ranging in age from 28 to 38, make up a major portion of China’s
        contemporary young adult demographic.
      


      
        12 Maybe Mars (Bingmasi, 兵马司) is an independent
        music label launched by Michael Pettis, finance professor at Peking University in 2007 in Beijing, and has
        become now one of the largest and most influential independent record labels in China. In the past, Maybe Mars
        was very closely associated to seminal club D-22 in the Wudaokou (五道口) area in Beijing and XP, another
        important Rock venue focus exclusively on experimental music, taking as its
        basis the weekly avant-garde series Zoomin’ Night that started at D-22. However, both venues are now closed.
        See Maybemars.com (n.d.).
      


      
        13 See Baluba830 (2007).
      


      
        14 See Xiami.com (n.d.).
      


      
        15 It is possible to find many other recordings of Carsick
        Cars performances online, and it is easy to identify the throwing of cigarettes during performances of
        “Zhongnanhai.”
      


      
        16 Michael Pettis, founder of D-22 and the Maybe Mars label
        was a former New Yorker, while in one interview, he shared his opinions regarding differences/similarities
        between D-22 and the music scene in Beijing, and another music clubs, such as CBGB which was opened in 1973 by
        Hilly Kristal in New York’s East Village. CBGB became the birthplace of many important music bands/trends in
        New York during the 1970s and 1980s. See the interview with Michael Pettis by Josh (2015).
      


      
        17 See Liu (2009).
      


      
        18 The Grand Palais des Champs-Élysées, commonly known as
        the Grand Palais (Great Palace), is a large historic site, exhibition hall and museum complex located at the
        Champs-Élysées in the 8th arrondissement, Paris, France. Construction of the Grand Palais began in 1897
        following the demolition of the Palais de l’Industrie (Palace of Industry) as part of the preparation works for
        the Universal Exposition of 1900, which also included the creation of the adjacent Petit Palais and Pont
        Alexandre III. It has been listed since 2000 as a monument historique by the French Ministry of Culture.
      


      
        19 “We were shocked we’d been picked as the same level as
        those artists, we were pretty flattered. It was so different from any show we’ve ever done. Everything was so
        new for us. We felt pretty good about it” (Mcintosh, 2014).
      


      
        20 Barthes (2011) claims that the gaze of the audience is
        less germane to the photograph than the author’s vision in his critique of the photographic exhibition held at
        the Grand Palais in 1900. From the 1990s onwards, many newly constructed shopping malls in China have adopted
        names containing the Chinese word “square” (guangchang, 广场), the equivalent of “plaza,” for example the
        New Oriental Plaza (Dongfang xintiandi guangchang, 东方新天地广场).
      


      
        21 Video produced and delivered by the project OH!LaVache
        (瓦斯), OhLaVacheFrance (2014).
      


      
        22 Crowd surfing generally occurs only toward the front of
        an audience where the crowd is dense enough to support a person’s body. It is most popular at metal, punk,
        Rock, rave and indie concerts.
      


      
        23 Perfect Crossovers is a Paris-Beijing-based consultancy
        group that organize and promote events in the field of culture and creative industries.
      


      
        24 Translation by the author.
      


      
        25 As argued by Bey (2017), enlightenment, in terms of
        individual and collective freedom, involves an “aesthetics of the borderland between chaos and order, the
        margin, the area of “catastrophe” where the breakdown of the system can equal enlightenment.” Extract from Bey
        (2017).
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      3 Can China have its hip hop?


      Negotiating the boundaries between
      mainstream and underground youth cultural spaces on the Internet talent show Rap of China


      Jingsi Christina Wu

    

    
      In the summer of 2017, an Internet talent show Rap of China (RoC) became a major cultural sensation
      in China. Sources of its sudden fame and notoriety are multifaceted and reveal as much about the state of China’s
      entertainment industry as about its socio-political environment. Through close analysis of public discussions and
      fan activities, this chapter discusses the role of popular culture, State censorship, and new technology in how
      today’s youth navigate through their new life experiences in China. In particular, thanks to the nature of
      RoC being a web-based show, I study the constitution of China’s youth spaces through the Internet, such as
      online streaming sites and social media outlets. The contention between mainstream and underground rappers adds
      another valuable dimension to this book’s overarching thesis about the multiplicity of youth cultures and their
      competition for legitimacy.
    


    
      While its Chinese title (Zhongguo you xiha 中国有嘻哈 China has Hip Hop) is more inclusive of other
      practices within the diverse hip hop culture, such as dancing and graffiti, the show’s English title (Rap of
      China) more accurately reflects its focus on rapping. As a Western import, hip hop culture has existed in
      Mainland China since the 1980s but remained underground or confined to subcultural groups due to vast political
      and cultural sensitivities (Khan, 2009). It was therefore a relatively safe move for an otherwise ambitious
      Internet platform, Aiqiyi 爱奇艺 (iQiyi), to drop the show onto the national landscape through its
      subscription-based services. iQiyi invested heavily on the show, spending four to five times the amount
      for a typical television entertainment program and capitalizing on the star power of some best-known celebrities
      as its judges (Kanchaiwang, 2017).
    


    
      As a platform whose majority (80 percent) of visitors are younger than 35 (Huazijian, 2017), iQiyi located
      a market that had been greatly underexplored. According to recent surveys, those younger than 29 comprised 75
      percent of hip hop fans in China (Kanchaiwang, 2017). In return RoC garnered a whopping record of 3
      billion views. Naming rights for the first season reached 150 million Yuan 元 (about $24 million US
      dollars). This feat was made possible by and reinforces the calculation that young viewers comprise the core base
      of the summer market and foretells a near future in which China’s post-1990s Jiulinghou九零后1 and even Millennials (Linglinghou 零零后) will dominate decisions made
      in cultural productions (Zhang, 2017). RoC was the unchallenged winner
      at the first annual television entertainment summit held by China TV Artists Association (CTAA), taking home
      seven major awards, including best editing, highest viewership, best marketing, and scripting (XLZY, 2017).
      However, people tend to omit in their discussions the fact that RoC essentially copied from its Korean
      original version Show Me the Money without any due credit.
    


    
      On September 9, 2017, RoC stunned the nation in generating two co-winners of the season after rounds of
      voting among the live audience, hip hop artists, and the judges resulted in an exact tie between PG One
      (performer name for contestant Wang Hao 王昊) and GAI (performer name for contestant Zhou Yan 周延).
      Although an unconventional outcome, many observers formed the impression that PG One was the bigger winner of the
      two as he reaped more remarkable fame (i.e., drastic increase of followers on social media, to over 4 million on
      Sina Weibo Xinlang weibo 新浪微博) and more commercial deals. Shortly after his crowning on RoC, PG One
      has appeared in advertisements for skin products (Estee Lauder, P&G, and UNIFON Yunifang 御泥坊),
      electronics (Oppo), and McDonald’s. In addition, PG One’s fees for public appearances saw a marked increase
      (Kanchaiwang, 2017).
    


    
      Having arisen from a lower social class and created more works in the camp of “gangster rap,” GAI took a
      different route following his success on the show. He pulled some of his career-defining pieces off of the
      Internet that would call attention to his past life that does not align easily with the image of a “mainstream
      performer” in China (i.e., his famous piece “Antisocial” Chao shehui 超社会). GAI donated to underprivileged
      children the cash reward he received from the show (Shaonüyugudao, 2017), and although GAI sticks to his lauded
      specialty of rapping in his local dialect, he went on more widely popular mainstream talent shows, such as Hunan
      TV’s Singer (Geshou 歌手) and CCTV’s I Want To Go on the (CCTV) Spring Festival Gala (Wo
      yao shang chunwan 我要上春晚). Overall it appears that GAI spent more energy transforming his image from an
      underground rapper to a more widely accepted performer, especially to those less familiar with hip hop as a
      subculture, while PG One was busy mingling with popular celebrities and enjoying his rising stardom rooted in a
      rebellious persona.
    


    
      Either way, the much-noted inclusion of GAI and PG One, among other popular RoC contestants, in some of
      China’s most validating cultural circles and events was read as signs of hip hop finally entering China’s
      mainstream culture. Indeed some have asserted that RoC brought about “Year One of hip hop in China”
      (EvencYiWenXi, 2018). However, since then both hip hop and the show have experienced massive scandals and State
      crackdown in China. While some argue that such a quick demise is inevitable given the fundamentally incompatible
      features of hip hop with the Chinese socio-political climate, discussions of such tensions reveal great insights
      about the specific ways in which Chinese youth express their perspectives about life in China and the place of
      hip hop in such exchanges. Below I provide an overview of the literature reflecting on this subject before
      examining how public figures and fans assess the role of hip hop in China’s youth culture following the success
      of RoC.
    


    
      Can China have its hip hop?


      
        Scholars have largely acknowledged that Western observers tend to dismiss Chinese hip hop for its lack of
        biting political and social commentaries that their Western counterparts are associated with (de Kloet, 2007;
        Liu, 2014). Spread of hip hop to China started with the Chinese diaspora in the 1980s shortly after the culture
        emerged in America, with State suppression as a constant in Mainland China. Consequently hip hop did not become
        truly popular there until the 2000s (de Kloet, 2007) and self-censorship is a common strategy among Chinese
        rappers (Khan, 2009). Artists often alter or exclude their overly subversive songs from their debut records.
        Market and institutional forces together curb artistic creativity (Liu, 2014). For example, Khan (2009) quotes
        the following lyrics from MC Webber’s song Yellow Road (Huang pifu de lu 黄皮肤的路) to illustrate the
        fine line between the declaration of one’s nationalist enthusiasm and affirmation of their personal identity.
      


      
        
          I am a Chinese MC
        


        
          My name is MC Webber,/
        


        
          I am not weak/
        


        
          I know how to live my own life/
        


        
          Your morale has already started to wane,/
        


        
          And facing me will be your biggest mistake./
        


        
          I will melt you with my thoughts,/Look into my eyes and feel
        


        
          fear/See yourself powerless/And realize I am a CHINESE MC.
        

      


      
        Both the Chinese title of the song Huang pifu 黄皮肤 (yellow skin) and its lyrics accentuate the rapper’s
        Chinese ethnicity. In addressing the unspecified opponent aggressively and assertively, one may read the
        rapper’s declaration of his Chineseness as a defiant gesture toward any foreign listener who may ever doubt the
        strength of a Chinese MC. However, as Khan (2009) notes, the resounding affirmation here could also be built
        toward the rapper’s personal agency and identity. Only because MC Webber declares his own Chineseness, it does
        not mean that he can only direct such power and strength toward a foreigner. Although ambiguous as such,
        statements like “I know how to live my own life” ultimately asserts the rapper’s own sense of self.
      


      
        Overall, due to the Chinese rappers’ relative lack of brashness compared to their more subversive peers,
        Western critics tend to treat Chinese rap as more co-opted by mainstream sentimentalities. However, Liu (2014)
        argues that doing so presumes a binary between mainstream and opposition, which is especially simplistic for
        the complex socio-politics of China. Beyond the immediate context of hip hop, research has been investigating
        youth culture in China and its unique ways of resistance despite their more tamed characteristics on the
        surface (Huang, 2014; Wu, 2017).
      


      
        Refraining from an essentialist approach to the notion of “resistance,” Wu (2017) conducts expansive research
        of popular television programs in China’s twenty-first century and their use in the Chinese youth’s
        organization of their voices about growing up in a prosperous China plagued
        by tremendous underlying inequalities. Often masked by playfulness and cynicism, such social commentaries
        reveal intricate perspectives about China’s lived social realities and promise to form public spheres outside
        restrictive political channels of expressions and activities. One has to immerse oneself in the unique and
        creative ways in which the Chinese youth express themselves under heavy State censorship to gain greater
        insights about how entertainment in general and hip hop in particular factor into their lives in more
        meaningful ways than “pure pastime.” Wu’s (2017) work provides a direct response to the classic theory of
        public sphere developed by Habermas (1962/1989). According to this influential vision, only those discourses
        that take place in a common public space about serious public matters would contribute meaningfully to the
        civic life. However, as empirical research illustrates, youth culture centered around entertainment may provide
        the missing opportunities otherwise available to their Western peers for the Chinese youth to exchange their
        civic opinions and exercise their civic skills for the possibility to launch themselves into the political
        arena. In the context of hip hop, the stark boundary between mainstream and underground speaks volumes to the
        power of alternative spaces in China for young people’s self-expression, ones that do not readily yield to
        mainstream sentimentalities and logics.
      


      
        Liu (2010) suggests that although China does not possess the same kind of racial tensions that often inject
        creative inspirations into the Western hip hop culture, the country suffers from great economic and social
        disparity nonetheless, which provides source materials for the Chinese artists. Furthermore, in spite of their
        different political systems and climates, China shared a similar background to hip hop’s emergence with the
        backstory of its rise among the African–American community in the US and their respective communities in Korea
        and in Japan. Hip hop’s spread to China coincided with the country’s reform and opening in the late 1970s, when
        its people transitioned from a system in which they could not express themselves to one in which there was
        staggering economic development and rising cultural freedom, as well as deep social inequality. Rap lent itself
        as a powerful tool for young people especially to express their frustrations with life and their aspirations.
        Hip hop’s statement of “keeping it real” (Baochi zhenshi 保持真实) deeply resonated with Chinese rappers, as
        they strove to create works around complex socio-cultural issues.
      


      
        As the art form of rap matured in China, Chinese artists gradually transitioned from using English to Chinese
        and even more so with incorporating different dialects (Liu, 2010), although not as much with ethnic languages
        (de Kloet, 2007). Liu (2014) studies the political implications of rapping in local dialects, which extends
        existing research on globalization and localization as scholars often stop at the national level as a general
        representative of how the local interacts with the global. In other words, the Chinese nation-state is often
        more aligned with the force of globalization and one should zero in on practices in diverse localities below
        the nation-state to get more grounded perspectives about actual mechanisms of localization in China. Indeed,
        dialect-based cultural texts, rap songs included, often form a direct counter
        force to China’s national project of modernization through the homogenization of its national language into the
        standard Mandarin. To rap in local dialects potentially resists the hegemony of the center politic and State
        propaganda. It provides subcultural tools and non-institutional cultural spaces for youth, especially
        marginalized youth, to express their alternative perspectives to that of the State narratives about a
        post-socialist China. Liu (2014) concludes that the globalization process does not inevitably diminish the
        local diversity and vitality, but may oftentimes motivate even more locally unique expressions and renewed
        appreciation for them. The Chinese rap’s accentuation of local uniqueness resembles their American
        inspiration’s focus on spatial awareness, i.e., the hood, ghetto, different regions, and helps to express one’s
        sense of belonging to their home cities and urban roots. This aspect also accentuates challenges scholars have
        posed to the unified nature of public sphere that Habermas originally envisioned. For example, Fraser (1992)
        argues for the multiplicity of public sphere based on diverse interests defined by such factors as race,
        gender, and class.
      


      
        Through a close analysis of the lyrics in local-language rap songs created by China’s urban youth and primarily
        circulated on the Internet, Liu (2014) points out that they frequently address social issues. Immensely
        dissatisfied with the rigid educational system of China, young artists often rap about education as a subject
        and the explosive language in such rap songs intensifies the youth culture’s rebellion against China’s
        establishment and social hierarchies. The violent and aggressive expressions help to create emotional bonds
        among the Chinese youth. Khan (2009) further notes that Chinese rap artists often artfully and strategically
        bypass State censorship by expressing their opposition to the authorities in subtle ways. Some songs that sing
        praises of the State’s accomplishments embody hidden messages that convey negative and pessimistic sentiments
        toward the State propaganda and oppression. As Khan (2009) remarks through the song lyrics quoted above from MC
        Webber’s Yellow Road, although the rapper most definitively declares his Chinese identity on the surface
        with a sense of collective pride, by presenting the “I” in front of the authorities who impose their Communist
        propaganda on the Chinese people, MC Webber railed against the system as an individual first and foremost and
        its suffocation of personal freedom.
      


      
        A common theme within the literature suggests that the Chinese culture predisposes its hip hop artists more
        toward unity and positive emotions contrary to the negativity and subversion that tends to define their Western
        counterparts. The more subversive aspects of their expressions relate to the suppression by traditional Chinese
        culture and unjust social realities. One needs to be mindful of such unique Chinese characteristics to fully
        engage with the civic implications of hip hop in China. Deeply aware of its popularity and impact among China’s
        youth, the Chinese State has even begun to recruit hip hop artists from the Millennial generation and
        incorporate their work in ongoing efforts to refresh State propaganda (Hernández, 2016). These scholarly
        discussions found echoes in public reflections on RoC after its broadcast in 2017 and further
        intensified after major scandals broke out. Next I provide the research
        framework for this chapter and major background information to contextualize the analysis that follows.
      

    


    
      Research framework


      
        Having enjoyed a few months in the limelight following the broadcast of RoC, things took a drastic turn
        for the rappers who just surfaced to China’s mainstream media. Right before the country rang in 2018, paparazzi
        released footage of PG One having potentially committed an affair with a famous married Chinese actress.
        Although both parties have insisted on their innocence, public battles among the media, fans, and the State
        ensnared PG One in the following days and forced other artists into absence from television screens across the
        nation after their RoC fame. Some observers jokingly credited the actress for single-handedly crushing
        hip hop’s long-awaited entrance into China’s mainstream culture.
      


      
        However, discerning eyes see through the “mere blowback” from a private matter among celebrities, as the State
        media and Communist Party agencies started to publish harsh condemnation of PG One for his past works. One song
        in particular, “Christmas Eve” (Shengdanye 圣诞夜), drew much scrutiny, in which the young artist rapped
        about sex and drugs. Although PG One immediately pulled the song from Internet archives and issued a public
        apology about the adverse influence he received from black artists at the outset of his career, such a move of
        passing the blame on to Western hip hop and black rappers in particular added fuel to the fire. Not only did
        the domestic media report about PG One’s statement as a cowardly gesture, but even foreign outlets such as
        the Daily Mail in Britain also immediately took note of racist sentiments that underlie PG One’s
        finger-pointing (AFP, 2018).
      


      
        The fate for PG One and other emerging Chinese rappers kept spiraling downward amid such public disputes. All
        tour performances arranged by RoC cancelled PG One’s appearances, one sponsor after another pulled their
        collaborations and commercial slots featuring the star, and pre-taped variety shows painstakingly cut out his
        footage in their final broadcasts. Indeed, it became all too curious that other new rap stars also disappeared
        overnight from television productions that either were ongoing or had been taped. Amid such a full-scale
        crackdown, announcements by State regulators brought to light the worry that the dramatic rise of hip hop had
        stepped on sensitive nerves in China. The State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film and
        Television (SAPPRFT Guojia xinwen chuban guangdian zongju 国家新闻出版广电总局) reinforced Chinese media’s
        commitment to promoting good morals and taste, outright banning the appearance of hip hop artists or those with
        tattoos (Andong, 2018). Such stipulations, although arbitrary in singling out tattoos as a concrete part of
        celebrity image, are consistent with the Chinese authorities’ sweeping approach to regulating the media,
        especially in the name of instilling healthy values in the young generations and protecting them from harmful
        influences.
      


      
        This chapter uses an audience studies perspective to widely investigate public discourses around RoC and
        the ensuing events that diminished the show and the future of hip hop in
        China. I pay particular attention to discussions around such high-profile contestants like PG One as agents who
        represented both the opportunities and challenges for rap to break into China’s mainstream cultural spaces. In
        doing so, I extensively surveyed online discussions hosted on such popular platforms as Sina Weibo and Zhihu
        知乎, as well as news reports from within China and abroad, spanning from the introduction of RoC in June
        2017 to March 2018. In casting a wide net of various sources that opined about hip hop’s cultural significance
        in China, I develop a deep analysis of primary ways in which youth culture is negotiated in contemporary China
        and its connections to China’s civic life. I translate all excerpts from Chinese into English as literally as
        possible.
      


      
        In the following two sections, I describe two main themes that emerged from online discussions and news
        coverage, one focused on the fans and the other more on the contestants. Through both themes viewers and
        observers alike expressed their anxieties about the unique appeal of hip hop to youth and its potential harmful
        influence on them. Echoing scholarly literature, due to hip hop’s provocative characteristics rooted in its
        Western spirit, much attention gathered around how to more cohesively blend it with the Chinese culture,
        especially considering the special needs of its youth fans. Both themes converge to suggest that rap may find a
        place in China’s mainstream culture if rappers could tone down their superficial mimicking of their Western
        counterparts’ outward aggressiveness and find more voice in the Chinese cultural traditions.
      

    


    
      How to be a good fan of a morally corrupting art form


      
        As intrigues around PG One’s personal life transfixed the nation, much controversy brewed around his fans as
        the rapper’s loyal defenders and the fastest growing fan base among those for all contestants that emerged from
        RoC. Not only did PG One followers aggressively promote their star to the detriment of his public image
        before more serious scandals struck the young rapper, but they also immediately came to his defense upon the
        start of PG One’s downfall, which led to intense debates about qualities of a good fan vis-à-vis damage that
        popular culture can do to China’s youth. Facing harsh criticisms that PG One fans inadvertently circumvented
        any possibility for the star to revive his career with their over-the-top and blind enthusiasm, which further
        alarmed and enraged regulators and critics, PG One diehards insisted on their own intellect and agency. Such
        contentions powerfully demonstrate hip hop culture’s unique appeal to the Chinese youth yet echo perpetual
        concerns about fandom and guidance that young hip hop lovers direly need. Discussants conveyed their particular
        uneasiness with rapping’s explicit content and its potential moral corruption of the fans.
      


      
        Below is one of the online posts in a seemingly coordinated series of heightened scrutiny over PG One’s past
        works among all major national Party mouthpieces. This post is representative of the harsh disapproval that
        other institutional outlets expressed toward PG One and his fans vehemently raged against as intolerable. The
        post came from the Sina Weibo account for the Communist Youth League of China
        Zhongguo gongqingtuan 中国共青团, a preparatory branch for the Chinese Communist Party. Inclusive of all
        Chinese children under the age of 14 and frequently present in the institutional life of young people between
        14 years old and 28, this organization in particular spoke about the harms that PG One’s work could do to
        China’s youth:
      


      
        
          Recently, some Internet users spoke out about the glorification of doing drugs to young listeners and
          insulting women in Christmas Eve. Public figures should especially erect public models actively in the
          cyberspace and forge proper guidance for the young people. If “pure white power is making lines on the board”
          (*one of the infamous lyrical lines in the song) for real, that already violated the national law on drug
          use.
        


        
          (January 4, 2018, 15:26)
        

      


      
        Although speaking more specifically about the negative effects “Christmas Eve” may have on China’s youth, this
        post represents the general tone that all major news outlets adopted to their criticisms of PG One, and
        reinforces the continued challenge with hip hop’s reception in China, especially thanks to its portrayal of sex
        and violence. Curiously and consistently with the strategy of Chinese authorities’ narratives, this post
        attributed the source of grievances to regular Internet users, suggesting that the news pieces are merely
        channeling public sentiments that precede any intentional efforts to guide public opinions by the Party organ
        outlets. Furthermore, they often justify such tremendous concerns in the name of vulnerable groups, in this
        case youth and women.
      


      
        To be sure, this rhetoric was frequently magnified online, with sometimes hostile shaming of behaviors that PG
        One’s loyal followers exhibited. Online articles painstakingly dissected some of their most notorious misdeeds
        before concluding such fandom as “twisted.” For example, when PG One fans saw that one of the highly critical
        posts came from an unfamiliar account with the name Ziguangge 紫光阁, his leading fan group based on QQ,
        another major social media platform where a lot of fan groups organize their activities, rushed to the
        conclusion that the Weibo account of Ziguangge might belong to a chain restaurant bearing the same name. As a
        result, they planned collective efforts to publish a massive number of online smear posts that associate
        Ziguangge with substandard food and gutter oil Digouyou 地沟油 especially, which had set off enormous panic
        in recent years upon revelations that many Chinese restaurants frequently use cooking oil extracted from food
        waste, namely gutter oil. Some openly discussed plans to purchase a place for the hashtag tying Ziguangge with
        gutter oil to be displayed on Sina Weibo’s daily ranking of hot subjects, further shoring up such negative
        publicity (Renshengbeidou, 2018). While in reality the said account belongs to the official publication of the
        Chinese State Council Guowuyuan 国务院, this episode became a major laughing stock about the lack of
        intelligence among PG One fans.
      


      
        With mounting public shaming, PG One fans shared numerous posts that flaunt their higher-education backgrounds,
        including advanced degrees being pursued abroad and their sarcastic expressions of higher aspirations just to
        prove the naysayers wrong. However, they often did not back up such claims
        with evidence, and despite the fans’ insistence, unnerved media tended to be more drawn toward such counter
        evidence as some fans’ coordination of self-immolation to stage collective dissent against the government. A
        massive trove of online opinions concurred that some people might simply not fancy PG One as a performer or
        even know him that well, but thanks to such hysteria among his fans, especially the younger ones, many people
        developed strong aversion toward him. As a result, State sanctions and the fans’ devastation might be self
        inflicted and well justified.
      


      
        Online exchanges noted the inherently confrontational nature and tough façade built into the DNA of rapping
        thanks to its “diss Gongji 攻击 culture,” which tends to turn non-fans off. Some audience members opined
        that while the hip hop culture in general has way more to offer, young fans need proper guidance in navigating
        through its surface appeals and benefiting more from authentic hip hop. The following excerpt dissects the
        deeper core of the contention: what represents the “diss culture” and “keep it real,” two major symbolic
        appeals of hip hop.
      


      
        
          Facing denunciations, PG One’s explanation was that “I only did this because I was influenced by the black
          culture!” However, prominent hip hop artists, whether it was 2pac or Eminem, only dissed the power class.
          They espoused the strength of character from self reliance, not attacking the weak or the dead.2 This is mainstream and in line with the cognition of the majority.
          Whether it is rock or hip hop, ultimately they should bring to their audience peace and love …
        


        
          For youngsters who are still developing their values, the kind of cultural products that they come into
          contact with would have imperceptible effect on the formation of their character. PG One’s “poisonous” lyrics
          and his fans’ irrational words and behaviors are no longer just pure fun for troubled singers and their fans,
          but are planting seeds of negativity among the audience. The performers get an abundant amount of income and
          can afford to consume this, but what about the youth who cannot earn any income yet? Some fans have already
          showed their answer online: asking for money from their parents. (Some are even asking for money to make
          films for PG One to whitewash him, which is really mind blowing).
        


        
          (Qianshu, January 9, 2018, 21:30)
        

      


      
        For the author of the above analysis, young rappers in China and their young followers tend to get taken away
        with the rebellious attitudes of hip hop and indulge in the liberating practices of a “diss culture.” In
        justifying their lack of respect for the system or toward others with the slogan “keep it real,” fans are
        simply mimicking the superficial form of negativity but lose touch with hip hop’s deeper faith in resilience,
        peace, and love. Young fans may be deceived by the illusion of power and choice, and lose themselves in
        meaningless negativity for the sake of negativity. In invoking such Western hip hop artists as Tupac and Eminem, the author idealized their works as more meaningful, even though many
        discussions acknowledged that hip hop as a culture tends to be troubled by sexism and violence (Liu, 2014). The
        recurring hope in such spirited discussions is the idea that only if artists and their young fans instill
        Chinese characteristics into their creations and experiences of hip hop can the uniquely foreign practice gain
        a firm footing in China and retain longevity. Comparisons between the Western inspirations and the Chinese
        versions abound, which permeate into the ongoing explorations about how rap as a cultural practice can rise
        from its underground scene into the mainstream space. I analyze this connection more closely next.
      

    


    
      China may have its hip hop


      
        An understanding about the place of hip hop in contemporary China needs to take into consideration the
        historical place it has occupied in the Chinese society. While hip hop is more inclusive of other forms of
        cultural expression, especially as its dancing styles have already become popular in China’s mainstream
        culture, they are beyond the scope of this chapter. Throughout the first season of RoC the show cast
        great focus on the tension between rappers from the underground spaces and those who represent the mainstream
        spaces, namely Ouxiang lianxisheng 偶像练习生 (pop idol trainees). Indeed one of the four judges Wu YiFan 吴亦凡
        (Kris Wu) serves on the show as a representative for the latter model. Having spent the first ten years of his
        life in Guangdong, China, Wu moved back and forth between China and Canada until he reached 18 and became a
        trainee for a South Korean entertainment company in 2008. Having performed as a member in the extremely popular
        K-pop boy band EXO from 2012 to 2014, Wu returned to China and started to build even more international
        presence through his acting, music, involvement in charity work, and the fashion world. When Wu joined
        RoC as a most current popular star, he had had a few international hits in which he showcased his
        rapping skills and has since then become the only Chinese artist to claim a No. 1 hit on the US iTunes chart
        (Variety, 2018).
      


      
        Despite such a glowing resume, Wu’s presence on RoC became a major source of dispute among viewers over
        the show’s authenticity and its sincerity in discovering more “legit” rappers from China’s underground scene.
        Although the other three judges (all from Taiwan) have also achieved mainstream standing and commercial
        success, they are relatively removed from China’s most recent popular cultural practices, especially Wu’s
        popular route of having made an initial appearance through the highly commercialized industry of pop idol
        training first before decoupling from a boy/girl group and becoming their own artistic beings. As a result,
        whether Wu deserved to be a judge/mentor to the many talented contestants became a focal point for reflections
        on the orientation of RoC itself. Some contestants were already pop idol trainees under contract with
        entertainment companies and openly shared their aspirations to be the next Kris Wu. Others who spent the
        majority of their rapping career underground scoffed at the lack of skill and underground credentials in their
        competitors. In their comments such rappers who wished to push the art of
        rapping from underground to mainstream status often dissed the pop idol trainees as unreal or fake. In their
        views, one’s swagger and creative energy have to arise naturally from their experiences of having struggled
        with proving themselves in the underground scene or even basic survival. For example, rapper TT sang about such
        hardship on the show in a piece titled “Change” Bian 变 that he co-wrote with fellow contestant Jony J:
      


      
        
          如果你我见过 If you and I have met
        


        
          了解我的情况 and you know about my background
        


        
          见证我的成长 have witnessed my growth
        


        
          我梦想的形状 the shape of my dream
        


        
          或者来我房里 or have been to my apartment
        


        
          大小十几平方 roughly a dozen square meters
        

      


      
        Although the rappers here never outright narrated more gruesome details about how trying their underground life
        was, like many others they hit the note of how unsustainable their artistic dream could be. Here TT rapped
        about how tight his living space was to have just “a dozen square meters” and later in the piece rapped about
        having moved so many times that he feels nauseated just to think about his living conditions.
      


      
        It is a common theme for the rappers to reflect on the life changes, literally represented by the title of the
        above-mentioned piece “Change,” that they are creating for themselves by coming on the show, or the life
        aspirations about when they “make it” one day into the mainstream culture and help to promote rap to the wider
        public. Such rappers pride themselves on the “street credit” that they have accumulated prior to their
        appearance on the show and their deep roots in the authentic hip hop culture. However, these very people became
        the target of belittlement by other rappers who decided not to come on the show because they would not bring
        themselves to such a “mainstream” platform that is more invested in drama and the gamification of rapping than
        the art in and of itself (BBC News, 2017). Some rappers prefer not to sell out to commercial interests and/or
        wide public viewing rates. They would rather keep the rapping culture in the smaller niche venues such as
        nightclubs and underground parties where people gather for their love of rap. Over the years many recording
        labels and studios have established their footing in the world of rapping, but due to a small market either
        deliberately or reluctantly release their productions through niche channels, such as the Internet.
      


      
        Before RoC’s arrival on the scene, there have also been well-established contests for Chinese
        underground rappers. For example, Iron Mic Gangtie maike 钢铁麦克 started in 2001 for MC freestyle battles
        and has seen some of its champions move on to the stage of RoC, such as MC Big Dog Dagou 大狗, MC
        Majun 马俊, PACT Paikete 派克特, and Xiaoqinglong 小青龙. Some newer contests, especially regional ones, emerged
        in recent years to challenge Iron Mic’s dominance of the underground battle scene, most prominently 8Mile
        Underground Dixia bayingli 地下八英里, which started in 2012. In addition to physical locations, Chinese
        rappers have also been carving out spaces on the Internet to exchange their
        work with others and hone their skills. For example, the season champion PG One credited the online streaming
        site YY.com as the source of his initial introduction to rapping.
      


      
        Echoing the scholarly literature, online commentaries frequently noted the vast differences between the modern
        history and politics of America and China’s, which directly explains the lack of proper “soil” for hip hop’s
        smooth grafting in China. For example, the following online article developed an in-depth overview of hip hop’s
        history in America through some most impactful artists and movies, culminating in the conclusion that China may
        have its hip hop, just not the same version as their foreign inspirations:
      


      
        
          To be honest, limited by the show’s confines and indigenous aesthetics, RoC is more like an
          entertainment show that promotes more knowledge about hip hop. For those curious outsiders, the low bar set
          by the show is undoubtedly a musical enlightenment for a new world. They will start listening to Eminem,
          watch the Empire and Atlanta, and strengthen the influence of hip hop. However, for those fans
          who have followed hip hop for a long time, they must be feeling mixed emotions to see their niche culture
          that they have been fanatic about for years being packaged into a cheap product for mass consumption. No
          matter what, RoC indisputably presented some reverberations on the growingly homogenized Chinese
          entertainment, and represented the beginning of formal commercial operation of China’s rap. From an industry
          rather than an artistic perspective, I think it is OK!
        


        
          (Matianyu, September 7, 2017, 16:43:01)
        

      


      
        This piece is upfront about the limits to fully establish hip hop in its original form for China. Partly China
        lacks an internal environment that is charged with racial tensions, which serves as a powerful source of
        artistic creativity. Partly the Chinese government exerts a great deal of control by effectively suppressing
        any trace of social uprising and guiding innovative cultural practices toward a safer direction of commercial
        operations, away from socio-political provocation. For this author and many others, if RoC successfully
        changed up the homogenous and stale scene of cultural production in China, in the process of which more people
        develop an interest in more original forms of the hip hop culture, then that could be a win–win premise for
        China to have its hip hop that resides between a “fundamentalist” version and a more commercially driven
        platform.
      


      
        For the moment, many observers noted that hip hop cannot establish itself in the unique socio-cultural
        environment of China if artists stubbornly imitate their Western inspirations without coming to terms with
        their fundamental differences. Western practices tended to be both rationalized and written off as impractical
        for Chinese artists. Such opinions highlighted the fundamental nature of hip hop being a Western import,
        leading to the Chinese artists’ inability to ever fully mirror its original meaning and practices. To only
        borrow the form of rebellion and vulgarity is an oversimplified and damaging way of practicing the “keep it
        real” motto embedded in the hip hop culture. Indeed it is pretentious for China’s younger generations to steep
        so much of their music in sex and violence that their Western counterparts
        have more painful experiences with. In such discussions, frequent debate over the true meaning of “keep it
        real” occurs to analyze the superficial interest among Chinese rappers in coming off as tough and antagonistic.
        The following excerpt from an online entry is representative of the argument that there is a higher and more
        sacred purpose in “keep it real.”
      


      
        
          We have to realize that the reason why hip hop made a fast rise and became a globally popular culture is not
          because of such dark content, but because it casts a spotlight on authentic feelings, displays a genuine
          self, and pursues equality and freedom. As times evolve, hip hop is shedding its old shadow and starting to
          reveal a sunny and energetic side, which is the right image of hip hop. Rappers uphold “Keep it Real” as
          their mantra, and the premise of “Keep it Real” is respect, peace & love. When one shouts love and peace,
          but sings vulgarity and profanity, that is not real at all! Keep it real tells us to be “loyal to our
          conscience and true to our self,” but never to be malicious. Therefore, diss is just a means of hip hop, but
          absolutely not its spiritual core. Do not let keep it real become your excuse for doing whatever you want.
        


        
          (Shandongwenyifaner, January 10, 2018, 17:30:59)
        

      


      
        In fully delving into the premise of “keep it real,” the author here emphasizes that the act of being authentic
        about one’s feelings and tough experiences is to reach a higher resolution with respect, peace, and love. In
        other words, whereas rappers may build their artistic expressions on hardship and desperation, their ultimate
        meaning and inspiration stem from notions of strength, resilience, and hope. Although such concepts directly
        contradict each other, the ideal lying with such practices as diss through rap is that both the artists and
        their fans achieve deep bonds over life struggles, but rise on top of hard feelings through such a cathartic
        cultural experience. For these reasons, discussions often compare between the new generation of rappers who
        emerged through RoC and more established popular artists that have successfully incorporated rapping
        into their mainstream cultural works, and even among the contestants that have been received differently by the
        viewers. The first excerpt below delves into how one famous pop artist has been able to reconcile the
        stereotypes around rapping with more conventional themes. The second excerpt reflects ways in which some
        RoC contestants have been able to connect with their fans without falling for the trappings of being a
        rapper.
      


      
        
          Based on PG one’s works, it is not hard to discern that the hip hop spirit in his understanding is basically
          pussy (misogyny), money (worship of it), and weed (drugs). However, more than a decade ago, Jay Chou proved
          to us with his works that hip hop music is absolutely not that “dirty.” Hip hop should not be just
          pessimistic, misogynistic, involving drugs or full of violence. Portrayals of hardship, revelations of
          hypocritical reality, pursuit of love and peace while being rebellious, and telling stories through music to
          demonstrate humanistic concerns, these should be the core of hip hop.
          Ultimately music is just a medium, and the form it can be shaped into falls on its creators.
        


        
          (Aimeiyuezaixianjiaoxue, January 15, 2018, 17:14:55)
        

      


      
        
          I am like Gai, reaching my 30s. Work does not allow me to catch my breadth. I have elderlies and youngsters
          to take care of at home. My stress tends to feel mountainous, making my life quality even lesser than a dog.
          I was once full of hot blood in my younger days, obsessed and fiddled with music. Now suddenly more than a
          decade has flown by. What is an aspiration? Can you eat it? All of my edges have been smoothed. But this
          summer, to hear the voice of some rappers and feel their new energy, it is truly great for me.
        


        
          (Xinbuxinwobanishoule, September 11, 2017)
        

      


      
        Although these two excerpts and other discussions focus on different examples from different spaces in China’s
        rap scene, they share a common sentiment that China may have its hip hop if the artists do not have to be
        simply occupied with cultivating a negative and/or degrading persona. Rappers and fans alike can find deep
        meaning and resonance in good hip hop works through their affirmation of universal humanistic values, such as
        love, respect, and persistence.
      


      
        An overwhelming portion of such discussions boil down to the young followers’ lack of ability to separate art
        from life, and navigate through the tough façade of hip hop without blindly following the rap lyrics’ literal
        guidance. Emerging from these spirited reflections, there is a renewed industry discussion about creating a
        music rating system, with particular reference to the one created through the Parents Music Resource Center in
        the US PG. One’s “Christmas Eve” actually carried the label of “explicit content,” which had been largely
        ignored by online platforms in their wide sharing of the song. In order to allow hip hop’s establishment and
        long-term survival, industry insiders call on the whole Chinese society to do better in protecting its youth
        (Yangshiwang, 2018). Some have argued that China can create its unique hip hop that is less commercialized than
        the West and more Chinese in its characteristic by promoting “peace, love, independence and unity” (BBC News,
        2017). Such narratives reinforce the hope that China may get to have hip hop as part of its culture if the
        artists and their followers can rise above the usual flaws that challenge the legitimacy of hip hop, and rap in
        particular, and focus more on the positive energy that can be channeled through music. The bottom line is that
        the select bad apples should not justify the eradication of a whole music field.
      

    


    
      Discussion


      
        On April 24, 2018, PG One tested the water ever so cautiously by posting his first Weibo update after four
        months of complete silence, in which he also released a new single. Through both channels, he reflected on the
        hardship from the side effects of his overnight fame and the soul-searching that he went through as a result of the public’s assumption of his wrongdoing. In his rap lyrics, PG One brought
        up the price of breaking through the barrier between underground and mainstream:
      


      
        
          没错 It’s right
        


        
          地下是嘴脏, 地上是心脏 Underground uses the dirty mouth, and above the ground uses the heart.
        


        
          我本以为在黑暗里看到了星光 I thought that I spotted the starry light from the dark.
        


        
          一身火热被冷水浇灭凝结成了冰霜 All of my fire has been put out by cold water and frozen into frost.
        


        
          我只好自己承受这一切 I can only shoulder all of this on my own,
        


        
          并安慰家人, 这只是轻伤 and console my family that this is just a minor injury.
        

      


      
        Throughout PG One’s lyrics and online post, he hinted at his innocence and turned the focus around to the mob
        mentality among the Chinese public, which did not care about the truth but only the entertainment value from
        demonizing a young star and fantasizing about celebrity scandals. In the above excerpt most directly, he opined
        about the challenge to rise from the underground scene, where a rough edge is more of the norm, to “above the
        ground,” where it is safer to be less rough and edgy, and to be more aligned with “peace and love.” Although PG
        One minced no words in voicing his deep hurt, he vowed to be more positive in his work and let the work speak
        for itself.
      


      
        Unfortunately the larger environment proved unforgiving. Although PG One’s status update was forwarded 800,000
        times within hours, it was never able to reach even further before the post, along with the single, had been
        deleted, most likely by Sina Weibo. It appears that PG One will find it extremely difficult to revive his
        rapping career outside the underground scene for having started on a precarious track. iQiyi has
        certainly learned its lesson as it started the engine again with a second season of RoC on July 14,
        2018, with a more specified Chinese title Zhongguo xin shuochang 中国新说唱 (New Rap of China).
        Although its English title remains the same, adding “new” to the beginning of its Chinese title signals a new
        course RoC is setting for itself. As initial observations have noted, the show has overall become less
        dramatic in its approach and although the judging, especially by Kris Wu, has become tougher, contestants are
        seemingly more receptive and humble toward the judges and toward each other. RoC is layering on more
        peace and love, while industry insiders share that their highest expectation for the show is to be able to
        broadcast (He, 2018).
      


      
        As Chinese regulators reaffirmed at the outset of the summer their close scrutiny over talent shows and
        programming focused on training pop idols, RoC adopted an updated slogan “I am young, I rap” to
        emphasize its investment in youthful and positive energy (He, 2018). The addition of another pop idol, notably
        a female singer/songwriter, Deng Ziqi 邓紫棋 is viewed as a move for the show to soften its image and nurture
        female rappers. Chinese rappers have been comfortable with their relatively niched and lesser-known status, but
        will they ever get to resurface to the mainstream, especially as more and
        more rappers start to harbor such ambitions for more mainstream recognition? China’s socio-political confines
        will continue to exert an insurmountable barrier to the mainstreaming of hip hop and rap. As the online
        reactions to RoC have suggested, China can have its hip hop if artists find a way to not openly
        challenge the legitimacy of its government and system, with their edges smoothed a bit. For others, they may
        continue to embrace their underground status.
      


      
        In invoking Habermas’ theory of the public sphere, this work argues for the significance of hip hop in
        providing alternative spaces for China’s youth to express themselves beyond the binary of suppression and
        resistance and beyond the formidable division between mainstream and underground. Furthermore, Chinese rappers
        push the grand State project of globalization deeper into diverse localities and dialects as sub-national
        spaces of localization. The cyberspace has not only afforded virtual gathering places for China’s rappers to
        directly exchange their works, but also meaningful public spheres for their young listeners to reflect on their
        post-socialist life experiences.
      

    


    
      

      
        1 A popular term representing those born after the 1990s.
      


      
        2 PG One notoriously dissed his underground battle
        opponents in 2015 by incorporating the recent death of a young female singer in his lyrics shortly after her
        passing, which was deemed as distasteful, especially given his mention of the singer’s name in a menacing
        manner.
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      Shaanbei rural youth and cultural production


      
        Anthropologists have a long-standing interest in studying the socialization of children and processes of
        enculturation cross-culturally, yet youth culture has remained the preserve of sociologists and specialists of
        popular culture. Tracing the genealogy of Western youth culture studies, one is quick to notice its roots in
        the studies of youth social and cultural movements in Euro-America, especially those in the 1960s and 1970s:
        the hippies, the anti-War protests, the punks, Beatles fans, etc. (see Hall and Jefferson, 1976; Hebdige, 1979;
        Skelton and Valentine, 1998). Youth culture in the West seems to be predicated on a very self-conscious,
        relatively coherent set of mental attitudes and behavioral patterns (despite the diversity within it), often
        dubbed subcultural or counter-cultural. The most important characteristics of Western urban youth culture are
        the degree of expressivity (i.e., It’s “Loud” and “in your face”!) in terms of music, fashion, hairstyle, and
        manners, as well as the deliberate effort to counter what is perceived to be adult stiffness, conservatism, and
        domination. Though having originated in the West, analytical approaches for studying Western urban youth
        movements seem to be easily transferable to the Chinese urban context, with the May Fourth Movement and
        subsequent student culture as prime examples of the existence of a self-conscious (if only elitist)
        Chinese urban youth culture. In recent years, the import of rock’n roll, the disco, hip hop styles, and rave
        parties further consolidated and expanded an urban youth space distinct from other, primarily adult spaces and
        sites of cultural production (see Clark, 2012; de Kloet and Fung, 2016; Farrer, 2002; Moore, 2005).2
      


      
        But what about rural China? Is there youth (sub)culture in rural China? Rural China being officially known to
        be “impoverished of things cultural” (wenhua pinkun 文化贫困) in general, do rural youth have any
        opportunity to “produce culture”?3 The answer, of course, would
        depend on where in rural China we are looking. It would not be surprising to see the existence of some form of
        self-conscious youth culture in certain parts of rural China, especially since today urban cultural forms are
        penetrating rural areas at an amazing rate and former small towns are quickly becoming small cities and many
        villages have been engulfed by cities as part of the process of urbanization (chengzhenhua 城镇化),
        especially along the coast and on the expanding fringes of large cities. Based on his research in a village not too far from a major urban center in Heilongjiang in North-eastern
        China (commonly known in the West as Manchuria) in the 1980s and 1990s (but with much longer personal
        experience living in the village during his youth), Yunxiang Yan (1999) suggested that rural youth culture in
        his fieldsite at least is largely derivative of urban popular culture in terms of taste and activities (e.g.,
        billiards, music cassette tapes, printed T-shirts). My research in Shaanbei (陕北 Northern Shaanxi Province, my
        ethnographic fieldsite) during the 1990s reveals that many aspects of Shaanbei youth culture are indeed also
        derivatives of metropolitan pop culture.4 Generally the more
        education a Shaanbei rural youth receives the more alienated he or she is from village culture and peasant
        knowledge since all “good students” would leave their villages to pursue their studies and careers in the
        county town, prefectural seat, and eventually the big cities. The unstoppable trend of temporary and long-term
        rural-urban migration involving tens of millions of young villagers are also pulling them to urban, mass youth
        cultural forms. Yet we should not ignore the attractiveness of rural, “traditional” forms of cultural
        production to rural youth, especially in places like Shaanbei, where such forms of cultural production are not
        only still vibrant but are in fact enjoying some kind of a boom during the reform era of the past four decades.
      


      
        What is the role of youth in the field of cultural production in Shaanbei? In what ways do Shaanbei youth
        produce “culture” (culture with small c) and under what circumstances? How does youth cultural
        production articulate with the larger field of rural cultural production in Shaanbei? What are the most salient
        media through which young people in Shaanbei express themselves and assert their identities? What roles do
        different social institutions (e.g., temples, schools), modern technologies (e.g., video compact discs), and
        translocal/transnational mass media (e.g., satellite and cable TV), and spaces (e.g., home and courtyard,
        village, temple ground, roads, market, Internet cafes) play in enabling youth expressivity? How are youthful
        energy mobilized and how do rural youth capture different resources to assert their presence as cultural beings
        and producers?
      


      
        By youth culture I mean the field of cultural productions involving the active participation of youth.
        My definition of youth cultural production differs significantly from Yunxiang Yan’s broader definition
        of youth culture as “a set of beliefs, values, and behaviors shared by contemporary … [youth], which are …
        recognizably different from the mainstream ideas and patterns of behavior of adult[s] …” (Yan, 1999: 76). Yan
        included in his analysis rural youth’s increased consumerism and materialism, the increasing prevalence of
        premarital sex, assertion of individual rights and independence, resistance against parental and local State
        authorities, tendency to try new ways of life such as working in the city or traveling, being attracted to
        urban popular culture, etc. Yan analyzed the dialectic between the emergence of youth culture and the emergence
        of youth as a distinct social group from the Maoist era until the reform era. My Shaanbei data generally
        confirm Yan’s conclusions, though the focus of this chapter is on youth cultural production, excluding other
        aspects of youth life.5 By cultural production I refer to the
        field or ensemble of mostly expressive cultural activities which lies outside of strictly
        material productions and livelihood activities such as agriculture,
        industry, and trade (i.e., “work” in general).6 I also put
        cultural consumption under the general category of cultural production because consumers co-produce the
        cultural products they consume. In most cases of cultural consumption, the act of consumption (e.g., singing a
        karaoke song, viewing a video clip on a smart phone, playing an online video game) is the actualization
        and instantiation of the cultural product itself (e.g., the karaoke song together with the accompanying
        equipments and supporting institutions such as KTV joints), which would otherwise be left unrealized.
      


      
        For the purpose of this chapter, I include as rural youth those who live in villages and market towns who have
        agricultural household registration (nongye hukou 农业户口) and exclude youth with non-agricultural
        household registration (feinongye hukou 非农业户口) who are residents of the prefectural capitals (i.e.,
        Yan’an 延安and Yulin 榆林) and county capitals (xiancheng 县城). Given the large-scale regional rural-to-urban
        migration of the past three decades, many rural youth have found their way to Shaanbei’s urban areas or even
        cities outside of Shaanbei as temporary workers. There are of course a large number of rural youth who go to
        secondary school in urban areas and thus are temporary urban residents (but almost invariably they go back to
        their rural villages during winter and summer vacations if not more frequently). These rural youth are included
        in my study as they still hold agricultural household registration (strictly speaking the vast majority are
        under their parents’ household registration before they set up their own households).
      


      
        We cannot begin to examine youth cultural production before we have a better grasp of their paths of
        socialization into adulthood. Which path one ends up taking has immense implications for the individual’s life
        orientation, worldview, opportunities for social and cultural life, and the role he or she plays in youth
        cultural production. The first and most common path is to learn how to farm and become a peasant, after having
        completed compulsory primary school and/or junior high school. These youth might be functionally literate
        thanks to the few years of schooling and they might have developed a taste for metropolitan, mass-mediated
        youth cultural forms such as listening to pop music and singing karaoke (and more recently sharing links and
        watching music videos, TV dramas, and singing contests with their mobile phones),7 but their primary life orientation is toward their own village communities and agricultural
        production. The second path to adulthood is to run one’s own business or to hire oneself out to work at
        non-farming, non-state jobs (dagong 打工) such as in restaurants, stores, and inns, or to become a migrant
        worker (nongmingong 农民工) or domestic helper in the cities. These youth’s cultural taste lies somewhere
        between folk and metropolitan depending on their exposure and type of work. The third path of socialization
        into adulthood is to receive more schooling until one finds a stable salaried job (工作 gongzuo), usually
        in the county or prefectural seats. This path is only taken by a small minority of Shaanbei youth. In fact, if
        they have successfully become urban dwellers they would not be included as rural youth in this chapter. But
        some do maintain strong ties with their home village and might even come back to the countryside to live and
        work (as shown in one of the portraits below).8
      

    


    
      Sites/spaces of youth activities and cultural production


      
        A few key factors delimit Shaanbei rural youth’s ability to engage in cultural production: commodification,
        cash, and mobility. First, commodification. Even though today rural Shaanbei is very commodified, this
        commodification is far less elaborate than that in the cities because the range of commodities available is
        still quite limited. Most consumer goods one can buy in market towns are practically oriented such as food,
        clothes, kitchenware and other household goods, farming tools, etc. Many rural Shaanbei youth have to make a
        long trek to the county capital or the prefectural city if they want to buy books, magazines, music tapes/CDs,
        or video compact discs (or DVDs), or to go to a dance hall or a video parlor (obviously the prevalence of smart
        phones in the 2010s has obviated the need to buy and own the physical products).
      


      
        Second, cash. As marketization deepened in China in the past two decades, rural Shaanbei has become a
        thoroughly cash-based economy. One needs cash to buy most things other than the food one produces and stores.
        But a peasant household’s budget is tight and most parents do not lavish spending monies upon their older
        children (parents have to save to prepare for the children’s wedding). Therefore, unless they are wage laborers
        or getihu (个体户) owner–operators, most Shaanbei youth do not have ready access to enough cash to indulge
        in frequent commodified consumptions and cultural productions compared to their metropolitan compatriots. In
        recent years some young people with access to spare money would engage in digital forms of purchasing
        mass-mediated cultural products, e.g., through subscribing to “Internet celebrity” [wanghong 网红]
        channels).
      


      
        Third, physical mobility. Because of Shaanbei’s difficult topography (e.g., loess hills and valleys),
        transportation from villages to market towns, county capitals, and prefectural cities is time-consuming and
        often costly. The terrain is simply too demanding and the trek too long for bicycles. A small proportion of
        Shaanbei village youth can afford to own a motorcycle, but many young men learn how to ride a motorcycle and
        would borrow one from an uncle or a friend whenever they have the opportunity to go for a joy ride. But most
        youth have to be content with paying for a ride in a bus or a minibus or hitching a motorcycle or tractor ride
        from an adult villager to “go to town” or to visit a friend in a distant village.
      


      
        Despite the relative lack of youth cultural venues, cash, and the limitations on their mobility, Shaanbei youth
        still manage to participate in many forms of youth cultural production. Whereas in the context of urban China,
        youth cultural activities include attending Rock or classical music concerts, going to karaoke boxes or
        Internet cafes, utterances of slang (or slogans in periods of political rebellions), hanging out in bars and
        cafés, visiting art exhibitions and culture salons, going to the movies, etc., in Shaanbei youth cultural
        activities include hanging out on market days, going to temple festivals, participating in dance and drum
        troupes, singing karaoke songs at home or at night markets, rambling about, playing drinking games in
        restaurants or at banquets, etc. Compared to their urban compatriots, Shaanbei rural youth do not have
        autonomous, youth social spaces dedicated to them alone; rather, they have to
        share the different kinds of social spaces such as temple grounds, markets, or banquets with people of other
        age sets (e.g., adults, children) and try to use these spaces, perhaps differently from the others, to satisfy
        their desires. In fact, the various constraints mentioned above have forced them to make do with what are
        available and still seek out and make “fun” (honghuo 红火, literally “red and fiery,” the Shaanbei
        colloquial equivalent of the Mandarin word “renao” 热闹). What follows is a brief introduction to the many
        different sites and spaces of rural youth cultural production in Shaanbei (see Figure
        4.1).
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            Figure 4.1 Young people
            (overwhelmingly male) playing online video games in an Internet cafe in a county town.
          


          
            Source: Photo Adam Chau (2016).
          

        
      


      
        The village and the peasant household


        
          Collective life under the communes during the high-Socialist era used to be an important locus where youth
          culture was produced (e.g., group singing and dancing, propaganda troupes, political study sessions, militia
          training, women’s group activities, etc.) (see Blake, 1979; Yan, 1999). For a while the field and the
          threshing ground were important sites of youth cultural production, where performances were staged, the sexes
          mixed, and revolutionary fervor aroused. But ever since the communes, brigades, and teams were disbanded in
          the early 1980s, these kinds of collective and organized youth cultural activities ceased to exist. It seems that the flowering of youth culture during the Maoist era have dissipated
          during the reform era as youth are re-absorbed into the atomized peasant households. In some rural areas
          collective life has almost disappeared entirely (see Yan, 2003).
        


        
          The peasant household is a social institution in which members of different age sets and multiple generations
          live and work together and interact.9 Typically the head of the
          household, i.e., the father, asserts the most authority, whereas unmarried sons and daughters are subject to
          this authority. And because older people of the family do not go out as often as younger ones, grandfather
          and grandmother often make the home into places for social visits of friends and neighbors for casual
          chit-chats or card or mahjong playing. Meanwhile smaller children play games, run about, or cry loudly.
          Youngsters who want to turn the home into their own spaces find themselves competing with other family
          members for use of the same space. In fact, other family members would often demand time and energy from the
          youth (e.g., taking care of small children and the elderly, providing home tutoring to younger siblings,
          doing house chores) so the latter would rather go out than stay at home if they want to do anything fun. As a
          result the peasant household as a space is not conducive to youth-only activities.
        


        
          Neither the peasant household nor the reinstituted village play any significant role in enabling youth
          cultural production in contemporary Shaanbei, even though they do sometimes provide the setting for
          some of the cultural productions, for example, during temple festivals and communal festivities such as
          funeral and wedding banquets (more on this below; and see Figure 4.2).
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              Figure 4.2 A young man
              committed some petty crime and was briefly jailed. After he was released he was brought by his parents to
              see a deity (through a spirit medium) to find out what could have led him astray and what they needed to
              do to solve the problem. This is an expression of parental and religious authority.
            


            
              Source: Photo Adam Chau (2016).
            

          
        

      

      
        Temples and temple festivals


        
          In the past three decades or so, popular religion in Shaanbei has enjoyed a tremendous comeback (see Chau,
          2006a). Temples have been rebuilt and everywhere there are festivals honoring the deities. These temple
          festivals have spurred the boom of not only regional operas but also yangge (秧歌) dance troupes. In
          fact, temples have become the motor of folk cultural production in Shaanbei. The leaders of temple
          associations are usually older men in their fifties and sixties who are village activists. On the other hand,
          youth are not able to assert leadership role in temple associations because they are too inexperienced. So
          even though temples and temple festivals provide the setting for certain forms of youth cultural production,
          rural youth do not control these social institutions.
        


        
          Temple festivals typically last three to four days. In addition to folk opera performances, larger temple
          festivals attract a large number of itinerant merchants and provide a rich array of excitement: sing’n dance
          troupes (gewutuan 歌舞团), circuses, billiard and video tents, freak shows (e.g., singing and dancing
          dwarfs or three-limbed babies in formaldehyde-filled jars), video rooms, games, gambling circles (illegal but
          often tolerated by local police), and of course countless food stalls and watermelon stands. In the spring
          and summer months and during the first month of the lunar year calendar, literally thousands of temple festivals take place across the Shaanbei rural landscape. Rural youth relish the
          exciting atmosphere temple festivals provide, as groups of them stream through the festival-going crowd, some
          even hopping from one festival to another, just as their urban compatriots hop from bars to bars or dance
          halls to dance halls. It is also increasingly common to meet one’s future spouse at one of the temple
          festivals.
        


        
          Every year in the first half of the first lunar month each temple association organizes a temple
          yangge troupe to “visit door by door” (yanmenzi 沿门子) around the villages in the vicinity of the
          temple to greet the villagers and to collect donations for the temple. Yangge is a traditional North
          China village group entertainment and activity. Village men, some cross-dressed as women, form troupes of
          sizes ranging from a dozen people to over 100, and they dance with trumpet (suona), drums, gongs, and
          other instruments. Today’s yangge troupes often have women participants, a legacy of Maoist
          mixed-gender revolutionary mobilization strategies. The same yangge troupe would also be mobilized to
          perform at the temple festival honoring the deity’s birthday or other important community events. Seeking
          excitement, fun, and youthful camaraderie, many young people find themselves attracted to performing in
          yangge dance and drum troupes organized by the temple associations.
          This mirrors similar development in Taiwan, where teenage boys, especially secondary school dropouts, join
          amateur or professional ritual dance troupes to perform in the burgeoning popular religious market (see
          Boretz, 2010; Sutton, 2003).
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              Figure 4.3 School-aged
              young men and women performing in a yangge troupe at a temple festival.
            


            
              Source: Photo Adam Chau (2016).
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              Figure 4.4 Young men
              playing game of chance (gambling) at a temple festival.
            


            
              Source: Photo Adam Chau (2016).
            

          
        

      

      
        Schools


        
          Because of the relative success of mass education in Shaanbei in the past few decades, schools have become
          the most important official institutional site and space where rural youth is molded. Despite recent calls
          for “education for quality” (suzhi jiaoyu 素质教育) rather than “education for exams” (yingshi
          jiaoyu 应试教育), most rural schools’ curriculum mirrors that of urban schools (i.e., national standardized
          curriculum), and the teachers’ goal is to train the students to advance from primary school to junior high
          school to high school and possibly to the university, though the final destination was unreachable for the
          overwhelming majority of the students.
        


        
          The schools try to channel youth energy into politically and ideological useful mass activities, e.g.,
          parades during national holidays (May 1 International Labor Day, October 1 National Day, etc.). These parades
          and other “cultural” (wenhua 文化) activities often constitute a very important part of the students’
          extracurricular life and are mostly not voluntary. Students have to spend countless hours rehearsing for
          school performances and inter-school cultural galas. However, because of the opportunities to meet and mix
          with a large number of schoolmates and to have fun in a large group, many school youth genuinely enjoy being
          part of these school activities. Sports meets perform similar functions, where official ideologies of “sound
          bodies” (see Brownell, 1995) negotiate with youth penchant for fun, competitive striving, and mixed-gender
          frolicking.
        


        
          Because of the simple fact that most Shaanbei youth attend school, Shaanbei youth are enabled but also
          constrained by the school as an institution through which they produce culture. Most of the time they
          have to listen to adults, i.e., their teachers, as to what they can and cannot do. As far as they are
          unchallenged ideologically, schools are hegemonic institutions whose job is not to produce culture with a
          small “c” (e.g., parades and other cultural performances) but Culture with a capital “C” (i.e., learning,
          education, literacy, knowledge, in a word, Civilization). Though an important part of school life, the
          production of small “c” culture is only supplemental to the schools’ function as producer of Cultured Youth
          (despite the fact that many peasant parents wish that their children can at least learn how to sing a few
          songs at school and be able to write the family’s own New Year’s couplets).
        


        
          One interesting aspect of school-enabled cultural production in Shaanbei is that almost all schools stage
          large-scale yangge performances every year on different festive occasions. Even though yangge
          is a traditional peasant form of entertainment, because it had been adopted and hence sanctified by the Red
          Army as a useful revolutionary dance form, this rustic dance form has been a legitimate cultural idiom even
          in the context of the school. Sometimes the temple and the school simply merge into each other, as some
          non-government-run primary schools are funded and operated by temples, like the Dragon King Valley Primary
          School at my fieldsite (see Chau, 2006a, 2018). Interestingly, many schools are sending their yangge
          dance troupes to perform at temple festivals, thus enmeshing two very different realms of cultural
          production. Ironically, the yangge steps the youth have learned at
          school combine with those they learn at the temple to re-enforce a more rustic body habitus and identity.
        

      

      
        Translocal/mass youth culture and the towns


        
          Translocal cultural flows draw rural young people to urban youth cultural tastes such as pop music and movies
          on videos. Unlike in organized youth activities (e.g., those by the school), young people themselves initiate
          the consumption of these cultural products, which are highly commodified and mediated by mass media
          technologies (TV, cassettes, VCD, and more recently the Internet and smart phones).10
        


        
          Despite its relative poverty as compared with coastal regions, Shaanbei of the late 1990s was flooded with
          mass-media-technology cultural products, most notably programs through cable and satellite TV and a
          prodigious amount and variety of pirated copies of cassettes music tapes and VCDs of karaoke and movies.
          Shaanbei youth of today know many pop songs by heart and it seems that more and more of them are unable to
          sing any folk tunes. Young people are usually the first ones in the village to buy a VCD karaoke machine
          (usually as part of the wedding furnishing package) (circa 1990s). They would buy or borrow karaoke and movie
          VCDs and showed them to both members of their families and co-villagers. Some of the karaoke videos must have
          astonished some older villagers: as the lyrics of the songs flashed across the bottom of the screen, images
          unrelated to the content of the songs served as background, which were often bikini-clad young women
          sun-bathing or gyrating seductively to the music. In the 2010s, smart phones have allowed young people to
          enjoy Internet-facilitated youth culture without needing to use the family TV set or other peripheral
          equipments (e.g., DVD players) or even a personal computer.
        


        
          The dissemination points of translocal metropolitan youth culture are located in the cities (of which there
          are only two in Shaanbei: Yan’an and Yulin) and larger towns (i.e., county capitals) (circa 1990s). Rural
          youth flock to these more sophisticated places to buy tapes, rent VCDs, go to the dance halls, watch movies
          in privately-operated movie booths, sing karaoke songs in karaoke joints (some are primitive open-air sheds),
          play billiard, buy more fashionable clothes, hang out in the streets, drink and banquet in eateries (there
          are no cafes or bars), and meet other youth. A few also on occasions engage in group fights or, if they have
          the money and courage, visit sing–dance girls or prostitutes in the ubiquitous pleasure joints that dot the
          more urbanized areas of Shaanbei. The standard pleasure joint in Shaanbei is not the night club or KTV clubs
          of urban China but a sort of restaurant with secluded rooms and accompanying young women who drink, dine,
          dance, sing (karaoke), and “play” with male customers. Many of these women also engage in prostitution.
          Typically they are young women from outside of Shaanbei area (e.g., Sichuan, Inner Mongolia, Southern Shaanxi
          Province). The standard name for these restaurants is canbanwu (餐伴舞 literally “dining accompanied by
          dancing”) and they are found in the prefectural cities, county capitals, larger market towns, and along major
          roads.11 The principal targets of these establishments are
          officials and getihu merchants. Most rural young people do not have
          the money to frequent these establishments as customers, though they might work in them as employees.
        


        
          One often sees large groups of rural youth—one can tell they are rural youth because they dress less
          sophisticatedly than urban youth—gather at street corners leaning against their motorcycles or walk around
          town arms around shoulders. These are more often all male groups, but there are also all-female groups, since
          many rural young women work in the county seats and larger towns, live in barrack-style factory dormitories,
          and come out in the evenings in groups to relax and seek fun. It is in the towns where rural youth of
          opposite sexes have opportunities to meet, free from the prying eyes of their elders.
        

      

      
        Rambling12


        
          The Shaanbei word for going out to visit from place to place (or simply roaming around) is “chuan” (串,
          literally, to string together, as in 羊肉串 yangrouchuan, skewer of roast lamb cubes). The most common
          forms of chuan are calling on one’s neighbors, relatives, and friends at their homes (often for hours
          of gambling with cards or mahjong though with small sums), visiting the market on market days, going to
          temple festivals or to town, and, for those with a little bit of extra money, going on a trip to some sites
          farther away (e.g., a famous temple in another county that is far away or even to outside of Shaanbei). In
          recent years some more adventuresome young people are doing “travel wedding” (lüxing jiehun 旅行结婚)
          rather than (or in addition to) the traditional wedding banquet. They would go to some tourist sites in
          Shaanxi and a few neighboring provinces (e.g., Shanxi, Sichuan, Ningxia, Inner Mongolia).
        


        
          Very few Shaanbei rural youth have the resources to travel far away from home. Larger cities like Xi’an
          (provincial capital of Shaanxi), Taiyuan (provincial capital of Shanxi), and Baotou (in Inner Mongolia) are
          all at least ten hours of long-distance bus ride away and much more expensive to visit unless one has
          relatives or friends to stay with. Those who join labor crews to work on road and construction projects will
          have the opportunity to travel to faraway places (even to coastal cities or Beijing), but most have to rest
          content to stay close to one’s home village and ramble around within a limited radius of distance, despite
          the fact that many of them are extremely interested in the outside world. As mentioned earlier, motorcycles
          in recent years have greatly enhanced youth’s ability to ramble about.
        


        
          Spring and summer are busy temple festival times, and sometimes a few temple festivals happen in one
          another’s vicinity on the same days. On these occasions many rural youth would hop from one temple festival
          to another. Motorcycles are the means of transport of choice, but buses, minibuses, trucks, and even tractors
          facilitate these rural youth’s small-scale wanderlust.
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              Figure 4.5 A group of
              young people rambling over a hill.
            


            
              Source: Photo Adam Chau (1998).
            

          
        

      

      
        Finger-guessing drinking games


        
          Though translocal metropolitan cultural influences have a huge draw on Shaanbei youth, we should not ignore
          rural, folk cultural elements in Shaanbei youth culture. I already
          mentioned the popular yangge dances. Another prominent example of folk cultural element in Shaanbei is
          finger-guessing drinking games. These games are overwhelmingly male and are not specific to youth; older men
          play them too. In fact, older men typically tend to be savvier at these games, a result of decades of
          practice. Men play these games whenever they drink alcohol—inside homes or courtyards, at restaurants, in a
          KTV (Karaoke) joint, at wedding and funeral banquets—to raise the level of excitement and fun
          (honghuo) (see Chau, 2008). There are a few different kinds of drinking games but the most common is
          called huaquan (划拳 literally, swinging the fists).
        


        
          The game is played by men in pairs. Both simultaneously swing out their right hands with varying numbers of
          fingers and shout out a number which each thinks would be the sum total of all the fingers in both men’s
          hands. The one who has guessed it correctly wins and the loser as penalty for having lost has to drink up a
          cup of hard liquor or a glass of beer. The pair then continues for more rounds of fist swinging until a point
          where both agree is appropriate to stop (e.g., when one of the two gets too drunk or when another person
          wants to play against one of them). These drinking occasions are most commonly found at engagement, wedding,
          or funeral banquets but also transpire in restaurants and homes. Often better fist-swingers would utter
          idiomatic expressions to go with the numbers, which makes watching the game a genuine pleasure. Playing
          drinking games is probably the most important sociability skill for Shaanbei men, much more so than smoking
          and exchanging cigarettes: one can exchange cigarettes but never play drinking games with strangers. Being
          good at swinging the fist is a sign of cultural
          competence and mastery of good human relationship (it has to be played with good humor). It is also one of
          the most important means of fostering brotherhood and friendship among male peers (usually one only drinks
          and plays the drinking game with partners of similar age and of the same generational cohort) (see Shang,
          1998).
        


        
          Many Shaanbei youth play the drinking game with great relish.13
          Normally, playing the game is an acceptable cultural practice. However, what disturbs some older villagers is
          the frequency of drinking accompanied by the game and the level of boisterousness these youth drinking
          parties can reach. One can interpret this as rural youth’s momentary defiance of adult authority through the
          very idiom of expression of adultness. So long as Shaanbei youth treasure this game as a wonderful “little
          folk tradition,” their frequent engagement with the game also indicates a sort of “peasant but proud”
          attitude (see Kipnis, 1995; also Bell, 1987).
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              Figure 4.6 A young bride
              about to leave her natal home for the groom’s home village. She is spending her last moments as a maiden
              with her bosom friends in her own home.
            


            
              Source: Photo Adam Chau (1998).
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              Figure 4.7 The young
              groom’s male friends are engaging in the so-called “teasing the bride,” which involves making the
              newly-wed go through a series of embarrassing acts (e.g., eating face to face an apple hanging on a
              thread causing them to inadvertently kiss each other). Many drunken and loud finger-guessing sessions
              transpired.
            


            
              Source: Photo Adam Chau (1998).
            

          
        

      
    


    
      Portraits of rural youth and youth cultural producers (circa late-1990s)


      
        In previous sections I presented the three paths of rural youth’s socialization into adulthood as well as the
        authority relations between adults and youth. These have been discussions of the “structures” of youth
        life-world in Shaanbei. In this section I will present brief portraits of a few Shaanbei youth I got to know
        during my fieldwork in the late 1990s. These portraits will hopefully not only make Shaanbei youth come to life
        but also illustrate the above-mentioned structural factors affecting Shaanbei youth’s life chances as well as
        how actual individuals have made use of some of the sites/spaces of youth cultural production.
      


      
        Portrait one: teacher and yangge dance troupe leader Mr. Liang (male, 22 years
        old)


        
          School teacher Liang Hongjun was 22 years old when I first met him in 1997. He was a graduate of the Yulin
          Teacher’s School (yulin shifan 榆林师范) and had been teaching at a village school for two years. This
          village school was community operated (minban 民办) and funded mainly by the incense donation money from
          a prosperous temple in Yulin County. Hongjun was one of the two government-sent (gongpai 公派) teachers
          at the school, the other ten teachers were hired on a contract basis and were paid by the temple. Hongjun
          volunteered to come to this village school even though he could have been assigned a teaching job in a town
          because he is a native of one of the three main sponsoring villages of the temple and he wanted to live with
          his paternal grandmother to keep her company (as none of her sons were nearby). In other words, he gave up
          the opportunity to become an urban dweller. But because of his State-assigned job, he was still one of very
          few lucky ones among rural youth to tread the salaried job path (see above on the “three paths”). His father
          died when he was a child, and his mother re-married and was living in the nearby county seat. He was very
          close to his grandmother because she brought him up.
        


        
          Hongjun has one older sister. His sister Cuihong had recently married and
          set up home in the county town. Both highly educated and influenced by metropolitan tastes, Cuihong and her
          husband did not have a traditional wedding banquet; instead, they traveled to some tourist sites in Shaanxi
          and some neighboring provinces, quite unusual for even Shaanbei urban youth. Hongjun has many cousins in his
          same-surname village, most of whom had some schooling but ended up becoming peasants. Hongjun occasionally
          helped out with some farm work when needed, for example during the busy months of planting and harvesting.
          But he did not know farm work well, nor did he envy his cousins’ life of growing and marketing potatoes and
          soy beans.
        


        
          Hongjun had a paternal uncle who had emigrated to North America (very unusual for Shaanbei), who sometimes
          sent some money back to his mother in the village. Indulged by his grandma, Hongjun occasionally had some
          spending money coming out of this remittance. This extra cash on top of his teacher’s salary put him in an
          enviable position compared to his peers. Hongjun was the first person to buy a VCD karaoke machine in his
          village. He bought or borrowed karaoke and movie VCDs and showed them to not only members of his family but
          also small crowds of co-villagers, all of whom are relatives.
        


        
          A little later, Hongjun bought a used motorcycle from a maternal uncle. The motorcycle greatly increased his
          mobility as well as status. Now he could visit more of his friends from high school and the teacher’s
          college, and more often. But the high risk of riding the motorcycle on dirt mountain roads worried his
          grandmother greatly (see Chuengsatiansup, 1999). Popular among his friends because of his easy-going
          personality and good humor, he often helped out at his friends’ weddings. A close former junior high school
          friend of his came back from having served in the army in Xinjiang for many years. He opened a small
          restaurant in the county town specializing in “authentic Xinjiang big-plate chicken” (zhengzong xinjiang
          dapanji 正宗新疆大盘鸡). The restaurant had since become a favorite hangout for Hongjun and his buddies. Hongjun
          had quite a few female friends, but he only hung out with his male friends.
        


        
          Hongjun taught mainly Chinese language and physical education at the temple-sponsored village primary school.
          He was a talented yangge choreographer and he enjoyed using his talents as the director of the
          school’s yangge team, performing at school functions, inter-school competitions, and especially, at
          the temple’s many festivals. Under his direction, and thanks to the temple’s rich endowments that play a
          significant role in handsomely equipping the team, the school yangge team became one of the best in
          the whole county, which in turn boosted the temple’s reputation.
        


        
          Though “stuck” in the countryside, Hongjun successfully straddled both urban and rural worlds in terms of
          cultural taste and cultural production. Because the village school is financially supported by the temple, it
          acted as an organizational site where Hongjun could hone and develop his talents as a rural cultural
          producer. He also acted as a cultural broker as he brings with him more urban and translocal cultural tastes
          and products to his colleagues at the school and his co-villagers.
        

      

      
        Portrait two: modern Knight-Errant Li Hu (male, 23 years
        old)


        
          Li Hu’s story is that of a modern knight-errant. One spring afternoon toward the end of my year-long stay in
          the Black Dragon King Temple in Shaanbei (in 1998), I was woken up from my afternoon nap by a loud rambling
          noise of motorcycles. Then came an aggressive knock on my temple dorm room door. Disgruntled, I got up,
          opened the door, and saw a group of intimidating young men standing in front of my door. Three motorcycles
          and six young men. Suppressing my fear, I calmly addressed the leader of the pack, a handsome, tall young man
          in his early twenties, who presumably was the one who knocked on my door.
        


        
          Li Hu, the group leader, and members of his entourage turned out to be the friendliest people one could
          imagine. They were all from Zhenchuan, the nearby market town. They came to visit me because they had heard
          of this anthropologist guy who had been doing research at the temple. A few of them had seen me around before
          at the temple and in town. Li Hu and I got talking, and they didn’t leave until two hours later. He kept on
          telling me how much he admired me and how much he envied my lifestyle because I got to travel so much. It
          turned out that he, too, had traveled much, but in a much more fantastical and surreal landscape, i.e., the
          realm of “rivers and lakes” (jianghu 江湖, referring to the traditional world of knight-errants and
          kungfu romances). We had a number of conversations since we met and I slowly pieced together his life story.
        


        
          Li Hu was 23 years old when I met him. He helped his father with his shoe wholesale and retial business in
          one of the bustling wholesale markets in Zhenchuan. But he was no simple shoe merchant. Li Hu was born in a
          village near Zhenchuan. He ran away to join an itinerant circus troupe at age eight years—this would be in
          the early 1980s, when temple festivals just revived in rural China—and traveled all over China for ten years,
          performing and doing odd jobs in the troupe. He said he learned most of what he knows from his shifu
          (teacher, master 师父) in the circus, including reading and writing. In 1989, in the heat of the student
          demonstrations in Tian’anmen Square, Li Hu went to Beijing on his own to “watch the fun” (kan renao
          看热闹) but left before the eventual bloodshed.
        


        
          By age 18 he left the circus and went to Wudang Mountain in Shanxi Province to become a lay Daoist disciple.
          He learned kungfu for two years. Armed with newly learned skills, he went to the booming South
          (Guangdong Province) and was recruited to be a personal bodyguard (baobiao 保镖) by a wealthy
          businessman. Many fights and close escapes. He parted his boss a year later and came back to his hometown
          after a 13-year absence. He made some money selling what he thought were toy guns, which were gifts from his
          boss. Little did he know that they were illegal “sting guns” (mazuiqiang 麻醉枪). He was arrested by the
          Public Security Bureau (i.e., the Police). Then he met the daughter of the local Police Chief and married
          her, despite the furious objection of the Police Chief (who, among other things, tried to get his underlings
          to beat him up).
        


        
          He continued practicing kungfu, and beat up thieves who dared to steal from local stores. And once he
          was ambushed and badly beaten by a group of local gangsters while practicing kungfu (liangong
          练功) on the river bank. But he did not give in to them. An entourage of
          admiring younger men developed around him, and he taught them some kungfu or otherwise they roamed
          around town together on motorcycles (see above on the cultural practice of chuan, i.e., rambling). He
          told me he soon would go to the famous Shaolin Temple in Henan Province to compete in a top-level
          kungfu contest. He would be performing the “stool program” (dengzigong 凳子功).
        


        
          Li Hu’s sense of justice did not stop at beating up local hooligans. As a shoe merchant he often had to go to
          Shijiazhuang (provincial capital of Hebei Province) to purchase wholesale for his father’s store. Hundreds of
          Zhenchuan merchants like him also go on these trips. However, as their trucks made their way back through
          Shanxi Province, they were often harassed by the Shaanxi traffic police, who typically stopped the trucks on
          traffic violation pretenses and demanded money. There were also swarms of local extortionists both in
          Shijiazhuang and in Shanxi who bullied outsiders. Upset at these injustices, Li Hu wrote repeatedly to
          different newspapers and TV stations and asked them to do an “exposé” (puguang 曝光) on these evils,
          though to no avail. Not a mere brute, Li Hu also kept a journal of newspaper and magazine article clippings
          on all sorts of topics. His favorite clippings dealt with how to be a good and righteous person in a world of
          corruption and vice. He was also a philanthropist. When he rambled around the countryside and heard of
          children who couldn’t afford to go to school, he sometimes would just donate his earnings from the store to
          the parents so that they could send them back to school. A modern knight-errant, Li Hu was a free-spirited
          member of the booming getihu class. Even if there might be elements of exaggeration and bravado in his
          account, we still see how a free-spirit young man can have an expansive handle on different spaces of youth
          cultural production (especially relating to kungfu and rambling).
        

      

      
        Portrait three: opera performer Zhao Xiaomei (female, 25 years old)


        
          Zhao Xiaomei was an actress in a county opera troupe. Being a junior member of the troupe and not having had
          better formal opera training, she only played minor roles and was not happy with her life. Born in the
          backwaters of Shaanbei countryside, she loved watching the opera at temple festivals when she was a child.
          Her parents sent her to a local private opera training school and she managed to be recruited by the county
          opera troupe and moved to the opera troupe compound in the county seat. At first she had high hopes for a
          fulfilling career, but she never managed to gain the favor of the troupe director and others who were in
          power. Intra-troupe petty politics was rampant as resources were few, and she was sick of the favoritisms she
          saw around her. Most disappointing was the many years of waiting to become a regular rather than temporary
          member of the troupe (zhuanzheng 转正, literally meaning “turning regular”) and to obtain an urban
          hukou (household registration). As in many other things in Shaanbei, she needed to bribe the
          appropriate people to achieve both goals and she just didn’t have the means or know-how. “I am just not
          capable (of doing better) (mei benshi 没本事),” she sighed in resignation. Later Xiaomei married to a mechanic who worked at the county bus depot and had a son and was
          contemplating quitting the opera troupe. Her case is clearly a thwarted attempt to climb from peasant
          background to become a State-employed urban dweller.
        


        
          When she had spare time before getting married, Xiaomei liked reading kungfu novels that were
          circulated among troupe members. On occasions she also went with her troupe mates to dance at the county town
          open-air evening discos in the summer. Xiaomei was the youngest of four siblings. Her older brother was a
          peasant who also did some butchering as a sideline. One sister stayed at home to help the parents with farm
          work and was learning how to sew jackets, receiving piecework contracts from a local, market-town factory.
          The other sister worked in a carpet factory and had recently been sterilized because she was pregnant again
          after having had a son.
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              Figure 4.8 A folk opera
              performance at a temple festival. Young people tend not to watch these performances, much preferring
              concerts and variety shows (wanhui 晚会).
            


            
              Source: Photo Adam Chau (1998).
            

          
        

      

      
        Portrait four: Hu Qing the idler (female, 19 years old)


        
          Hu Qing is the daughter of a town government clerk. She lived with his father in a dark, tiny one-room
          apartment in a market town. Her mother and younger brother lived in the countryside. Hu Qing wore a pair of
          heavy and thick glasses, and whenever I visited them she would be either
          reading novels borrowed from friends or watching Korean or Japanese drama serials on cable TV.
        


        
          When I asked Hu Qing about what she was doing every day, she replied: “Just staying at home doing nothing”
          (jiali shengzhe 家里生着, literally meaning “living at home”). Not an uncommon response from a young
          person of her age, because so many young people are unemployed after they graduate from school. By the time I
          first met her, Hu Qing had graduated from the county high school for almost half a year. She did not do well
          in the university entrance examinations (gaokao 高考) so she would have to terminate her schooling. And
          it was extremely difficult for her to find a job because she didn’t have any special skills besides being
          literate. Her father, being an honest, low-key, and poor intellectual type, didn’t have any useful
          connections to help Hu Qing get a job. And she was too proud as well as over-qualified to work as a waitress
          in a restaurant or a cleaning girl in a guesthouse. The father’s meager salary could barely make ends
          meet.14 Not having adequate pocket money meant that Hu Qing
          could hardly go out with her friends and former classmates to have fun, which was why she stayed home most of
          the time. Resigned and nonchalant, Hu Qing compared herself with a former junior high school classmate who
          went to nurse-training school instead of regular high school and already got a job as a nurse in a private
          clinic. It was difficult to predict what kind of life Hu Qing would have in the future. In terms of cultural
          production, Hu Qing could only participate in a relatively passive way, consuming metropol- or
          foreign-produced (but dubbed) cultural products (not specifically geared
          toward youth). As an urbanite (though with roots in the village), she has been alienated from the village
          world of temple festivals and yangge dances.
        


        
          [image: Image]

          
            
              Figure 4.9 A banner in a
              Shanghai street advertising a Chinese pop performing group consisting of school-aged girls.
            


            
              Source: Photo Adam Chau (2016).
            

          
        

      
    


    
      Conclusions


      
        Rural Shaanbei youth culture is bifurcated into two broad categories: cultural productions that are
        institutionally organized and those that are individually enabled. Shaanbei youth often find satisfaction in
        participating in both kinds of cultural productions. Institutions involved in youth cultural productions
        include schools and temples, which mobilize youth to participate in parades or dance troupes. Individually
        enabled cultural activities include singing karaoke, rambling about town, playing drinking games, and more
        recently, “playing with one’s smart phone” (玩手机 wan shouji). Rural Shaanbei youth do not have to choose
        between, on the one hand, singing karaoke songs (supposedly “modern”) and, on the other, playing
        finger-guessing drinking games (supposedly “traditional”), or between institutionally organized mass youth
        activities and self-initiated, small-group activities; each enables youth expressivity and the assertion of
        their identities.
      


      
        The structure of their life-world both enables and restricts Shaanbei youth’s ability and inclination to engage
        in different kinds of youth cultural production. The three paths of socialization into adulthood and the
        reinstituted age-determined authority structure provide Shaanbei youth the larger parameters of their
        existence. Perhaps because of the difficulty of escaping a peasant livelihood and rurality, many Shaanbei youth
        are not averse to embracing many rustic forms of cultural production. But this is only to view the attraction
        in negative terms. The red-hot sociality (honghuo) and animated physicality enabled by yangge
        dances, drinking games, and rambling about temple festivals are in fact also desired but rarely realized by
        urban youth, whose overly mediatized life-world offers fewer opportunities for active participation in youth
        cultural production.
      


      
        It is difficult to predict how the configuration of Shaanbei youth culture will change in the future. As
        Shaanbei local governments begin to realize the economic potential of peasant cultural tourism (i.e., urban
        tourists consuming rustic peasant culture), the more rustic forms of Shaanbei youth cultural production will
        have to face the challenge of processes of commodification (for example, both the Shaanbei dialect and Shaanbei
        folk songs have been made into objects of media commodification in recent years). On the other hand, translocal
        and metropolitan influences are bound to penetrate deeper into Shaanbei towns and villages. Yet these same
        influences also carry with them an urban fascination with, and even fetishization of, rustic peasant culture.
        One thing is perhaps certain, that Shaanbei young men will not stop swinging their fists and guessing the
        fingers anytime soon.
      

    


    
      

      
        1 Some parts of this chapter have been drawn from an
        earlier article (Chau, 2006b) but I have added a significant amount of new materials and new analyses.
      


      
        2 Most studies in the West of youth in China have been
        focused on urban youth, and few of these dwell in any detail on youth cultural production (see Clark, 2012;
        de Kloet and Fung, 2016; Gold, 1991; Hooper, 1985, 1991; Jankowiak, 1993).
        There is of course a large literature on the sent-down youth (see, for example, Bernstein, 1977; Pan, 2002).
        One of few studies on rural youth include Xu, 2001; Yan, 1999, 2003). Some excellent survey reports on youth
        have appeared in China, e.g., China Youth and Children Research Center (2000).
      


      
        3 The word culture (wenhua) has three principal
        usages in China. The first refers to the more anthropological sense of culture, i.e., the totality of material
        and symbolic manifestations and behavior of a group of people or a geographical region (e.g., Chinese culture,
        Cantonese culture, youth culture). The second refers to literacy and formal education. In this sense a person
        “without culture” (mei wenhua) is someone who is illiterate or with very little education. The third
        refers to expressive cultural manifestations such as music, dance, and other performances, literary productions
        of all kinds, etc. Places that are “impoverished of things cultural” are in need of help from culturally more
        fortunate places, hence the practice of “aid to relieve cultural poverty” (wenhua fupin), where the
        government or some corporations bring cultural activities into these places from the cities. The word “culture”
        here refers to “cultural activities” like singing and dancing (i.e., the third sense of “culture” discussed
        above), not “education” or the anthropological sense of culture.
      


      
        4 The data for this chapter have been derived from
        ethnographic fieldwork on the revival of popular religion in Shaanbei conducted during the 1990s (altogether 18
        months between 1995 and 1998) and a 10-day short visit in 2016. I combine participant observation and
        interviews (formal and informal) with documentary research.
      


      
        5 I prefer the expressions “youth lives” and “youth
        cultural production” to “youth culture” because I feel the latter is more nebulous and harder to delineate.
      


      
        6 My usage of concepts like “cultural production” and
        “field” is obviously influenced by Pierre Bourdieu and, more obliquely, Victor Turner.
      


      
        7 In the 2010s almost all Shaanbei villages have signals
        for mobile connectivity and almost all villagers (except small children and the very elderly) have mobile
        phones (not necessarily smart phones).
      


      
        8 See Chau, 2006b for a much more detailed treatment of
        these “paths of socialization into adulthood.”
      


      
        9 See Chau, 2006c, 2014, 2015, and forthcoming for an
        analysis of the importance of the household idiom in Chinese religious practices.
      


      
        10 VCD, a Chinese invention circa 1993, stands for video
        compact disc and is a simpler and cheaper technology than DVD. In the 1990s, this media technology effected a
        veritable entertainment revolution in both urban and rural China. On rural consumer desires, see Schein (2000:
        262–267); China Youth and Research Center (2000: 228–250).
      


      
        11 Interestingly this label disappeared completely by the
        time I revisited Shaanbei in the summer of 2016, though the practice of combining eating, drinking, singing,
        and dancing in restaurants has persisted.
      


      
        12 I thank Liu Jianshu for having helped me understand the
        concept of chuan better.
      


      
        13 There is no drinking age in China. In Shaanbei male
        rural youth normally begin practicing drinking at banquets as teenagers.
      


      
        14 To make things worse, the town government was 3 months
        behind in paying salary to the employees, which is a widespread phenomenon in Shaanbei.
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      5 The sociability of Millennials in cyberspace


      A comparative analysis of barrage
      subtitling in Nico Nico Douga and Bilibili1


      Seio Nakajima

    

    
      This chapter analyzes the “barrage subtitling” (danmu 弹幕) practice in the Chinese video sharing site
      Bilibili, in comparison with the practice in the Japanese site Nico Nico Douga. Barrage subtitles—danmaku
      (弾幕) in Japanese—are subtitling system originated in the Japanese video sharing site Nico Nico Douga, in which
      viewers’ comments appear directly onscreen instead of at the margins.2 They differ from ordinary subtitling, which is usually well prepared in advance for the
      purpose of precisely translating the contents of videos—whether they are a film, TV program, or a music video.
      The practice is particularly popular among youth, as we can glean from the fact that three-quarters of Bilibili
      users are under the age of 25 (Liu, 2015) and three-quarters of Nico Nico Douga users are in their teens,
      twenties, and thirties (Nico Nico Douga).
    


    
      Because barrage subtitles are often comments and reactions to what is being played, they allow more spontaneous
      interactions—what sociologist Georg Simmel called “sociability” (Simmel and Hughes, 1949)—among the viewers.
      Moreover, in the communicative practice of barrage subtitling, the purpose of interaction is not solely the
      conveyance of substantive meanings, but the continuation and proliferation of communication. Here again, Simmel’s
      (1971 [1908] ) distinction between “form” and “content” becomes useful. Put differently, in order to capture the
      nature of youth cultures and collective spaces in cyberspace, how Millennials communicate is as important
      as what Millennials communicate using the video sharing sites such as Bilibili.
    


    
      Particularly in the study of the Internet communication in China, discussions and debates have centered around
      the issue of what is communicated, especially whether the Internet enabled alternative forms of political
      discussions and participation or becomes a tool of authoritarian political control. Although a simplistic
      dichotomous view of “dystopian or utopian framework” (Chen, 2014: 1) or “good versus evil” (Yang, 2011: 1043) has
      been transcended by more nuanced studies that focus on concrete uses and social practices by a diverse groups and
      individuals, it is still the case that “[m]any academic studies of the Internet in China attempt to locate online
      China within discourses of control and resistance” (Herold, 2011: 5). While fully acknowledging the importance of
      such discussions, this chapter attempts at filling the relative absence of studies that focus on how
      people communicate with each other, i.e., the form of communication by
      focusing on the case of video sharing sites widely used by the Millennials in cyberspace.
    


    
      Related to the above-described debates on the political significance of Internet communication, there have been
      vigorous discussions on whether collectivities in cyberspace constitute a “public sphere” (Habermas, 1989). There
      have been numerous criticisms on the concept of public sphere, both in China studies and beyond. Some criticized
      overly idealized rational communication by foregrounding the role of passions, sentiments, and emotions (e.g.,
      Lean, 2007; Lee, 2001, 2006), while others pointed to the class and gender biases of Habermas’ original
      formulations (e.g., Fraser, 1992; Ryan, 1992). In the contemporary Chinese context, I have critically examined
      the notion of public sphere by engaging it with Michel Foucault’s notion of counter-discourse to elucidate the
      role of disagreements and conflicts in the development of “critical public discourses” in independent “film
      clubs” in urban China (Nakajima, 2010). While recognizing the importance of these criticisms, I contend that the
      notion of publicness, if not public sphere in classical Habermasian sense, cannot be easily dismissed when we
      examine the social practices of Millennials in cyberspace. Although the clear-cut distinction between private and
      public spaces may need to be reexamined, the practices of Millennials in cyberspace cannot simply be reduced to
      individualized, private communication, as the communication is often targeted at public audiences. The barrage
      subtitling presents an interesting case as it defies “rationality” assumption of the exiting “public sphere”
      framework with its emphasis on playfulness, as well as blurring the line between public and private due to its
      particular characteristics such as the “pseudo-synchronicity” (discussed below), which enhances the sense of
      private intimacy while the communication is fully “public” (e.g., viewable even by non-registered users of
      Bilibili in and beyond China). Here again, I would argue that focusing on the importance of forms of
      communication, in addition to contents, may provide a new angle from which to tackle the issue of publicness in
      cyberspace.
    


    
      At this point, a definitional caveat on the notion of “public” is in order. Nancy Fraser (1992: 128) suggests
      four meanings: “(1) state-related, (2) accessible to everyone, (3) of concern to everyone, and (4) pertaining to
      a common good or shared interest.” Although these four meanings are closely interrelated and often overlap in
      reality, I keep these conceptual distinctions in mind as I examine the video sharing sites and their barrage
      subtitling practices.
    


    
      Before proceeding further, another caveat on the comparative approach taken in this chapter is in order. The key
      focus of this volume is on youth cultures and collective spaces in the People’s Republic of China. As the editors
      lucidly note, however, Chinese youth cultures have “embraced the global trends of cultural consumption and
      production” and “youth is a social construction shaped by particular regional, cultural and socio-economic
      factors” (Frangville and Gaffric, this volume). In this sense, as Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2009) also suggest,
      the studies of youth and generation need to go beyond “methodological nationalism” and take a transnational,
      “cosmopolitan turn.” Especially because the practice of barrage subtitling is a transnational phenomenon that
      first appeared in Japan but spread to China with distinctive transformation and refraction, a Japan–China transnational approach is necessary if we are to understand the nature of Chinese
      barrage subtitling practice. As with Yingjin Zhang (2007), I frame my approach as “comparative” rather than
      “transnational,” “because the former better captures the multiple directionality with which film studies [more
      broadly media studies in this chapter] simultaneously looks outwards (transnationalism, globalization)” and
      “inwards (cultural traditions and aesthetic conventions)” (p. 30).3
      As will be elaborated in the following sections, in the communicative practices of barrage subtitling, the
      purpose of interaction is not solely the conveyance of substantive meanings, but the continuation and
      proliferation of communication. At the same time, the particular norms that guide the strategies—including the
      rules for participating in the barrage subtitling as well as concrete practices—differ significantly between
      China and Japan; hence the necessity of this comparative study.
    


    
      Within the context outlined above, in this chapter, I ask the following three key research questions. (1) How do
      Millennials interact with each other in the virtual spaces of Nico Nico Douga and Bilibili through the practice
      of barrage subtitling?; (2) What are the similarities and differences between the forms of interaction between
      Nico Nico Douga and Bilibili?; and (3) What implications does this case study have on rethinking the concept of
      publicness?
    


    
      Four sections follow this introduction. The first section outlines empirical and theoretical motivations of this
      chapter. The second section is the case study of Nico Nico Douga, the Japanese video sharing site; the section
      summarizes the basic features of the practice of barrage subtitling, which originated in the Japanese video
      sharing site, and forms a comparative background within which the Chinese case is analyzed. The third section is
      the case study of Bilibili, the Chinese video sharing site; the section provides general background information
      of the site and presents empirical analysis of barrage subtitling practices. The fourth section concludes the
      chapter by returning to the research questions posed above.
    


    
      Empirical and theoretical motivations


      
        Form and content: Georg Simmel’s formal sociology


        
          In his book Sociology published in 1908, the German sociologist Georg Simmel argued that the key
          problem of sociology was to examine elements that make society “social” as distinct from various more
          concrete manifestations of the “social” in different spheres of social life including politics, economy,
          religion, and so on. Simmel’s conclusion was that it is social interaction among individuals that makes
          society possible. Simmel called these forms of social interaction forms of “sociation” (Simmel, 1971 [1908]:
          23). For example, in the sphere of politics, there exist specific contents—interests and motivations—that
          underlie social interactions in political realms—e.g., winning an election, becoming a president. Similarly,
          specific contents exist in the realm of economy, religion, education, and so on. What motivates economic
          action—e.g., profit motive—differs from that in religion—e.g., hope for salvation. In other words, specific
          contents of different spheres of social life clearly differ. Forms of sociation that underlie these specific contents, however, may contain relatively generalizable manners
          through which individuals interact with each other. In Simmel’s (1971 [1908]: 26) own words:
        


        
          
            We do find that the same form of interaction obtains among individuals in societal groups that are the most
            unlike imaginable in purpose and significance. Superiority, subordination, competition, division of labor,
            formation of parties, representation, inner solidarity coupled with exclusiveness toward the outside, and
            innumerable similar features are found in the state as well as in a religious community, in a band of
            conspirators as in an economic association, in an art school as in a family. However diverse the interests
            that give rise to these sociations, the forms in which the interests are realized are identical.
          

        


        
          Simmel contended that the rationale for the existence of the discipline of sociology was to focus on these
          elements of forms that make society possible, distinct from the contents that should be studied by other
          social science disciplines such as political science in the case of political phenomena, religious studies in
          the case of religious phenomena, economics in the case of economic phenomena.
        


        
          By emphasizing the importance of form, however, Simmel by no means disregards the significance of content,
          nor does he claim form and content can exist separately from each other.
        


        
          
            In any given social phenomenon, content and societal form constitute one reality. A social form severed
            from all content can no more attain existence than a spatial form can exist without a material whose form
            it is. Any social phenomenon or process is composed of two elements which in reality are inseparable: on
            the one hand, an interest, a purpose, or a motive; on the other, a form or mode of interaction among
            individuals through which, or in the shape of which, that content attains social reality.
          


          
            (Simmel, 1971 [1908]: 24)
          

        


        
          Simmel’s argument is that, in order to establish sociology as a legitimate academic discipline, it should
          clarify the main object of inquiry, which he argues is the forms of sociation.
        


        
          
            Sociology, the discipline that deals with the purely social aspects of man [sic] (who, of course, can be an
            object of scientific inquiry in innumerable other respects), is related to the other special sciences of
            man [sic] as geometry is related to the physicochemical sciences. Geometry studies the forms through which
            any material becomes an empirical body, and these forms as such exist, of course, in abstraction only,
            precisely like the forms of sociation. Both geometry and sociology leave to other sciences the
            investigation of the contents realized in the forms, that is, the total phenomena whose forms they explore.
          


          
            (Simmel, 1971 [1908]: 27–28)
          

        

      

      
        Sociality of order and sociality of connections


        
          The Japanese sociologist Akihiro Kitada (2005: 192–216, 2011 [2002]: 138–141) has made a useful conceptual
          distinction between the “sociality of order” (chitsujo no shakaisei 秩序の社会性) and the “sociality of
          connections” (tsunagari no shakaisei つながりの社会性). In the sociality of order, the purpose of interaction
          is to avoid misunderstanding and to convey substantive meanings (i.e., contents) correctly. On the other
          hand, in the sociality of connections, the purpose of interaction is the formal continuation of communication
          without necessarily aiming at conveying substantive meanings.
        


        
          Kitada’s original conceptualization is based on and influenced by the German sociologist Niklas Luhmann’s
          theory of communication (e.g., Luhmann, 2002), and the association with Luhmann’s theory has its own academic
          significance, which is beyond the scope of this chapter. The significance of Kitada’s distinction between the
          sociality of order and the sociality of connections, I would argue, can also be captured by employing
          Simmelian distinction between form and content introduced above.
        


        
          On the surface, Kitada’s distinction between the sociality of order and the sociality of connections may
          appear to correspond to Simmel’s distinction between content and form respectively. On closer look, however,
          when Kitada is talking about the sociality of order, his focus is not on the specific contents of what is
          communicated but on the mode—form in Simmelian terminology—of communication through which the substantive
          meanings—contents—are conveyed. In sum, the sociality of order and the sociality of connections are
          analytical concepts that enable us to examine the form of social interaction, which is the key focus of this
          chapter.
        

      

      
        Increasing importance of the sociality of connections in contemporary Japanese society


        
          How have the above-described forms of sociation—the sociality of order and the sociality of
          connections—manifested in contemporary Japanese society?
        


        
          As discussed by Kitada (2011 [2002]: 148–149), one of the early manifestations of the importance of the
          sociality of connections can be found in the rising importance of convenience stores as public spaces in
          Japan in the late 1980s. For example, Kitada introduces Shinji Miyadai’s (Miyadai, 1994) observation that
          beginning in the late 1980s, the convenience stores began to function as a kind of public space enabling the
          sociality of connections among youth. In the past, convenience stores were the place an individual visited to
          purchase specific products. As convenience stores became prevalent in Japanese society, however, it became a
          kind of collective public space of gathering among youth. In particular, in suburban areas where ample
          parking spaces are available, youth began to gather in the parking spaces simply to socialize, and if
          necessary purchase drinks, food, and perhaps magazines at the convenience store to pass time. In sum,
          convenience stores became a public space that enabled the sociality of connections.
        


        
          According to Kitada, one of the key factors that prompted the spread of
          the sociality of connections was the rise of new Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) such as
          beepers [pokeberu ポケベル] in the late 1980s, “i-mode” launched by NTT in 1999,4 and the rapid rise of cell phones and smartphones since the 2000s. In
          Kitada’s (2011 [2002]: 149) own words:
        


        
          
            The “sociality of convenience stores”—communicating and connecting with others not based on common values
            or hobbies, but communicating and connecting with others for the sake of connections—spread from the
            physical space of convenience stores to electric and cyberspaces enabled by beepers and then cell phones
            and smartphones. Cell phones helped the sociality of connections, which had been based on the physical
            space of convenience stores, to permeate into every time and space existing in urban spaces.
          

        


        
          If the above argument of Kitada that the sociality of connections has been on the rise in contemporary
          Japanese society is correct, then, how does that form of communication manifest itself in the cyberspace? I
          will tackle this question with the case of barrage subtitling practice in Nico Nico Douga, a Japanese video
          sharing site. Then, as a comparative extension, I will discuss the issue in the case of the barrage
          subtitling practice in Bilibili, a Chinese video sharing site.
        

      
    


    
      Nico Nico Douga


      
        Background information


        
          Nico Nico Douga is a video sharing service managed by DWANGO Co., Ltd. It was conceived and initiated by
          Nobuo Kawakami (川上量生), and the service began on December 12, 2006. Since May 1, 2012, the trademark
          “niconico” is used for the entire mix of various services provided (Nico Nico Douga, Nico Nico Live, Nico
          Nico Still Images, Nico Nico Pedia, etc.), while the term Nico Nico Douga is preserved for the video sharing
          service. As of the end of May 2018, there are more than 72.22 million registered users, 2.07 million Premium
          Users (JPY540/month of paid membership), and 17.54 million MAU (monthly active users) (Nico Nico
          Douga). Users as of the end of March 2018 in terms of age are: teens (10.0 percent), twenties (38.5
          percent), thirties (25.6 percent), forties (16.5 percent), fifties (5.6 percent), other (3.8 percent)
          (Nico Nico Douga). If we follow the definition of Millennials as those born between 1981 and 1996, who
          were aged between 22 and 37 in 2018 (Dimock, 2018), then, we could surmise that the majority of users of Nico
          Nico Douga are Millennials. It is reported that there is a decline in Premium Users since December 2016
          (Kadokawa’s April–June Period Goes into the Red, 2017), and at the end of 2017, Nico Nico Douga had 2.14
          Premium Users (Kato, 2018). Both the registered users and Premium Users can view and post comments on videos,
          but the Premium Users have various privileges including higher quality of video viewing.
        


        
          One of the key characteristics of Nico Nico Douga is what is called “N-level creation” (enuji sōsaku
          N次創作).5 N-level creation means that although there may be an “original” content, “copies” generated by users themselves become a
          kind of “original,” giving birth to more “copies,” some of which may become “originals.”6 The structure of the relations looks more like a network with numerous
          nodes—copies turned originals for at least some other copies. The term N-level comes from the fact that,
          because of the existence of multiple nodes, relations between the first originals and copies—which may become
          originals—have many different levels (= N-level) of “hops.”7
        


        
          The prominent example an N-level creation is Hatsune Miku, vocal sound sources developed by Crypton Future
          Media for Yamaha’s Vocaloid software, and its female character.8 By using the Vocaloid software, a user creates a content, that is, an original song
          composed by a user using the software. But that content—a user-created song—may become so popular in itself
          that it leads to a proliferation of other user-created contents. For example, the song entitled “Miku Miku ni
          Shiteageru,”9 composed by Kamo Tsuruta featuring Hatsune Miku,
          became so popular that other users uploaded videos of a real person dancing to the song (the practice is
          called “tried to dance” [odottemita 踊ってみた] ),10
          characters in a game singing and dancing to the song,11 or
          singing the song in Hakata dialect (the practice is called “tried to sing” [utattemita
          歌ってみた] ).12 Then, for example, inspired by the “copy” of
          singing the song in Hakata local dialect, many contents featuring different Japanese dialects appeared in
          Nico Nico Douga (e.g., Sasebo dialect;13 Nagasaki
          dialect14), making the “copy” (Hakata dialect version of the
          song “Miku Miku ni Shiteageru”) an “original.” And user-generated content—a “copy” in some sense—is sometimes
          officially recognized by the producer of Hatsune Miku—Crypton Future Media—for further commercial uses. For
          example, “Miku Miku ni Shiteageru” composed by Kamo Tsuruta was featured in an official Hatsune Miku
          concert.15
        


        
          In contrast, what is called “secondary creation” (niji sōsaku 二次創作), often seen in YouTube and other
          video sharing sites, has a more rigid distinction between the original and copies. For example, Pikotaro’s
          original Pen Pineapple Apple Pen (PPAP) music video, which was released on August 25, 2016 on YouTube and
          went viral soon after, led to a proliferation of copies, but they remain parodies, hence the process is
          called secondary creation.16
        


        
          In relation to the distinction between the sociality of connections and the sociality of order, it can be
          argued that the N-level creation represents the world of sociality of connections in that the key motivation
          for communication is to proliferate and expand the networks in many different directions while contents are
          relatively freely modified, created, and recreated. On the other hand, the secondary creation corresponds to
          the sociality of order in that although there are attempts at modifications and parodies, the original
          remains relatively clear and modifications and parodies are evaluated in relation to the meanings in the
          originals.
        

      

      
        Barrage subtitling in Nico Nico Douga


        
          In the terminology of Nico Nico Douga, “comment” (komento コメント) is the texts the viewers can add
          onscreen to the videos being played. The so-called “barrage subtitling”
          (danmaku 弾幕) is a situation in which a large number of comments are posted and covers the screen,
          which resembles a “barrage” in a military strategy—“a concentrated artillery bombardment over a wide area”
          (Oxford Dictionary of English) (see Figure 5.1). Extending the terminology of
          barrage subtitling, now the term often generally refers to the “comments” in Nico Nico Douga. In this
          chapter, I adopt this broader meaning of barrage subtitling, which refers to the comments in general, with a
          possibility of producing the situation of barraging, that is, a large number of comments covering up the
          screen.17 With various command functions, the colors, sizes,
          positions, etc. of comments can be customized to express different messages. Barrage subtitling also makes
          use of Internet slangs and ASCII art (AA)—text-based art,18 and
          these are sometimes called “comment art.”
        


        
          Two important characteristics of barrage subtitling are as follows. First, the comments appear following the
          timeline of the video, not the real time. This is called “non-sync live” (hidōki live 非同期ライブ) or
          “pseudo-sync” (giji dōki 擬似同期) (Hamano 2015), and it is said to lead to a sense of co-present
          connections—collectiveness—among the users in a pseudo public space of video sharing.
        


        
          The second characteristic is that barrage subtitling often aims at relating to each other and does not focus
          so much on conveying the meaning of the content of the messages. In other words, whereas the ordinary
          subtitling’s function is to translate the content to other languages, which may suggest the primacy of the
          sociality of order (Kitada) or content in Simmelian conceptualization, barrage subtitling’s purpose is the
          continuation and proliferation of communication themselves, which may suggest the primacy of the sociality of
          connections or form.
        


        
          To further elaborate my observation, let me discuss soramimi (空耳), one of the important barrage
          subtitling practices. Soramimi literally means “mishearing” and it is when a person hears a
          sound—whether linguistic or non-linguistic—and mistakes or understands a sound as another sound of
          significance. For example, when a person says “hi” and the other person thinks the person said “high,” that
          is a soramimi. In the particular context of Nico Nico Douga, soramimi practice appears when the
          lyrics of a song sound like it is saying things that are different and/or unrelated from the original lyrics
          but makes some sense that is often comedic or funny. Put another way, when lyrics can be interpreted as
          having different meanings but similar sounds, the users may engage in the practice of soramimi. In
          Nico Nico Douga soramimi is expressed in the form of barrage subtitling that appears on the video
          screen of the original song to be “misheard.” This again is not a connection through content but the same
          sounds—i.e., form—that lead to the proliferation of (unrelated) meanings and communication. Hence I would
          argue soramimi practice using barrage subtitling in Nico Nico Douga is a case of the sociality of
          connections foregrounding the importance of form rather than content.
        


        
          An example of soramimi can be found in the video entitled “Shin Gōketsuji Ichizoku—Bon’nō Kaihō—Let’s
          Go! Onmyōji (新 豪血寺一族―煩悩解放―レッツゴー! 陰陽師)” (see Figure 5.1).19 The content is a music video that appears on screen
          when you clear a certain stage in a Sony PlayStation 2 game that became popular in 2006. The music video was
          put on Nico Nico Douga in the same year (2006) and became extremely popular among the barrage subtitlers. The
          video includes lots of barrage subtitling including soramimi. For example, the sound of “yeah” in the
          song is similar in sound to “i’ei” (遺影) in Japanese, which means a portrait of a deceased person that is put
          up at the person’s funeral, so when the singer of a song sings “yeah,” barrage of subtitling of “i’ei”
          appears on screen.
        


        
          [image: Image]

          
            
              Figure 5.1 Barrage
              subtitling in Nico Nico Douga.
            

          
        

      
    


    
      Bilibili


      
        Background information20


        
          Bilibili’s predecessor Mikufans.cn was established by Xu Yi (徐逸), aka “⑨bishi,” a member of AcFun—another
          popular video sharing site—in June 2009 as a fan site of Hatsune Miku. It was renamed Bilibili in January
          2010. In 2011, Xu Yi founded Hangzhou Huandian Technology to manage Bilibili. In 2011, Shanghai Hode
          Information Technology Co., Ltd. was established in Shanghai to commence the service’s commercial operation.
          In July 2014, Bilibili obtained control over Shanghai Kuanyu Digital Technology Co., Ltd. to further expand
          their business. In March 2018, Bilibili was listed on the NASDAQ.
        


        
          At the end of 2017, Bilibili had about 7.2 million Monthly Active Users (Wang, 2018). Registration is free
          but users have to pass a “quiz” to go up the “level” of membership and earn different privileges. It is
          reported that three-quarters of users are under 25 years old, which suggests the Millennials are one of
          important active user groups in Bilibili (Liu, 2015). Non-registered users
          can view videos, but in order to post comments on videos, they have to be registered members.
        

      

      
        Barrage subtitling in Bilibili


        
          Bilibili’s platform is influenced by Nico Nico Douga, so there are clear similarities between Nico Nico Douga
          and Bilibili in the practice of barrage subtitling.
        


        
          Bilibili has a “comments” function similar to Nico Nico Douga and comments can be customized in colors,
          sizes, positions, etc. Bilibili users also use a number of Internet slangs. Similar to Nico Nico Douga, the
          commenting function leads to the characteristics of non-sync live or pseudo-sync and to a sense of
          connections and co-presence among users. Barrage subtitling is an important part of Bilibili, which again
          focuses not so much on contents but on forms of sociation, as opposed to ordinary subtitling practices
          focusing on conveying the substantive meanings of the contents. This emphasis on the sociality of connections
          can be corroborated by the often-used phrase “I just came here to watch barrage subtitling” (Wo shi lai kan
          danmu de 我是来看弹幕的). In other words, the visiting of Bilibili is as much, if not more, motivated by the users’
          desire to watch and perhaps participate in barrage subtitling practices, as their intentions of watching
          particular video contents.
        


        
          Soramimi is also an important part of Bilibili’s barrage subtitling practice. An example of
          soramimi can be found in the video of the opening theme song of the TV animation The Heroic Legend
          of Arslan (「亚尔斯兰战记」OP专辑), which is based on the popular fantasy novel by Yoshiki Tanaka (see Figure 5.2).21 The video includes lots of barrage
          subtitling including soramimi. For example, the song includes the lyric in English “I’ve found the new
          way to live, hey.” The relic is replaced with the soramimi barrage subtitles that read “i phone 真牛,
          我却没有” (i phone is really cool, but I don’t have it). Again, the soramimi is not substantively related
          to the original relics except for the sound, but it contributes to the continuation and proliferation of
          communication onscreen. In other words, Bilibili’s barrage subtitling practice foregrounds the importance of
          the sociality of connections as opposed to the sociality of order, and, in this respect, sociality in
          Bilibili has commonality with that in Nico Nico Douga.
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              Figure 5.2 Barrage
              subtitling in Bilibili.
            

          
        


        
          There, however, are important differences between Nico Nico Douga and Bilibili. First, in Bilibili the
          distinction between registered members and non-members is clearer than in Nico Nico Douga. While in Nico Nico
          Douga, non-registered members can view videos and also engage in barrage subtitling practices (with some
          limitation), in Bilibili, in order to post barrage subtitles in addition to viewing videos, you need to be a
          member. In order to become a member, the users need to pass quizzes, which requires relatively sophisticated
          knowledge of the manners of engaging with barrage subtitling, as well as detailed knowledge of various
          subcultures especially related to Japanese ACG (Anime, Comic, Game), to move up the levels of membership.
          Alternatively, non-members can be invited by current members to become a member. In other words, the
          knowledge (via the quiz) or connection (via the member introduction) to
          the subcultural world of Japanese ACG is important as a screening measure to participate in the barrage
          subtitling practice.
        


        
          Second, compared to Nico Nico Douga, in Bilibili “barrage subtitling” and ordinary subtitling frequently
          coexist in the videos being played. For example, in the video entitled “(Raw Meat) Kuroko’s Basketball,
          Second Season, DVD5, NG Collection (Wild Subtitler)” (生肉, 黑子的篮球第二季DVD5NG集, 野生字幕君),22 in addition to barrage subtitling covering the upper half of the
          screen, the ordinary subtitling appears at the bottom of the screen precisely translating the contents of
          what is being played.23 This signifies the importance of both
          the form and the content, especially when videos are in foreign languages. Contents do matter. In the
          language of Kitada, both the sociality of connections and the sociality of order coexist.
        


        
          Third, there are many cases when users do soramimi for the entire song. For example, in the video of
          the opening theme of The Legend of Arslan I introduced in the above, soramimi subtitling is
          attempted almost from the beginning of the song to the end. This contrasts with the more selective
          soramimi barrage subtitling in Nico Nico Douga. This might come from the fact that for some users of
          Bilibili who are not familiar with the Japanese language, doing entire soramimi is a way to express
          their possession of the content without understanding the original meaning of the Japanese lyrics. Then, an
          interesting twist in logic may be present. Because a user cannot fully grasp the original meaning of content
          due to a language barrier, in order to engage with the content, users may do soramimi for the entire
          song. Put differently, the characteristics of the content (i.e., the fact that it is in a foreign language)
          make the users focus on the form or the sociality of connections; content does matter but not because of the
          substantive meanings it has, but because it has no meaning, which leads
          the users to focus on the formal continuation and proliferation of communication.
        


        
          Fourth, and understandably, there are a number of cultural adaptations in the practice of barrage subtitling.
          For example, a comment art expressing the Chinese characters of “double happiness” (双喜字), which is used in
          celebratory occasions such as in a marriage ceremony, often appears in a video, for example, when two
          characters in an anime fall in love with each other. There are also other more recent Internet slangs that
          are particular to the contemporary Chinese context. For example, 233 means a laugh because the code for the
          emoticon of a laugh in a Chinese bulletin board was the number 233. These examples clarify the importance of
          cultural context—both traditional and contemporary—in which the mode of communication is embedded.
        

      
    


    
      Conclusions


      
        In this chapter I have asked the following three research questions. (1) How do Millennials interact with each
        other in the virtual spaces of Nico Nico Douga and Bilibili through the practice of barrage subtitling?; (2)
        What are the similarities and differences between the forms of interaction between Nico Nico Douga and
        Bilibili?; and (3) What implications does this case study have on rethinking the concept of publicness?
      


      
        For the first question, I argue that the interactions among Millennials in the virtual spaces of Nico Nico
        Douga and Bilibili, as epitomized in the practice of barrage subtitling, can be considered the sociality of
        connections as presented by the sociologist Akihiro Kitada. In answering the first question, there was a clear
        utility of focusing on the forms of sociation (Simmel), that is, the relational processes of modes of
        interaction, as analytically distinct from content, or what is being communicated. Moreover, the importance of
        content notwithstanding, the interactions among Millennials seems to foreground the importance of forms as the
        purpose of interaction and communication was the continuation and proliferation of communication itself.
      


      
        For the second question, although the modes of communication in Nico Nico Douga and Bilibili can both be
        considered the sociality of connections, I found that differences do exist. For example, the fact that many of
        the contents in Bilibili are ACG from Japan seems to influence the mode of communication among the users of
        Bilibili. In some cases, the users incorporate the sociality of order (ordinary subtitling) to ensure that the
        viewers who are not familiar with Japanese language understand the substantive meanings of what is being
        played. In other cases, the users consummate the sociality of connections by doing soramimi barrage
        subtitling for the entire music video, arguably in order to compensate for the lack of Japanese language
        ability. Suffice it to say that we need to be attentive to the differences between Nico Nico Douga and Bilibili
        users, in addition to similarities, when we examine the common practice of barrage subtitling.
      


      
        The third question requires elaboration. As I discussed earlier in the chapter, because of the particular
        political environment of censorship and control on online activities, existing studies on online communication
        often focus—quite legitimately—on the question of whether the virtual spaces
        constitute an alternative form of political participation or become a tool of authoritarian political control.
        While acknowledging the importance of such a framing, I attempted to shift the focus from the issue of specific
        contents of what is communicated—in particular, whether discussions and interactions touch on political issues
        or not—to focus on the problem of forms of “sociation” (Simmel)—relational structures of human interactions and
        associations.
      


      
        I showed, with some qualifications, that barrage subtitling practices in both Nico Nico Douga and Bilibili are
        based on the sociality of connections, which foregrounds the importance of form over content. An important
        question arises at this point. If the interactions among Millennials are focused more on the fact of connecting
        and not on conveying substantive meanings, how can we make sense of the publicness of the users of Nico Nico
        Douga and Bilibili? Are the virtual public spaces simply an insignificant space of temporary gathering? Is the
        present study bound to fall into the futile dichotomy of publicness as serious political discussions vs. public
        crowd of insignificance, and place the users of Nico Nico Douga and Bilibili in the latter? Quite the contrary,
        I contend that both the empirical cases of barrage subtitling practices in Nico Nico Douga and Bilibili and the
        analytical approach focusing on forms have significant implications in re-imagining the meaning of publicness
        in contemporary Chinese society.
      


      
        Here, another concept of Simmel becomes useful, that is, the concept of “sociability,” which is defined as
        follows:
      


      
        
          While all human associations are entered into because of some ulterior interests, there is in all of them a
          residue of pure sociability or association for its own sake. Sociability is the art or play form of
          association, related to the content and purposes of association in the same way as art is related to reality.
          While sociable interaction centers upon persons, it can occur only if the more serious purposes of the
          individual are kept out, so that it is an interaction not of complete but of symbolic and equal
          personalities. While it is a departure from reality, there is no deceit in it unless one of the persons
          involved tries to exploit it.
        


        
          (Simmel and Hughes, 1949: 254)
        

      


      
        Note the similarity of sociability as defined by Simmel and the sociality of connections as we have observed in
        Nico Nico Douga and Bilibili. In the age of Simmel, sociability may have been more or less limited to
        face-to-face interactions among physically proximate humans. However, with the rise of ICT, at present,
        potential of sociability extends far beyond what was possible in the age before we are digitally connected.
      


      
        Simmel, while fully aware of the possibility of sociability becoming an “empty farce” (Simmel and Hughes, 1949:
        261), seems to see a democratic potential in it. In his own words:
      


      
        
          If it is, further, the ethical task of association to make the coming-together and the separation of its
          elements an exact and just expression of their inner relations, determined by the wholeness of their lives,
          so within sociability this freedom and adequacy are freed of their
          concrete and substantively deeper limitations; the manner in which in a “society” groups from and break up,
          conversations spins itself out, deepens, loosens, cuts itself off purely according to impulse and
          opportunity, that is a miniature picture of the social ideal that man might call freedom of bondage.
        


        
          (Simmel and Hughes, 1949: 260)
        

      


      
        Although I have intentionally and analytically avoided discussing the political content, and hence political
        implications, we are now back to the issue of politics not based on particular political content (e.g., whether
        a message in a communication criticizes government policy), but on the ideal of “freedom of bondage.” Exact
        implications of this “formal” aspect of politics are yet to be explicated in future studies. Thinking about
        politics and democracy focusing on the forms of sociation and communication, however, may be a fruitful avenue
        to explore the issue of politics in cyberspace. For example, especially given the particular historical context
        of censorship and control on the Internet discourses, we tend to start from questions such as: Why do Chinese
        Internet users, despite political danger, express critical opinions on political and social issues? These kinds
        of questions are valuable in their own right. The reason why people collectively interact in virtual public
        spaces, however, should not be limited to purposes of expressing political opinions as content. They may simply
        gather for the sake of sociability, but as I showed above, sociability itself has political dimensions. Or
        perhaps, people may initially gather in public spaces for sociability reasons—just wanting to communicate with
        people—but then, the sociability—for whatever reason—turns into a public that collectively pursues concrete
        (political) interests.
      


      
        Here, let me remind you of the four meanings of the notion of public I introduced at the beginning of this
        chapter. They are “(1) state-related, (2) accessible to everyone, (3) of concern to everyone, and (4)
        pertaining to a common good or shared interest” (Fraser, 1992: 128). For the first meaning, “state-related”
        here does not mean State-endorsed or supported by the government; rather it designates the public’s separation
        from the State and its function in holding State’s decision making accountable through deliberation and public
        opinion formation. As I have discussed elsewhere (Nakajima, 2010, 2013), the public’s relation to the State is
        important if we are to understand the nature of State–society relation in contemporary China. Adequate
        discussion on the issue, however, requires much more comprehensive analysis of institutions and organizations
        of the video sharing sites, as well as closer analysis of contents of the videos, which is beyond the scope of
        this chapter. Hence, in this chapter, I will skip the discussion of the first meaning. I contend, however, the
        practice of barrage subtitling potentially fulfils all of the other three meanings of “public.” The barrage
        subtitling practices are open even to non-members of the sites, albeit with various rules and norms of
        participation; moreover, the participatory and connective nature of barrage subtitling may be more open than
        the practice of user-generated ordinary subtitling, which may require detailed knowledge of the content as well
        as the mastery of a foreign language; hence the practice of barrage subtitling matches the second definition of “accessible to everyone.” If the sociability of the Millennials in
        cyberspace enabled by the barrage subtitling practices has democratic potential, then, given the increasingly
        tight control on cyberspace in contemporary China, they entail “publicness” in the third and fourth senses as
        the “freedom of bondage” should potentially be of “concern to everyone” and “pertaining to a common good or
        shared interest.”
      


      
        To conclude, if we only focus on, and start from, the content of virtual communication and discuss its
        significance of publicness, we may well miss its structure and mechanism as “[i]n any given social phenomenon,
        content and societal form constitute one reality” (Simmel, 1971 [1908]: 25). Put differently, focusing on the
        form, in addition to content, has significant implications on rethinking the concept of publicness in
        contemporary China.
      

    


    
      

      
        1 I am grateful for helpful comments from the editors of
        this volume Vanessa Frangville and Gwennaël Gaffric. Earlier versions of this chapter were presented at the
        workshop on “China’s Youth Cultures and Collective Spaces: Creativity, Sociality, Identity and Resistance,”
        Université libre de Bruxelles, June 7–8, 2018, as well as at the conference on “Publicness Beyond the Public
        Sphere: Alternative Publications and Counter-Publics,” June 21–22, 2018, EHESS/Columbia Global Center in Paris.
        I benefited from the inspiration and stimulation of participants in both.
      


      
        2 English translations of the Japanese term danmaku
        vary depending on the authors. For example, “bullet screen(s)” (Chen, 2018: 2; Dwyer, 2017: 571; Xu, Wang,
        Huang, and Liu, 2017), “bullet curtain” (Chen, 2018: 2; So, 2017: 1), “bullet chatting” (Chen, 2018: 2),
        “barrage commenting” (Dwyer, 2017: 573), and “bullet subtitling” (Dwyer, 2017: 573) have been suggested. In
        this chapter, I use the translation “barrage subtitles/subtitling” for the following reason. As I detail,
        although the term danmaku in video sharing sites has association with the military terminology of
        “barrage” (the same term danmaku, with the same Chinese characters, is used), danmaku also has
        conceptual association with jimaku (字幕) (subtitles). Hence keeping the dual associations with the
        military strategy and ordinary subtitling, “barrage subtitles/subtitling” seems to be a good choice.
      


      
        3 Zhang’s (2007) original formulation includes four
        directionalities of “outwards (transnationalism, globalization), inwards (cultural traditions and aesthetic
        conventions), backwards (history and memory), and sideways (cross-medial practices and interdisciplinary
        research)” (29–30). Although I am attentive to the importance of all the four directionalities, this chapter
        foregrounds the first two directionalities—outwards and inwards.
      


      
        4 i-mode was the world’s first IP connection service for
        cell phones that use NTT Docomo as the carrier. It provided services such as e-mail, web browsing, game, and
        music downloads. In particular, i-mode e-mail became one of the most popular modes of communication among the
        users due to its lower cost as compared to other preexisting SMSs.
      


      
        5 The description of N-level creation and the comparison
        with secondary creation in YouTube in this section rely on the discussion by Satoshi Hamano (2015).
      


      
        6 The concept of “prosumption” (see, e.g., Ritzer, Dean and
        Jurgenson, 2012)—a portmanteau word of “production” and “consumption”—in sociology expresses a similar idea to
        N-level creation, and the phenomena is widespread in contemporary relational art (Nakajima, 2012).
      


      
        7 See the figure in Hamano (2009).
      


      
        8 See, https://ec.crypton.co.jp/pages/prod/vocaloid/cv01_us.
      


      
        9 See, www.nicovideo.jp/watch/sm1097445.
      


      
        10 See, www.nicovideo.jp/watch/sm19100559.
      


      
        11 See, www.nicovideo.jp/watch/sm26688893.
      


      
        12 See, www.nicovideo.jp/watch/sm1948897.
      


      
        13 See, www.nicovideo.jp/watch/sm2425507.
      


      
        14 See, www.nicovideo.jp/watch/sm1948897.
      


      
        15 See, e.g., www.nicovideo.jp/watch/sm31890187.
      


      
        16 For more details on the video, see Chen (2016).
      


      
        17 For an example of a video with barrage subtitling, see,
        www.nicovideo.jp/watch/sm9.
      


      
        18 For an example of AA, see, https://kaomoji-cafe.jp/category/aa/.
      


      
        19 For the video, see, www.nicovideo.jp/watch/sm9. A methodological note is in order at this point. The example
        videos I discuss in this chapter are “illustrative case studies,” that is, “descriptive case studies that
        usually utilize one or two instances of an event to describe a situation,” which “serve to introduce the reader
        to a concept and give readers common language about the topic” (Center for Instructional Technology and
        Training, 2018). In other words, I selected videos that had a relatively large amount of barrage subtitles
        during my qualitative “digital ethnography” (Oxford Internet Institute, 2018), which spans the period of
        September 2017 to the present. More systematic and comprehensive case study research in terms of number, types,
        and time frame needs to await future studies.
      


      
        20 Basic descriptive information of Bilibili in this
        section relies on the document filed with the US Securities and Exchange Commission on March 2018 (see,
        www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/1723690/000104746918001244/a2234546zf-1.htm#).
      


      
        21 For the video, see, www.bilibili.com/video/av2361177/?from=search&seid=358115689086871828.
      


      
        22 “Raw meat” here means original video without official
        subtitles. “Wild subtitler” here means subtitlers who do not belong to a formal group of specialized
        subtitlers, which are called “subtitling group” (字幕组).
      


      
        23 See, the video at www.bilibili.com/video/av1165143/?from=search&seid=5024905249887677763.
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        Ëyitqan söz—atqan oq.
      


      
        A spoken word—a bullet fired.
      


      
        (Uyghur proverb)
      

    


    
      A stubborn car park attendant refuses to let a driver park for free while waiting for his friend. Unwilling to
      pay, the young driver decides to drive back and forth in the parking lot, without stopping, until his friend
      finally shows up and literally jumps in the front seat while the car is still moving. In another vignette, two
      young men are enjoying the view in a park and ask a passerby to take a picture of them on their smartphone. As
      they insist that he should step back to allow the landscape to be in the frame, the passerby runs away with the
      phone. In a different vignette again, a young woman called the Little Match Girl sadly wanders, as she was unable
      to sell any box of matches to … drivers waiting at a gas station.
    


    
      Welcome to the world of Anar Pishti (Ch.: shiliu shule 石榴熟了), an online sketch comedy series,
      produced and performed by a team of young Uyghurs and Kazakhs based in Ürümchi, the capital of Xinjiang. Freely
      accessible on most Chinese video online platforms, as well as on Uyghur-language websites, Anar Pishti has
      become a major Uyghur-language cultural production, gathering hundreds of thousands of fans across China since
      its launch in February 2016 through a Weibo account of the same name. Developed by an Ürümchi-based private
      studio, Anar Pishti is deeply inspired by other recent web-based comedy series in China such as
      Unexpected Surprise (Wanwan mei xiang dao 万万没想到) or Diors man (Diaosi nanshi 屌丝男士),
      combining humorous content, sarcasm, parodies, skits, and spoofs to provide a refreshing and original perspective
      on today’s Uyghur society.1 Each 15-minute-long episode, shot in
      Uyghur language with Chinese subtitles (as required by Chinese regulations), and made up of five to ten
      vignettes, includes various antagonistic or confrontational everyday life situations that quickly turn comical or
      absurd. The main characters, Memet “The Knife” (Uyg.: Pichaq, Ch. 刀刀/叨叨) and “White Head” (Uyg.: Aq
      Bash, Ch.: 白毛毛), two young men in their twenties, are repeatedly embroiled in the unexpected and the
      unconventional.2 The two actors—namely Memet Tursun and Hezreteli
      Yasin, also co-workers—are said to be the main proponents of the project, having spent hours after work to produce their own videos until their manager suggested they should make these public
      to serve as promotional tools for their company.3 Although the
      series originally targeted young Uyghur-speaking viewers in Xinjiang, from the first few episodes Anar
      Pishti made audiences across China and beyond roar with laughter.
    


    
      While Anar Pishti is an extremely rich and inspiring production that tackles critical issues in today’s
      Uyghur society (such as gender ambiguity, class relations, cultural identity formation, and the complex interplay
      between the global, the national, and the local), this chapter is devoted to the representations of urban
      sociabilities in outdoor shared places. As “space is not merely the setting of stories but actually generates the
      narrative” (Konstantarakos, 2000: 1), drawing attention to the concrete physical spaces in which stories take
      place is crucial to examine how Uyghur young cultural producers perceive the world they inhabit. In Anar
      Pishti’s first four seasons, a significant number of vignettes are set against a highly urbanized and
      modernized background. Streets, parking areas, residential compounds, markets, and parks are ideal places for
      random encounters and major platforms for social interactions.4
      Indeed, imagined scenes in outdoor spaces produce jokes that mainly deal with interpersonal relations,
      performance of power, and power relations. I therefore argue that vignettes shot in these shared spaces serve as
      metaphors for society as a whole: they provide insight into young Uyghurs’ perception of their daily environment
      and the social space they evolve in, but also create topos for understanding altering urban modes of
      self-representations and sociability.
    


    
      This study considers cyberspace not as a mere “vehicle for assertion of ethnic identity” (Zhang, 2002: 176) but
      as a major tool for communication and cultural expression. Moving beyond discourse on ethnic identity and
      following Light’s proposal to “avoid over-emphasizing ethnic commitments” (2007: 50), I examine the complex
      negotiations that take place in the popular Uyghur web series Anar Pisthi to reflect upon collective
      culture and social interaction, and commitments among young Uyghurs in Xinjiang today. Through close analyses of
      selected vignettes from seasons one to four, released through 2016 and 2017, the objective is to understand what
      incongruous and humorous scenes shot in urban spaces can tell about the Uyghur experience in a city like Ürümchi.
      To this end, I first relocate Anar Pishti in the context of the Uyghur production of “hidden transcripts”
      through humor, and highlight its role in the creation of new forms of communication among young Uyghurs in these
      particular times. In the second section, I focus on space as the product of social interaction (Lefebvre, 1974),
      asking the questions: how do social interactions reconfigure these collective spaces in Anar Pishti?
      Conversely, how are patterns of interaction reshaped by these spaces? How are spaces negotiated and appropriated
      by Anar Pihsti’s producers to define a community and sense of belonging? More specifically, I examine
      three types of encounters in the streets of Ürümchi: Uyghurs and Han, within the Uyghur community, and Uyghurs
      and authorities. The last section emphasizes the creation of a sense of collectiveness and sharing through the
      display of familiar spaces, while pointing to the effect of divisiveness equally implied, and the unavoidable
      political aspect of such process.
    


    
      Resilience: Uyghur dark humor in times of crisis


      
        In July 2009, the streets in Ürümchi were shaken by the explosion of tear gas grenades as police tried to
        disperse the crowd that was comprised of two rival communities, the Han and the Uyghurs, who were calling for
        each other’s blood. More than 150 citizens died, hundreds were injured and thousands were arrested. This
        extremely violent experience caused lasting traumatic damage and destroyed, on both sides, inhabitants’ ability
        to feel secure in the city. Since then, the Chinese State has reinforced the securitization of the Xinjiang
        question and framed the ethnic conflict as a security issue, transforming social unrests into acts of terrorism
        to justify the reinforcement of “strike-hard” (yanli daji 严厉打击) policies (Clarke, 2017; Tredaniel and
        Lee, 2018). The increasingly repressive policies, since the launch of a State-led “war on terrorism” in
        Xinjiang in 2014, have intensified discontent in the region and fostered Uyghur militancy, thus creating a
        “self-fulfilling prophecy” (Roberts, 2018). Between 2016 and 2017, domestic security spending in Xinjiang
        increased by more than 90 percent (Zenz, 2018a): armored cars and tanks can be seen everywhere in the city,
        policemen are posted at every corner, and thousands of cameras allow continual surveillance. The Chinese State
        also invested heavily in developing advanced surveillance technologies, using Xinjiang as a laboratory to
        experiment with them. These intense security measures have had a great impact on Uyghurs’ everyday life and
        resulted in the mass detention of hundreds of thousands of Uyghurs indiscriminately suspected of separatism or
        religious extremism (Clarke, 2018; Thum, 2018; Zenz, 2018b).
      


      
        According to reports from the field, living in cities like Ürümchi means being checked every day, multiple
        times a day, at checkpoints in various public spaces, systematically or arbitrarily, and existing under the
        constant threat of being sent to internment camps, thus “keeping Uyghurs in a state of fear” (Smith-Finley,
        2018). The monitoring apparatus reportedly falls hardest on Uyghurs, as the administration has placed new
        restriction on travel for Uyghurs through the creation of the “People’s convenience card” or bianminka
        便民卡 (Uy.: yeshil kart), a passbook system implemented in 2014, replaced in 2016 by a new biometric ID
        system that tracks Uyghurs’ every movement and communication (Kuo, 2017). Discriminatory arrests and invasions
        of privacy through scanning or even mobile phone screening are routinely carried out in the streets.
        Interpersonal communication is also tightly controlled: Uyghurs are regularly asked to report on their
        relatives’ or neighbors’ activities; private conversations through online applications such as WeChat and Skype
        can be monitored, and people arrested within hours or minutes for discussing “suspicious” issues over the
        phone. Furthermore, censorship of Xinjiang-based websites remains extremely strict since China’s shutdown of
        the Internet in the region for several months between 2009 and 2010 (Clothey, Koku, Erkin, and Emat, 2016;
        Harris and Isa, 2011). More than anywhere else in China, the use of a VPN from Xinjiang is immediately
        associated to terrorist activities; several webmasters and netizens have been arrested, jailed, and sometimes
        given life sentences, while websites are often blocked. In sum, the Uyghurs are increasingly navigating in
        physical and virtual spaces where collective social efforts and face-to-face
        interaction occur under tight control.
      


      
        In this atmosphere of fear and mistrust, young Uyghurs are facing numerous challenges to express their
        discontent publicly. Rather than overt opposition or resistance, less perilous covert forms of resistance have
        long been common strategies used among Uyghurs (Bovingdon, 2002; Grose, 2015; Smith-Finley, 2013). Drawing from
        the work of James Scott (1987) on peasant resistance in Malaysia, Light (2007) reflects on Uyghur discursive
        resistance as “propelled by the demands of meaningful communication, openness, honesty and self-respect” (p.
        51). Light emphasizes that, to avoid lying or misleading others in public, most Uyghurs present their feelings
        and frustrations “through joking and other non-systematic disruptions of dominant systematic ideological
        discourses” (ibid.). Joking can indeed ease tensions when dealing with unsure or uncomfortable topics. Laughter
        does not only relieve pent-up nervous energy during communication in disconcerting or controversial situations,
        it can also impinge upon power relations within society. In his work on identity and masculinity, Dautcher
        (2009) describes at length how Uyghur jokes often allude to themes and characters that inflame popular
        resentment. Rudelson (1997) also reports that passive resistance against Chinese government control is “often
        taking the form of verbal attacks, such as jokes and curses” (p. 75). Moreover, joking gives opportunity for
        Uyghurs to present new perspectives and viewpoints, and to fantasize about an alternative world (Bovingdon,
        2002), although mostly in the private realm.
      


      
        Anar Pishti took a further step and opened new avenues when first launched publicly on the Chinese
        cyberspace in early 2016. In many ways, Anar Pishti’s sketches are in line with what Light (2007)
        identifies as a less formal:
      


      
        
          Mode of interaction that emerges when someone sees a moment to give a funny twist or commentary on an ongoing
          social event. Because these are not formal texts that are repeated, they are less systematic ideological
          critiques, and more opportunistic resistance to many kinds of social organization.
        


        
          (p. 52)
        

      


      
        Distinct from formal performances, where the audience is prepared by a comedian to listen to a chaqchaq
        (joke), joking is more interactive and spontaneous, original and unique. Although Anar Pishti’s follows
        basic scripts, each episode incorporates a considerable degree of improvisation, and abounds in all types of
        opportunistic joking on topical issues.
      


      
        Furthermore, Anar Pishti astutely appropriates popular forms of vernacular creativity in China. Their
        influences include Hong Kong gangster movies, martial art movies, and Chinese classical literature, as well as
        Hollywood superheroes and Arabic folk tales, all the subjects of parodies and jokes. As pointed out earlier,
        the series also draws from online parodies or egao 恶搞 (literally, “evil doing”), a widely popular
        phenomenon in China since the late 2000s. These satiric short vignettes ending with unexpected and hilarious
        twists and shared online, are usually considered as playfully subverting
        dominant discourses to “provide a vehicle for both comic criticism and emotional catharsis” (Gong and Yang,
        2010, 4). Egao’s disruptive power contributes to the production of a “carnivalesque” space where power
        relations are temporarily suspended allowing for critiques (Li, 2011). Emerging from egao and
        international popular television programs such as the German sketch comedy Knallerfrauen, satiric and
        ludicrous Chinese web series have attracted a large fan base and the attention of scholars (Cao, 2017; Yang,
        Tang, and Wang, 2014). Although they rapidly developed from amateurism to professionalism (Zhao, 2016), web
        series largely remain a popular space to tackle social issues in humorous combinations of texts and images that
        rely on shared experiences between the viewers and the producers. In this context, Anar Pishti can be
        said to successfully “appropriate the words of others and populate them with one’s own intention” (Bakhtin,
        1975: 428) in a dialogic process.
      


      
        Finally, Anar Pishti’s triviality and lightheartedness in the midst of an unprecedented crackdown on
        Uyghur culture and civil society can seem nihilistic; however, I contend that the popular web series plays (or
        played, as we will see in the conclusion) a major role in developing new means of social interaction and
        communication to creatively express and share concerns, fears, and aspirations. I therefore postulate that the
        series served as a (temporary) space of expression in a highly controlled environment through the use of humor
        and satire. Comedic performances are indeed remarkable windows into a society, allowing for an understanding,
        at a micro-sociological level, of how people view the others and their own culture. “Each joke is a tiny
        revolution,” as George Orwell stated more than seven decades ago (1945: 284); but more importantly, every joke
        is an act of communication that deserves consideration.
      

    


    
      Resistance: mocking fear, suspicion, and surveillance in Ürümchi’s streets


      
        I should start my analysis by emphasizing the typical absence of Han-Uyghur encounters in open spaces. In
        general, Anar Pishti mainly features Uyghur and Kazakh casts. Han characters make very few appearances,
        if any, in the first four seasons. The only identifiable Han characters (speaking Mandarin) appear from the end
        of season four. In a city where ethnic Han comprise 75 percent of Ürümchi’s population, the absence of
        Han-Uyghur relations in Anar Pishti is striking, but easily explained by the low degree of integration
        between Uyghurs and Han (Yee, 2005) and the intensified residential segregation of Ürümchi since 2009 (Leibold
        and Deng, 2016). Han and Uyghur relations are characterized by mistrust and mutual discrimination that “make
        intergroup communication and understanding difficult and therefore very limited” (Han, 2010). This is
        particularly true among young, educated Han and Uyghurs, who deepen the rift between them through a complex
        system of linguistic, residential, and occupational “movable barriers” (Caprioni, 2012).
      


      
        In these few encounters, Uyghur characters specifically speak Uyghur with Han characters who, in turn, answer
        in Mandarin. This situation of bilingualism and mutual understanding beyond
        languages reverses the actual Uyghur experience in a diglossic city where Mandarin is predominant in daily
        interactions (Cabras, 2017; Yee, 2005), a situation that often results in an ethnic division of labor and
        discrimination toward Uyghurs (Hopper and Weber, 2009). Young urban Uyghurs typically express this linguistic
        competition with jokes (Smith, 2002). In a series of vignettes, a group of old classmates, including several
        Uyghurs, a Kazakh, a Mongolian, and a Han, meet for dinner. The Han suggests a drinking game: everybody around
        the table should say their names. The one who cannot remember the names loses and drinks. While everybody gives
        his or her given name as Uyghurs commonly do, the young Uyghur man on his left gives his full name in Chinese
        phonetic transcription, which results in an excessively long, unpronounceable name.5 Indeed, Uyghur names tend to be longer than Chinese names and are usually transliterated
        with phonetic characters that are difficult to remember together and quite remote from the original
        pronunciation. This scene shines a humorous light on the alteration of Uyghur names that has become a key issue
        in Uyghur society (Sulayman, 2007), especially since the State has intensified campaigns to control and
        standardize Uyghur names since 2016. As the game shifts to naming hometowns, it gets even worse when the Kazakh
        gives the full administrative name of his birthplace including region, district, county, and so on, as all
        Xinjiang citizens are required to detail when dealing with the administration.
      


      
        In sum, the few scenes of Han and Uyghur encounters systematically take place in confined rooms at work, at
        school, or in a private room in a restaurant, along with other non-Uyghur characters living in Xinjiang. These
        encounters in formal spaces are both inevitable and distant. They clearly lack the spontaneity of other street
        scenes featuring Uyghur and sometimes Kazakh characters who interact in Uyghur.
      


      
        Han characters might be significantly absent from the first seasons, but Chinese domination is evoked from the
        very first episode of the series: Memet and White Head are taking a stroll in a street when they run into a
        group of unfriendly men. Memet asks skinny White Head to show the five muscular men his “coolness” or
        yangzä, a Uyghur word borrowed from the Chinese yangzi 样子 (appearance). In the next scene, the
        men are sitting on the sidewalk and obediently listening to White Head who pedantically teaches them how to
        pronounce and write the Chinese characters “yangzi.” White Head’s good command of Mandarin gives him
        superiority over his opponents in spite of their physical strength and numbers. This gag reflects the lived
        experience of many Uyghurs, as the process of linguistic assimilation has accelerated over the past decade
        (Dwyer, 2005; Smith-Finley and Zang, 2015), reinforced by the recent ban of Uyghur-language schools. It also
        points to a still-persisting view in Chinese society that Uyghur is a “barbaric language” (Beller-Hann, 2008).
        This imbalance is reversed in Anar Pishti for the Mandarin viewer who relies on subtitles and might find
        it difficult to fully understand puns and in-group jokes.
      


      
        Another vignette emphasizes Han and Uyghur differences, and the import of practices that are perceived as
        foreign to Uyghurs. It features a young Uyghur man ostensibly writhing in pain in the middle of the road,
        asking the driver who supposedly hit him to pay for his injury: a well-known
        scam in China’s main cities. The driver, who in fact drives a horse cart, is not fooled and makes this
        remarkable comment: “Since when do we have such professions in Xinjiang? You must have imported it!” He then
        advises the young man “who is new in the job” to at least fake the accident in front of the car rather than on
        the side of the road. Other similar scenes on what local practices are as opposed to “imported” practices
        reveal this perceived (and irreconcilable) gap between Uyghur and Han experiences.
      


      
        In-group encounters in outdoor spaces, on the other hand, are very common, but not devoid of pressure, fear,
        and suspicion. Numerous scenes feature passersby assaulted for money, harassed, or even kidnapped by street
        gangs in alleys or parking lots, with humorous twist endings that immediately expel tensions. Through many
        episodes, distress and anxiety are addressed with laughter, not to dismiss them but to strengthen the viewer’s
        ability to confront them.
      


      
        In a vignette from the first season, three wicked-looking men on a bridge, who were seemingly waiting for him,
        stop Memet on his way back home late at night. They ask him whether he is aware of recent crimes perpetrated in
        the city and seem to accuse him. While they keep threatening and hitting him with rolled-up newspapers, Memet
        fearfully answers that he is not aware of any crime. The three young men, who turn out to be street vendors,
        immediately hasten him to read the State-owned Legal Daily (fazhi ribao 法制日报)6 and learn about aggressions, murders, and other evidence that
        delinquencies are on the rise. They eventually manage to sell their last copies to Memet and leave. The
        2-minute sketch leads to question whether the threat was real or imagined (as we, viewers, also misperceived
        the men’s intention), and the role of the media and the State in harboring fear.
      


      
        In another vignette from the same season, a woman is walking down a narrow lane in a compound and is brutally
        assaulted by a man with a stocking mask and a knife. The victim reminds him about the legal sanctions he could
        face. In the next scene, she is seen reading a legal code to the young assailant who is docilely taking notes.
        This vignette can reflect an ideal scenario for a place where law and order prevail. It can also highlight the
        impracticality of the law in a society ruled by fear and distrust, and the need for dialogue to solve tensions.
      


      
        In these scenes, humor serves to challenge and resist existing anxieties, by playing down the chaotic violence
        embodied in streets and outdoor spaces, and by looking at potential threatening situations in a different
        light. Laughter also opens a space to creatively rethink social interaction (Speier, 1998). In many of the
        scenes of street violence in Anar Pishti, complicity between victims and abusers somehow develops. In
        one hilarious vignette, Memet and White Head take a young man hostage in a vacant lot and naively ask him to
        bring their ransom demand to his father, only to realize that the young hostage took this opportunity to run
        away. They are stuck with surprise when the hostage eventually comes back after having delivered their message.
        The hostage is quite proud to have achieved his mission, and the two kidnappers become very friendly, thanking
        him for his good work and kindly inviting him to relax and sit. In a similar
        scene, a kidnapped woman is waiting for her husband to free her (he was in fact busy playing games on his phone
        and had forgotten about the ransom) and eventually starts cheerfully playing cards with the thugs. Comic
        portrayals of clumsy gangsters or dumb mobsters, as well as the possibility for victims to exert agency in
        dangerous situations, establish a world of values that challenges daily experiences of apprehension and
        aggressiveness.
      


      
        Nevertheless, in this context of fear and uncertainty, social bonds remain threatened. Another relevant scene,
        lacking a clear Han presence, recounts a young man’s suffering that ends in his death. A native of Ürümchi, he
        is repeatedly teased by other city-dwellers who call him “ugly.” In an ultimate act of despair, he tries to
        fight with a gang who stalk him in the streets, only to be severely beaten back. The only “funny” twist is when
        he enjoys not hearing others call him “ugly” as his hearing was damaged during the fight. The sketch could have
        ended on this humorous note, but the young man eventually throws himself from a rooftop. This dramatic ending
        stands out in the series and points to the lack of cohesion within the population of Ürümchi itself, that can
        only lead to exclusion and desolation. Memet’s physical appearance (the word “ugly” is repeated several times)
        is used to separate and isolate him from others: his difference is mocked and rejected by fellow Ürümchi
        citizens. As bird’s-eye views of Ürümchi give the city a strong visual presence in the narrative (which is
        unusual in Anar Pishti where the city is only visible at a micro-level), this vignette can be read as a
        reminder of the discriminations faced by many Uyghurs, physically distinct from the Han (Zang, 2011).
      


      
        Similarly, under such circumstances, suspicion may arise. Anar Pishti offers insights on the impact of
        this situation on people’s everyday life and perceptions of injustice. A significant number of scenes attempt
        to ridicule the State surveillance that overwhelms Uyghur daily life. For instance, in one vignette from season
        two, White Head struggles to buy cabbage in a street market. Sellers ask him with suspicion to record his
        details in a notebook, and seem highly disturbed by White Head’s request to buy three cabbages to take away, as
        he intends to cook sliced meat with vegetable at home. The manager explains that he cannot sell him cabbages
        without proof that he has bought the meat, which White Head was precisely not able to do without a receipt
        showing that he had bought cabbage first … In a region where a special permit is required to buy kitchen knives
        tracked with QR codes (Millward, 2018), such comical scenes highlight the complexities in leading an ordinary
        life. While incongruous procedures are not uncommon in every bureaucratic system, people in Xinjiang routinely
        face such absurd situations that exacerbate tensions and feeling of powerlessness. White Head’s struggle to buy
        groceries in a street market may also reveal the crisis’ deep impact on Uyghur society and disruptive effect on
        the local economy that largely revolves around agriculture and trade.
      


      
        This example leads us to consider the complex relationship between Anar Pishti’s protagonists and the
        meaningful (and recurring) character of the policeman. Day and night, he roams the city; Memet and White Head
        thus repeatedly cross his path. There are stopped while walking, driving, parking, or shopping, and
        systematically asked for identity documentation, even when dressed as
        rescuers. In a parody of American superhero movies, Superman (Memet) and Spiderman (White Head) set off to
        rescue a woman but are stopped on the street by a policeman. They are asked to show their ID and bianmin
        cards, which they cannot provide. Becoming outlaws themselves, they are unable to achieve their mission and
        uphold justice. Instead, they recite in Mandarin the 12 “socialist core values” (shehuizhuyi hexin
        jiazhiguan 社会主义核心价值观)7 defined during the 18th National
        Congress in 2012. The 24 characters are visible in every collective space in Xinjiang from street billboards to
        restaurant menus, schools and administration buildings, and can be recited by any schoolchild on demand. As
        neither the Han nor the Uyghur population in the region fully subscribe to this official rhetoric (Caprioni,
        2012), such “harmonious language” is a popular object of derision. This scene reminds us that public spaces in
        Ürümchi, like other cities across China, are covered in political slogans and propaganda posters, another form
        of the visible presence of the State in people’s daily life.
      


      
        Such permanent surveillance impacts all citizens, albeit to varying degrees. In the second season, in an
        unusual 22-minute-long episode, the series revisits the arrival in the region of Xuanzang and his travel
        companions from the famous novel Journey to the West. Xinjiang is described as a place where “people
        have a great sense of humor.” Their journey is filled with obstacles as, within a short period of time, the
        group is checked several times with great suspicion. They cross paths with several demons (yaoguai 妖怪)
        in the form of an impassive policeman who asks for their ID, the Little Match Girl, a custom officer who scans
        them, Snow-White’s evil queen, and Spiderman, until they finally reach a cybercafé where they can play popular
        online games involving Journey to the West characters. They promise the policeman to make an ID card to
        pass control but their luggage remains an object of suspicion throughout several vignettes, until we realize
        they were actually carrying a Chinese mahjong game.
      


      
        The monk is indeed a fervent mahjong player; a game often played on sidewalks or streets and closely associated
        with gambling which has been “sanitized” by the State to become a healthy “symbol of China’s distinctive
        cultural legacy” (Festa, 2006: 9). Xuanzang is also obsessed with beautiful women and an online game in which
        he can dress and undress female characters. These elements blur the border between good and evil, innocence and
        guilt. More importantly, the monk cannot conceal his shock and is outraged by all the controls he has to go
        through as he is traveling in time, going forward 500 years and unaware of what modern Xinjiang is like. He is
        particularly horrified by the body scanning, which he considers “disrespectful” and “insulting,” and remains
        doubtful when Wukong explains that the customs officer is here to ensure the security of all ethnic groups
        (minzu 民族) and deserves respect as the officer is “just like (them), working hard in spite of the cold.”
        Through the words and reactions of a Chinese popular mythological figure, Anar Pishti reveals the mixed
        feelings of many Uyghurs who must resign themselves to be randomly checked at every step.
      


      
        Overall, shelters that allow escape from surveillance are limited in the city. Anar Pishti characters
        astutely negotiate their presence in collective spaces with humor, laughing
        off these obstacles and appropriating new spaces such as rooftops or vacant lands. Cul-de-sacs, narrow alleys,
        bridges, roofs, and wastelands serve to express both anxiety and a claim for socially autonomous spaces.
        Indeed, rooftop and wasteland scenes are cinematic symbolic spaces free of rules, above or on the margins of
        the mundane world (Zhou, 2008). Merely backdrops but characters in their own right, these spaces can represent
        an opposition to mainstream society or an escape from (post) metropolitan anxiety (Chow and de Kloet, 2013). In
        Anar Pishti, wastelands and rooftops are free of surveillance and authority, thus becoming liminal
        spaces where transformation (in superheroes, for instance) can happen. As transitional spaces, they can spark
        creativity and provide unique perspectives on social issues, especially in a society where “third places” of
        socialization outside work or home are increasingly limited due to constant surveillance.
      

    


    
      Beyond entertainment: reinventing sociability through participation


      
        Youth cultural productions generally provide the opportunity for an investigation of collective values. Anar
        Pishti indeed is both produced in and depicts present-day society, and consequently abolishes any temporal
        distance between audiences and the main characters, thus facilitating a process of identification.
        Instantaneousness fundamentally expresses itself through the concomitance of diegetic time and the time of
        reception. What is specific to Anar Pishti is the additional spatial correlation between fictive spaces
        and experienced spaces, as most scenes are shot in streets and compounds familiar to Ürümchi residents. This
        familiarity with selected spaces plays an important role in emphasizing a sense of collectiveness and sharing.
      


      
        Similarly, laughter becomes a powerful tool to occupy collective spaces, whether physical or virtual; and to
        tie viewers and producers together, as humor can overcome social, geographical, and cultural distance. Streets
        and compounds are sites of competition and antagonism precisely because they are ordinary sites of encounters.
        Laughter helps to reduce tensions in these spaces, to create new perspectives on their cause and impact, and to
        creatively rethink social interactions. Outdoor spaces in Anar Pishti are ordinary, unmarked, or
        non-specific spaces (sidewalks, parking areas, streets, compounds …) that any city-dweller can experience every
        day. Therefore, laughter does not only make violent and discriminatory situations more bearable, it also helps
        to forge ties between viewers through identification. Humor indeed serves to build group cohesiveness, as
        “feelings may safely be communicated using humor that normally might be blocked by lack of a socially
        acceptable outlet” (Meyer, 2000). In effect, collective laugher can move communication from a rigid “tragic
        frame” to a “comic frame” (Burke, 1984) and enhance individuals’ ability to cope with contradictions and
        overcome feelings of oppression and powerlessness (Meyer, 2000). Informed viewers with similar experiences in
        these collective spaces will immediately see a social commentary in each vignette. Anar Pishti thus
        offers a sensitive response to challenges and adversities.
      


      
        The makers of Anar Pishti maintained this sense of collectivity by
        inviting viewers to produce their own short videos that were used as openings for several episodes until season
        four. These short amateur videos showcased individuals but also groups such as classes, local administrative
        office staff, and families singing in unison the only sentence of the series’ theme song: “Anaaaaar
        Pishtiiiiiiiii-iiii-iiii” followed by the sound of a kiss. Such a participative creation process allowed for a
        form of dialogue between the producers and the viewers, thus highlighting the role of the series as a
        collective space per se. Each vignette of Anar Pishti indeed functions as what Paola Voci calls
        “smaller-screen realities,” produced privately to tell individual stories, but to be
        collectively shared and therefore to become public (Voci, 2010). In addition, they are also part
        of a participatory culture, shared and commented on by active viewers. It is worth noting, however, that very
        few of these videos were shot outside, but rather at home, in restaurants, working places or classrooms, which
        signifies the limited access to outdoor spaces for groups in Xinjiang today.
      


      
        Yet, joking can also have divisive effects between and among communicating parties (Meyer, 2000: 325). Anar
        Pishti contains elements of divisiveness because audiences need to actively decode every joke. Jokes indeed
        rely on “a shared familiarity with the hypotext and a shared attitude toward the hypertext” (Gong and Yang,
        2010: 9). Particular jokes or stories can make sense to group members who understand their comic and satiric
        aspect, but they can also remain puzzling or incomplete to outsiders. Anar Pishti episodes allow
        different interpretations and understandings: some viewers can simply laugh because of the characters’
        silliness or the scene’s absurdity; others can laugh because they share similar experiences and are allowed to
        play with experiences which would normally be perceived as frustrating and appalling. Consequently, Anar
        Pishti also maintains a strong sense of “in-group-ness” and a feeling of unity among Xinjiang inhabitants
        and particularly young Uyghurs. This strengthened sense of unity allows for a more emphatic expression of
        Uyghur youth’s perception of their shared experience.
      


      
        Consequently, Anar Pishti also produces new meanings in the specific context of the Uyghur community.
        For instance, parodies of Journey to the West have different implications for Uyghurs. Indeed, the Ming
        Dynasty novel is the subject of several adaptations and reinventions as means of cultural resistance to and
        critique of the established political order in China today (Tao, 2007). The fictional work itself, imbued with
        carnival patterns and characters, carries parodic overtones (Zhou, 1994). At the same time, the mythological
        account is used in educational textbooks to describe different regions as historical parts of China (Rippa,
        2014). Consequently, some of the novel’s legendary sites located in the Uyghur native land, such as the Flaming
        Mountains in the Turpan basin, are sites of contestation and appropriation in contemporary times (Toops, 1999).
        In such a context, Journey to the West as well as other parodies in Anar Pishti are best read as
        dialogic utterances that display adoptions, modifications, and subjective critiques of a situation.
      


      
        The series’ title is probably the best illustration of this dialogic process. Anar Pishti means “the
        pomegranate (anar) is ripe (pishti),” a direct reference to the frequently cited official motto: “All ethnic groups should unite together like pomegranate seeds”
        (minzu xiang shiliuzi yiyang jinjin bao zai yiqi 民族像石榴籽一样紧紧抱在一起). This slogan has been visible in all
        public spaces in Xinjiang since 2015, inspired by one of the Uyghur region’s specialties along with watermelon
        or hami melon. The series creators explained on several occasions that, in their opinion, “ethnic
        fusion” (minzu ronghe 民族融合) has been achieved and therefore the pomegranate is ripe. However, it is
        clear that pomegranate seeds do not assemble tightly, but rather, they separate when the fruit is ripe. Anar
        Pishti was thus opened to interpretation and controversy, so much so that the series title changed into a
        safer Anar Rohi or “Pomegranate spirit” (shiliu jingshen 石榴精神) from season four onward. The term
        jingshen, however, still powerfully evokes other Chinese political propagandist set expressions like
        “socialist spirit” (shehui zhuyi jingshen 社会主义精神), “Chinese spirit” (Zhongguo jingshen 中国精神), or
        “national spirit” (minzu jingshen 民族精神) in a parodic tone. In that sense, entertainment and politics
        typically fuse in Anar Pishti, as in the context of the authoritarian Chinese State, “political
        engagement goes beyond information acquisition and rational deliberation” (Meng, 2011: 35) and “encoding and
        decoding of such parodies are an important kind of political participatory practice” (Szablewicz, 2014: 262).
      

    


    
      Conclusion


      
        While most studies focus on the Sinophone cyberspace, defined as a site of creation and popular cultural
        expression in Chinese (Sullivan and Chen, 2015), few tackle the use of the Internet among young Uyghurs to
        express their perception of and relation to the world. As the Internet is “a channel for understanding the
        functioning of power and struggle in given society” in multiethnic China (Lo, 2016), it is essential to examine
        how Uyghur youth appropriate this media to carve out new spaces of expression and creation. Despite heavy
        censorship and limited access, young Uyghurs actively produce alternative discourses and discuss issues that
        are important to them in cyberspace, creating covert forms of everyday resistance on blogs and forums (Clothey,
        Koku, Erkin, and Emat, 2016; Clothey and Koku, 2017). Poems, folk song lyrics, sarcastic comments, and visual
        materials construct a new kind of online “poetry of resistance” (Smith-Finley, 2013) through ambiguous or
        ironic metaphors. This online culture thus tends to promote intra-ethnic interaction through the use of Uyghur
        language and texts (Light, 2015).
      


      
        In the current state of high-tech totalitarian repression in the region, enhanced since 2017, Anar
        Pishti could not escape from political surveillance. Although no clear proof is available (as contacts
        between Xinjiang’s Uyghur residents and foreign-based scholars are now cut-off), it becomes obvious from the
        end of season four, and more strikingly in season five, that political pressures have been exerted on the
        producers to alter the content of their gags. The fourth season marks a shift in the series not only because of
        the above-mentioned title change and the introduction of Han characters, but also because some episodes are
        simply devoid of humor and take on a more serious tone to deal with social issues such as drugs or gambling. For nearly a year, between the spring of 2017 and 2018, the team
        didn’t produce much, except for a few video clips. As the series started again in May 2018 with season five,
        recurring Han characters speaking in Mandarin were created. The Uyghur language became increasingly marginal,
        limited to a few vignettes and interjections. Several scenes even involved the Uyghur cast interacting in
        Mandarin only. Han-Uyghur couples started to appear and humorous scenes of stressful or violent situations have
        virtually disappeared. Nevertheless, Anar Pisthi remains a momentous space for creativity and
        resilience; and a rare opportunity for the outside viewer to delve in to the Uyghur youth experience today.
      


      
        In this chapter, I focused on Anar Pishti’s narrative of space: streets and residential areas are spaces
        shared by a number of actors that interact either cooperatively or competitively. I showed that a majority of
        Anar Pishti’s vignettes are shot in collective spaces and display very competitive interactions. As an
        increasing number of streets in Ürümchi today are under video surveillance and sometimes blocked by checkpoints
        or roadblocks, Anar Pishti characters are constantly negotiating their occupation of and circulation in
        the streets, while laughing off their security fears and frustration. The representations of social
        interactions in collective spaces like markets, streets, and roads, subjugated to multiple controls, stand as
        allegories for limited individual agency in everyday practices. Several outdoor vignettes of Anar Pishti
        expose the constant pressure under which people interact, and the feeling of despair it can engender. In a very
        short vignette, a morose Memet is tying a rope to a tree in a residential street, not to hang himself as the
        viewer might assume, but to set up a swing and enjoy himself.
      


      
        Yet, streets, alleys, parking lots, and residential compounds also function as liminal or symbolic spaces of
        separation and differentiation. As such, they are sites of contestation and transitional spaces for possible
        renewal. Street scenes allow for an immediate experience of urban space. In these contested spaces of
        circulation and interaction, humor serves to alternately unite and delineate ethnic boundaries. Hence, I
        emphasized how collective laughter contributes to enhance a feeling for solidarity and sociability in a time of
        crisis, and at the same time develops a distinction from the Han others. Considering there are “many ways of
        being political,” I highlighted the necessity to go beyond outright State–society confrontation to understand
        how the Uyghur youth is able to appropriate virtual or physical spaces seized by the State. Anar Pishti,
        thus, is not dissidence, but “disturbances in the dominant ideology” (Voci, 2010). Borrowing Kundera’s concept,
        Voci argues that:
      


      
        
          Even though smaller-screen realities do not have the weight of either dominant or counter-culture, they
          produce an unbearably light—that is profoundly meaningful—vision of the world.
        


        
          (Voci, 2010: 13)
        

      


      
        The Uyghur series is not only light in terms of production costs, profits gains, or intellectual and artistic
        ambitions; there are also spaces for subjective expressions prompted by
        fragmented, short, and volatile contents that bear “meaning in defining an alternative way of seeing and
        understanding the world” (Voci, 2010: 13). Consequently, Anar Pisthi’s sketches can reveal more than
        meets the eye and deserve a close reading to explore a series of topics that matter Uyghur urban youth.
      

    


    
      

      
        1 The episode of the stolen phone described above is in
        fact the exact replica of an episode from Diors man, albeit using Uyghur characters speaking in Uyghur.
      


      
        2 Memet’s nickname, “the Knife,” is meant to sounds like a
        mobster’s name to inspire fear. Thanks to my Uyghur friends for clarifying Uyghur names and expressions to me.
      


      
        3 The company, “Xinjiang Silkroad Hotshop Network
        Technology” or 新疆丝路热淘网络科技有限公司 Xinjiang silu retao wangluo keji youxian gongsi, also produces
        online-shopping programs in Kazakh and Uyghur languages. Some vignettes even explicitly promote products sold
        on their platforms.
      


      
        4 Other public spaces also include cafés, restaurants, and
        shopping malls; while working and learning spaces, as well as private homes, become increasingly significant by
        the end of season four.
      


      
        5 Uyghurs normally only use given names, although it is
        usual on administrative form to use a given name and father’s given name as a surname.
      


      
        6 The Legal Daily, a State-owned newspaper, presents
        itself as the “most authoritative and influential legal media in the country, enjoying a great deal of
        readership in the political, legal, and social circles” (see their website). It mainly covers legal and
        political news in China. There are regional editions such as the Xinjiang Legal Daily. A look at the Xinjiang
        edition of the Legal Daily can give us a sense of how one may feel under perpetual threat, and
        surveillance at the same time, after reading it.
      


      
        7 “富强，民主，文明，和谐，自由，平等，公正，法治，爱过，敬业，诚信，友善” (fuqiang,
        minzhu, wenming, hexie, ziyou, pingdeng, gongzheng, fazhi, aiguo, jingye, chengxin, youshan) can be
        translated as “prosperity, democracy, civility, harmony, freedom, equality, justice, the rule of law,
        patriotism, dedication, integrity and friendship” (Pieke, 2016).
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      On December 9, 2016 in downtown Chengdu, statues donned with air masks stood silently as pedestrians walked
      through the smog-saturated air that had permeated the city for weeks. These immobile figures protested silently.
      The next day, police lined the public square alongside barricades that stood blocking any gatherings. While some
      small groups united in spite of this, the massive demonstration that promised to incite outrage and draw
      attention to the beautiful Sichuan city never materialized. Yet, quashing the protests did not quash the
      movement, the anger, or the resistance. No people marched, but social media feeds swelled with dissent in the
      form of snapshots, sleek graphic design, selfies, and sarcasm that traveled quickly across the globe. Users
      shared images of the masked statues widely, which functioned as an important form of place-based protest that
      helped make possible the online huo (火) (Qiang, 2011). These were mixed in with news stories and citizen
      reports about the persistent and severe smog that was so thick residents could not see the stoplights at
      intersections. Buildings were enveloped in the smog, rendering landmarks invisible and making navigating the city
      a challenge even for those who had lived there their whole lives.
    


    
      This was but one protest against the dirty air that enveloped cities all the way from China’s South-west reaches
      to the North-east coast that month. Hundreds of miles away, in the home of the world-famous terracotta warriors,
      800 stone lions on the Xi’an Academy of Fine Arts campus were befitted with the same masks just days later.
      Passersby snapped photos of the outdoor installation and shared them with friends and followers on social media.
      In larger cities like Beijing, selfies of people wearing masks began infiltrating Weixin’s “Moments” feed and
      Weibo walls. So, too, did photos of Beijing’s cityscape so steeped in smog that the buildings were unable to be
      seen; users drew the buildings back in crudely with their apps to point to the problem. Before long, the stone
      lions, statues, and selfies that were censored locally appeared on news and culture websites from China
      Daily to The Shanghaiist to the UK’s Daily Mail, launching the protests into the public
      spotlight and charging authorities with action. Creative protests in collective spaces helped the protests to
      spread rhizomatically online. Protestors chose highly trafficked sites ostensibly to reach more people who could
      function as decentered knots of world-making (DeLuca, Lawson, and Sun, 2012).
    


    
      The masked protests—which included masked protestors and social media protests
      masked as selfies—function as a way to express resistance, share support, and protest in the face of increasing
      censorship. Since President Xi Jinping took office in 2013, he has instituted strategic censorship and
      surveillance programs that have become progressively difficult to circumvent and avoid, though users continue to
      find ways around the perpetually shifting restrictions (Albert and Xu, 2016). In 2017, these ever-growing
      constraints prompted criticism from high-ranking officials. Luo Fuhe, vice-chairman of the Chinese People’s
      Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), proposed decreasing restrictions during the joint meeting of the CPPCC
      and the National People’s Congress (NPC) that year, arguing that the extent of surveillance is hindering economic
      opportunities (Haas, 2017). Still, officials’ anxieties over mass unrest have spurred increased censorship and
      surveillance.
    


    
      Scholars and journalists have devoted a great deal of attention to China’s censored environment and the barriers
      it creates to freedom of expression as well as activist efforts (Bamman, O’Connor, and Smith, 2012; Custer, 2012;
      FlorCruz, 2014; Hua, 2013; Kaiman, 2013a, 2013b; Link and Qiang, 2013; Ng, 2014; Qiang, 2011; Yang, 2014).
      Indeed, censorship is a persistent problem in China that has cooled many movements, sometimes forcing them into
      remission. For example, after officials jailed the Feminist Five in 2015 and held them for over a month, the
      group of women were placed under such strict surveillance that they were forced to lay low. Li, one of the five,
      told reporters: “We have to think very carefully about new methods to push forward China’s feminist movement”
      (Fincher, 2016: para. 12). They have to be strategic, creative, patient, and persistent in order to prevent
      government tactics from completely quashing movements. In the face of this censorship, movements sometimes
      fracture and are forced to find alternative means of communicating, spreading information, and garnering support;
      but the country remains an important site of activism. China is home to thousands of annual protests, a growing
      number of non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and myriad online campaigns for various forms of social and
      political change. The censorship that threatens activism creates unique spaces of contention activist efforts
      must navigate using dynamic and hybridized tactics. Put simply, “Censorship in China is also a creative force”
      (de Kloet and Fung, 2017: 86).
    


    
      In order to explore the tangled networks of creative protests on screens and streets, I turn to the 2016 air
      pollution protests in Chengdu, which were largely quashed before people could gather, but spread widely online by
      a large population of users, many (but by no means all) of whom are digital natives. Due to the selfie component
      of these protests, one could recognize the widespread participation of youth and young professionals. In 2016, 58
      percent of social media users were under the age of 35, meaning that they are an important influence on the
      content and direction of largely user-generated online spaces (Statista, 2018). Thus, these protests serve as a
      formative case study to answer the following research question: How are digital natives employing creative
      methods to intervene in political talks and participate in protest via image-based interventions in a
      highly-censored environment? Though previously separated into online and offline protests in early scholarship on social movements that deployed social media,
      contemporary protest in China provides case studies that make evident protests move fluidly between screens and
      streets by necessity. Digital natives were born into these more fluid spaces and, thus, do not recognize a
      divide. As Gardiner (2004) argues, the multiplicity of discourses at play create shifting power dynamics that do
      not fit into existing social hierarchies. In this chapter, I explore this movement through the concept of wild
      public protests, which can take the form of site-based installations that move virally across social media
      networks, marches through city streets that appear on millions of mobile screens, or selfie activisms. The
      important aspect of these protests is that they are necessarily wild in that their movements are often erratic
      and multiple. They include people uniting for diverse reasons and calling not for revolution, but specific
      change. Wild public protests function as a vital creative tactic to navigate restricted environments and
      highlight the importance of dynamic movement to activist efforts.
    


    
      Circumventing censorship via creative strategies


      
        As the world’s largest Internet nation, China is unique in that its networks are denser, move faster, and
        change more rapidly than many of its Western counterparts. According to the data, “China has been at the
        forefront of internet access for almost a decade” (Robson, 2017: para. 7). Chinese Internet users grew from
        22.5 million in 2000 to over 720 million in 2016 while, for comparison’s sake, the US grew from 121 million to
        286 million in the same time frame. As of 2016, China had more Internet users than the next three largest
        countries combined—the US, India, and Japan (Internet Live Statistics, 2016). Of these, 313 million are monthly
        active users on Weibo and 700 million on Weixin. According to anthropologist Tom McDonald, “It is easy for us
        to assume that ‘the Chinese Internet’ ought to be a very drab and boring and constraining place, whereas
        actually, Chinese internet users are incredibly creative and the internet is incredibly lively” (quoted in
        Robson, 2017: para. 3). Citizens, merged with smartphones and social media platforms have new potentials to
        become decentered knots of world-making capable of powerful activist practices that spread and stoke
        dissent and information (DeLuca, Lawson, and Sun, 2012). Though Chinese censorship technology (largely produced
        by Western companies for surveillance purposes) thwarts open communication, it does not silence it. Social
        media platforms like Weibo and Weixin are wild enough to offer possibilities for surveillance by governments
        and activism via persistent imaginative methods simultaneously.
      


      
        Many of China’s youth, who grew up in a hyper-mediated environment, have learned to cope with the
        censorship-related barriers that sometimes thwart communication by deploying creativity as a means to
        circumvent obstacles and engage in important political conversations (Yang, 2009). These creative means include
        the use of code words, homonyms, memes, images, video, voice texts, and graphics, which grew in tandem with
        various technologies (Brunner and DeLuca, 2016; Link and Qiang, 2013; Mina, 2014). The proliferating, shifting,
        and changing online efforts in China supersede what Morozov (2012) terms
        slacktivism, which he defines as a form of faux-activism in which people like and share social media
        messages in a way that offers the appearance of participation but which has little impact other than making the
        user feel useful (even though s/he is not), thereby precluding more productive forms of activism. When the
        Occupy Wall Street (OWS) protests utilized Twitter and Facebook to organize and raise awareness in 2011, many
        critics deemed the online activity to be of little use despite the fact that online spaces are far more
        trafficked than physical protest sites such as Zuccotti Park in New York City. Scholars such as Morozov feared
        that if social movements adopted social media, this transition would lead to slacktivism and failed protests.
        However, as DeLuca, Lawson, and Sun (2012) write, “despite the initial neglect and dismissive framing by
        traditional mass media organizations” the OWS protests, which utilized online organizing, live tweeting and
        broadcasting, and embodied protest “changed the national conversation” in that they compelled people to discuss
        income inequality and the economy in a different light (p. 484). Social media coverage drove mass media. Today,
        activist campaigns are inseparable from social media presence. As Shirky (2011) points out, “the fact that
        barely committed actors cannot click their way to a better world does not mean that committed actors cannot use
        social media effectively” (p. 38). Pure online activism is not a replacement for protests in the streets, but
        an integral part of contemporary movements, especially when officials barricade public squares and station
        police to prevent resistances before they begin—a practice used in both democratic and authoritarian nations.
      


      
        Digital spaces offer networked platforms over which new forms of expression and creativity can occur that would
        otherwise be impossible. In some cases, these take the form of activism and dissent while other times they
        manifest in the forms of provocative literature, online gaming communities, dating groups, or subscriptions to
        cat videos feeds. In highlighting activism as they engage youth cultures and the potentials and possibilities
        they offer, I am not arguing that this is the most important or the most popular use of the platforms. Nor am I
        arguing that these platforms are predisposed to encourage a certain form of progress. Rather, like de Kloet and
        Fung (2017), I see contemporary movements as “rhizomatic, fragmented, and dispersed” (p. 57). Activists are
        mapping new terrain as networks crisscross and overlap, but there is no one direction these networks are
        moving. Success in the form of shifting policies or the acceptance of demands is not the inevitable result. To
        limit the potential directions of activism (and surveillance) by conceptualizing this work within a larger
        assumption that linear progress, especially that which moves toward a certain form of democracy, is occurring
        is to ascribe to a particular version of technological determinism; it is to make the problematic assumption
        that social media is inherently biased toward democracy well after we have learned that it is an incredibly
        efficient tool for surveillance, political manipulation, and spreading propaganda. The platforms activists use
        are also being used to create China’s highly invasive surveillance systems (Chin and Lin, 2017). The Internet
        in China has no one direction. Liu (2013) described the rapid and sustained growth, strict governmental
        control, and rather dynamic and wild online culture despite this control as
        distinct features of the Chinese Internet. I focus on social movements in order to trace some of the creative
        tactics digital natives are employing to shape the Internet.
      


      
        Youth are deeply immersed in this online environment, which becomes inescapable in China, a place where apps
        such as Weixin are the primary form of communicating with others. As de Kloet and Fung (2017) argue, “today,
        people, especially young people, do not live with media, but rather, they live in media, given
        the ubiquitous presence of media in our daily lives” (p. 3). Social, family, organizational, and professional
        communication often occur on social media apps. Thus, the Internet becomes “a place and a way of being rather
        than a tool” for youth in China (Liu, 2013: 99). This place is seemingly inescapable but endlessly
        manipulate-able. This chapter explores this rowdy mediascape, searching for the spaces where activism does
        occur despite the numerous barriers erected. It examines how forces interact often unpredictably even in an
        increasingly strict and controlling regime. In particular, it explores how digital natives are employing images
        to carry out wild public protests. In so doing, I want to preserve the complexity of the space, which is
        simultaneously surveilled by officials and disrupted by activists, sharply constrained by censors and wildly
        connected across diverse users, a place awash with the mundane and infused with intensities.
      

    


    
      Method


      
        The methods used in this study are informed by Latour’s (2007) actant–network-theory as well as rhetorical
        studies of social movements within communication (McGee, 1980; Scott and Smith, 1969; Stewart, Smith, and
        Denton, 2012), and thus reflect a mixture of critical and qualitative methods. I first gathered accounts of the
        protests in local, domestic, and international media outlets released within a week of the protest. I also
        looked to the remnants that remain on social media platforms beginning on December 4 (the day the city shut
        down its airport due to poor visibility) and ending December 25 on Baidu’s tieba, Weibo, and Lofter for a total
        of over 200 posts. Data pulled from online sources often presents itself as fragmented due to widespread
        censorship, which is why I turn to a more mixed methods approach.1 Thus, I augment information gathered via social media and media outlets with formal
        interviews, informal conversations, as well as on-the-ground observations conducted seven months before the
        December 2016 protests as well as five months after.2 These
        interviews helped to add insight to what was occurring on Weixin, a platform structured to be more private.
        Though I focus on the social media posts surrounding the Chengdu protests, I trace the activity as it
        splintered out into other cities such as Xi’an and Beijing.
      

    


    
      Masked demonstrations and wild public protests


      
        A young woman I met traveling hundreds of miles away from Chengdu in Huangshan told me she had seen pictures of
        the smog in Chengdu on her Weixin feed in December 2016. The young woman’s
        friend told her the smog was so thick that police officers were sent into the streets to direct traffic when
        the stoplights were rendered invisible by a dense stew of particulate matter. No one could escape it. People
        complained about it for weeks and posted pictures of people and buildings floating in and out of the pollution
        on various social media platforms. Concern grew quickly. In examining Baidu’s tieba, one can witness
        users posting data from international organizations such as Greenpeace linking particulate matter to cancer as
        well as quotes from international news outlets such as the Guardian that stress the severity of air
        pollution in China. Others gestured to Chai Jing’s Under the Dome (Qióngdǐng Zhī Xià穹顶之下), which incited
        awareness about air pollution before being censored in 2015. Comment threads grew quickly. Some debate ensued
        over the severity of the situation. What became clear amid the smog was that concern was growing and turning
        into plans for action. On December 4, posts of people holding signs that read “I love Chengdu, please let me
        breathe” (我爱成都.请让我呼吸) began circulating. This phrasing reminiscent of protest signs used in pollution protests
        across China—from the 2007 anti-PX protests in Xiamen that proclaimed in English “Xiamen I love you” and then
        in Chinese “Pass on the yellow ribbon. Care for Xiamen” (传第黄丝带.关注厦门) to the 2015 Jinshan protests that declared
        “I <3 Jinshan! And return our green Jinshan!” (我<3金山! 还我蓝色金山!). People obscured their faces by wearing
        masks and sunglasses to prevent being identified and punished.
      


      
        As this wave of online dissent spread, creativity manifested in other ways as well. On the lesser-known
        platform, Lofter (an image-driven social media platform akin to Instagram), posters drew attention to the smog
        problem. These more refined posters complemented raw selfies of sign-holders. One image used graphic design to
        place the city of Chengdu in the middle of the character 霾 (mai), or smog. The poster catalogs the date,
        time, location, and PM 2.5 reading for that day. The young man featured in the image looks up at both the smog
        and the text hanging above him. Both the man and the city are masked. The background is so obscured by the smog
        that even a Chengdu resident might find identifying the location difficult. The sleek smart design of the image
        is typical of Lofter posts, an app that boasts over 10 million users and tends to attract young, affluent
        professionals in the art, design, writing, photography, and advertising industries.
      


      
        As discontent began to swell, authorities reacted. Reports allege that local officials demanded that copy shops
        report any customers attempting to photocopy protest posters to authorities. Government edicts also ordered
        retailers to require real name registration for anyone buying face masks. The government focused on quashing
        dissent among younger populations. According to users on tieba,3 bloggers, and unofficial news reports, the Chengdu Education Bureau sent out a text message
        prohibiting students from wearing masks or discussing smog-related topics. The Bureau also prohibited schools
        from installing air purifiers and teachers and students from wearing masks.
      


      
        On the day of the planned protest, police and barricades lined Tianfu Square, thereby preventing a mass
        gathering. Yet, some small groups persisted and walked through the city
        streets without signs to advertise the purpose of their stroll. One group of artists wore only face masks, a
        tactic mirroring the 2008 anti-PX protests just North of Chengdu wherein several hundred protestors walked
        silently wearing masks in order to avoid being categorized as protestors. While these protestors were largely
        successful in 2008, those in 2016 were apprehended. When they stopped and sat in a small plaza, they were
        confronted and detained by police from 8pm until 2am (Beijing Bureau, 2016). Reports of other arrests
        circulated across social media networks, but in the end what became clear is that government efforts had
        largely squashed street protests. The Tuesday morning after the protests were slated to occur, “the state-run
        People’s Daily ran a commentary acknowledging that air quality in Chengdu was “the public’s most talked
        about topic,” but defended the local government” (Beijing Bureau, 2016: para. 17).
      


      
        Government efforts to quash the protests, however, were not able to prevent another offshoot of public protests
        that moved wildly across social media via a series of images. Officials prevented people from moving through
        the streets, but movement continued across networks. The creative resistors that placed face masks on statues
        throughout the town created movement despite the physical barriers in place as passersby snapped and shared
        pictures of the masked statues on multiple media platforms. These quickly garnered the attention of mass media
        outlets domestically and abroad. Those prevented from gathering in the streets gathered online to discuss what
        was occurring in Chengdu. Similar discussions were occurring throughout China, as most of China’s Northern and
        Western provinces were facing intense air pollution in December 2016. In Xi’an, an art student at the Xi’an
        Academy of Fine Arts covered somewhere between 800 and 1,000 stone lion statues with masks to raise awareness
        about air pollution on December 12—just days after people in Chengdu awoke to masked statues lining their
        streets. The movement continued. People in Beijing also began posting images of masked statues in various parts
        of the city and took selfies in masks against smoggy backdrops. Together, these images circulated swiftly
        across networks in a form of wild public protests. These protests made clear to officials the discontent
        that was brewing and the people who were willing to fight for clean air.
      


      
        In Chengdu, images continued to appear on user feeds after protestors found Tianfu Square cordoned off by a
        heavy police presence. Young masked protestors appeared in image feeds standing alone against smoggy Chengdu
        backdrops rather than in crowds (as originally planned) with captions that read:
      


      
        
          This morning I went to join the protest movement against air pollution and was surprised that my fellow
          Sichuan friends were not there. The government had sealed Tianfu Square so we walked around Tianfu. I don’t
          want to let down future generations, so I choose to come out and take a resolute stand against
          smog4
        

      


      
        and
      


      
        
          I work in a parking lot. Before, I just wore this mask when I worked. Now, the air is smoggy. When I leave
          work, I don’t take it off.5
        

      


      
        People found pictures of people holding signs reading, “Let me breathe”
        (让我呼吸) while other implored people to act for the sake of their children (Tieba, 抗议阴霾 成都人给雕像戴口罩遭警察驱逐, 2016).
        Individuals formed crowds online that were able to unite in a flow of gray-toned images. The protests that
        could not transpire in the streets moved online and moved so quickly that they drew attention to the widespread
        unrest and discontent of Chengdu residents far beyond the city limits.
      


      
        Although the protests engaged many different groups of people, many of the people protesting by posting selfies
        were college students and young professionals, who are increasingly aware of the importance of clean air,
        water, and soil. They are a generation who grew up amid numerous food scandals, including melamine-tainted baby
        formula, formaldehyde-sprayed cabbage, and cadmium-contaminated rice (McDonald, 2012). These are the people who
        watched Chai Jing’s documentary Under the Dome when it was released in 2015. They are the generation who
        formed chat groups after the movie was censored to discuss relevant issues and share information and resources
        from abroad about the relationship between PM 2.5 and cancer. They are the generation that watched others
        develop tactics to communicate within a censored environment. These tactics were passed on, morphed, and
        multiplied.
      


      
        Like the aforementioned signs, the use of masked statues to raise awareness about air pollution and issue calls
        for action is one that people have repeatedly employed across China. In October 2014, passersby noticed that
        the sculpture under the Renmin Nanxie overpass in Chengdu was wearing a mask. One user suggested the masked
        sculpture was meant as a reminder to people to wear masks while outside (Zhu, 2014). That same month, students
        at a middle school in Hebei Province placed masks on statues of revered scholars in China to draw attention to
        the haze that was plaguing their city. The characters for smog (wumai 雾霾) were written on some (Hebei
        News, 2014).
      


      
        Another important moment in the movement to combat air pollution occurred in 2015, with the release of Chai
        Jing’s Under the Dome, which issued direct calls for action. Chai asked viewers to report pollution to
        local hotlines, to reduce their own carbon footprint, and to ask the government to do more. Chai Jing’s movie
        became a widespread sensation, drawing much more attention and outrage than anticipated. Ultimately, Under
        the Dome became so popular that officials feared the documentary would incite unrest and banned it.
        Afterward, air pollution became a sensitive topic and was treated as a higher risk issue that faced increased
        censorship. As a result, those interested in raising awareness—like those in 2016 in Chengdu—were forced to
        deploy creativity in circumventing the barriers in place. They did so via masked protests.
      

    


    
      Images and wild public protests


      
        Creative tactics are essential to circumventing censorship. Homophones and wordplay have long been used to
        elide and slip by censors. With the spread of smartphones and apps that allow people to transform pictures,
        create memes, and circulate video, images have become an integral part of
        numerous resistances. They function as an important component of activist lexicons, in part, because they are
        strategically ambiguous and cannot be censored in the same way words are scraped from Weibo feeds. Images
        contain a certain form of unruliness that numerous image scholars have tried to pinpoint. Roland Barthes (2010)
        called it madness. James Elkins (2011) called it darkness. Kevin DeLuca (2006) calls it
        wildness. It is this madness, darkness, and wildness that assists activists. Images are unruly and
        slippery. They can elicit affective reactions without ever uttering a banned word or phrase. As Elkins (2011)
        puts it simply, “no picture is a clear, straightforward, perspicuous vehicle for meaning,” making them an ideal
        form of activist communique (p. 213). Their inherent ambiguity can help render posts invisible to authorities
        unable to identify, for example, an image of a crab wearing expensive gold watches (which has been used by
        netizens to stand in for government corruption) as dissent. This image, which features no faces or names, is
        not implicating any one official. It is not making an argument per se, but it is generating attention and
        moving across vast distances as a symbol of growing awareness of the corruption occurring at all levels of
        government. Those unfamiliar with the image may be moved to investigate its origins, thereby introducing them
        to new visual vocabularies. In asking how youth employ creative methods to intervene in political talks, what
        becomes clear is that image-based interventions are integral to wild public protests.
      


      
        The concept of wild public protests draws from a wide body of literature that examines various resistances in
        China and how they have developed in tandem with memes, image-sharing, voice-messaging, and new lexicons of
        defiance. It also draws upon theory developed in response to an increasingly globalized world and the
        connections it produced, forged, and strengthened, including that of Latour (1993, 2007), Derrida (1978), and
        Deleuze and Guattari (1987).6 Wild public protests, which occur
        on wild public networks, are fragmented, for they occur in a hyper-fragmented environment made possible
        by social media platforms that trade in what Delicath and DeLuca (2003) term argumentative fragments
        (Brunner, 2017). Wild public protests employ and deploy these media in an unruly mediascape and benefit by
        their lack of strict hierarchy and organization.
      


      
        For example, in 2007 when the mediascape consisted largely of bulletin board systems (BBSs), blogs, and QQ,
        censors had yet to learn how to keep pace with the wild and noisy conversations erupting across these
        platforms. Automatic keyword censoring was possible, but those in Xiamen who organized a large-scale protest
        against a chemical plant that year circumvented such obstacles by substituting the word stroll
        (sanbu 散步) for protest (kangyi 抗议) or demonstration (huodong 活动) (Zhou, 2017). Such
        tactics are only viable for a limited period of time before they become ineffective in the face of new
        censorship rules and tactics. Link and Qiang (2013) discuss how netizens create entirely new lexicons that
        allow them to critique corrupt government officials in a way that can draw national attention and force action.
        According to Link and Qiang (2013), the Internet is a space in which
      


      
        
          the dominance of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is constantly being
          exposed, ridiculed, and criticized by waves of jokes, videos, songs, poems, jingles, fiction, sci-fi, code
          words, satire, and euphemisms. As a result, Chinese cyberspace has seen the emergence of a new political
          discourse (pp. 79–80).
        

      


      
        These creative measures are essential to activism. Images, too, have come to function as important tools for
        protest in China largely because they cannot be censored in the same manner as words. Specific images can be
        censored, but permutations cannot (yet) be detected and censored via software. For example, the iconic
        photograph of a man standing in front of a tank during the 1989 Tian’anmen Square protests is automatically
        censored in China but when users replaced the tanks with large rubber ducks, recreated the scene in Legos, or
        replaced the lone figure with a number of substitutes, the image elided the automatic censors, at least for a
        short period of time (DeLaure and Fink, 2017). During this brief period, the images were shared and downloaded,
        enabling them to reappear in various international media outlets. Activist groups have appropriated memes as
        well. Mina (2014) uses the term social change memes to discuss how memes “have become a vehicle for
        evading censorship in an environment where both offline and online outlets for social and political expression
        are extremely limited” (p. 362). The case of Chen Guangcheng, a human rights advocate who fled to the US to
        avoid persecution, provides a relevant example. Memes and images allowed continued conversations in the face of
        censorship as the event unfolded. One meme featured Chen as Colonel Sanders in the KFC logo with text reading
        “Free CGC.” The graphically altered image “hid” the words from automatic censoring devices and the image was
        able to travel unhindered for a time. Awareness-raising efforts also employed a selfie campaign encouraging
        people to take selfies wearing the same sunglasses as the blind dissident. These images were innocuous enough
        to flit by the censors, but were obvious to those in the know (Mina, 2014). Emojis, too, can help users elide
        censors, as was the case with feminist groups who, after the Weibo and Weixin accounts for Feminist Voices were
        shut down on International Women’s Day in 2018, shared two emojis—a bowl of rice and a bunny, which together
        form mi tu (米兔), a homophone for #metoo (Andersen, 2018). Creativity is essential in restricted
        environments.
      


      
        Wild public protests are not limited to revolution or massive social unrest. As de Kloet and Fung point out,
        “Youth culture in China is not about revolution nowadays, nor is it driven by notions of (Western) democracy,
        and while it is opening up to global culture and the Internet, this does not forebode political change,” at
        least in a straightforward manner (de Kloet and Fung, 2017: 4). Wild public protests are characterized by
        force, erratic movement, and myriad lines of flight crisscrossing networks that link millions. Wild public
        protests occur across screens and streets, not simply moving fluidly in a single direction, but chaotically
        energizing networks to the point that they buzz and brim with movement. Wild public protests are dynamic and
        reactive. Censors cannot stop or silence protests completely, in part, due to the massive amount of information that is circulated at once. Shutting down networks can create
        pauses and moments of quiet, but it cannot tame protests, for every attempt to curtail the protests
        inadvertently forces anger and outrage in another direction. Smartphone cameras catalog events saved as
        evidence for later when access to Internet and 4G is restored. Creative confrontations can lie in wait for the
        right moment. Images are both suitable for this type of environment and create it due to their ability to be
        wild, ambiguous, affective, slippery, and easily transmitted.
      


      
        The movement, or force, of these images is more important than the specific content. Their ability to move and
        move people is what makes them powerful within protests. When images of masked statues in Chengdu in 2016 were
        met with images of masked lion statues in Xi’an and masked zodiac statues in Beijing, they have more potent
        force. These images of what was happening at the moment appeared beside 2015 images of masked statues that
        appeared in Chengdu, Hebei, and other areas of China adding to the culminating force and movement. Tracing them
        reveals their rhizomatic movement. All of these images appeared jumbled together in newsfeeds, blogs, and
        social media streams, unable to be easily separated but all communicating a similar message—the people were
        aware, unsettled, and gathering to take action. This culmination of forces was linked to a growing awareness
        and outrage that had been occurring for years.
      


      
        Seeing fellow people from Chengdu stand up on social media when the streets were barricaded generated affective
        responses that moved people to share, like, save, and forward. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) examine force
        through affect, a form of intensity that moves people, or bodies, to act. This concept is exceptionally
        important to both social movements and social media environments, where quick responses often supersede well
        thought out replies. Social movements in China often spread rhizomatically since an organization attempting to
        arrange a protest runs the risk of being targeted or shut down. Affect has the ability to move across
        rhizomatic networks efficiently, including those forged by social media. Social media, in turn, privileges
        speed, sharing, and connecting. As Fan, Zhao, Chen, and Xu (2014) outline in their quantitative study, anger is
        the emotion that spreads farthest fastest on social media. Platforms like Weixin, Weibo, and Lofter privilege
        images, which are particularly adept at garnering affective reactions and force as they provoke movement in the
        form of not only anger, but also laughter, outrage, and fear that beg that they be shared, forwarded,
        screenshotted, and downloaded within seconds before the censors step in and delete them. Importantly, as images
        traverse social media networks they can accrue affective intensity that expands their reach. For those working
        in a censored environment in which arrest and detention are a very real threat, images can incite movement
        often without ever leveraging a distinct argument, making them much more difficult to target, delete, and
        disappear. Social media users can also save images quickly to their devices if they fear they will be subject
        to censorship. Images, thus, are integral to wild public protests, which must take place in streets and on
        screens; which must be local, national, and global at once; and which must move erratically and morph so as to
        duck censors.
      


      
        Digital natives are able to navigate these spaces and incite wild public
        protests because they have known no other environment. They live in a panmediated world. They are image
        creators and consumers. They tackle issues and publicize them so as to draw attention to their importance as
        well as the ability of the people to congregate. Of course, they tackle more than simply activist issues, but
        activism represents moments of intensely vibrating networks. By following social movements, researchers can
        begin to understand the intricacies of these wild and unruly resistances. Order is an enemy of these protests.
        Chaos breathes life into them. As researchers map these cacophonous landscapes, what they find is not a
        singular movement toward specific political change, but demands for cleaner air and government action. The
        means by which the government chooses to act are not defined by these protestors.
      

    


    
      Conclusion


      
        de Kloet and Fung (2017), Hockx (2015), and Liu (2013) collectively assert that youth cultures today are
        multiple, moving, and complex. There are people obsessed with consumption, cultural capital, and their online
        persona who post selfies that detail their shopping and eating exploits. This does not, however, encapsulate
        China’s youth cultures. These people and others may also engage in occasional activism. They become
        activists when needed by activating networks and engaging in wild public protests that move from public spaces
        in streets to social media networks seamlessly. People are using selfies to catalog their consumption, but
        others are using selfies in strategic locations as defiant forms of resistance and awareness-raising about
        human rights issues, pollution, and corruption. People subscribe to cat video feeds at the same time they
        organize activist groups to save a building on a college campus or donate the steps they accumulated in a week
        to their favorite Tencent charity. Groups that formed to reminisce about childhood and connect high school
        graduates as they go away to college can also turn into awareness-raising channels that transmit information
        about important social and environmental issues before they go back to sharing the mundane.
      


      
        A growing number of youth are concerned with the environment and are willing to do something to help. During
        the summer of 2017, just six months after the air pollution protests in Chengdu had been largely halted, I
        found myself at a popular Buddhist restaurant in the city. After a 30-minute wait, I found myself seated at a
        table across from three generations of Chengdu people—a son, a mother, and a grandmother. As often happens
        after I explain why I am in China, the conversation turned to the environment. The son expressed a sort of
        enthusiastic concern over the air pollution issues that plagued his city. He was very aware of the health
        problems associated with high levels of PM 2.5 and told me he wanted to do something to help the problem. I
        asked if his mother and grandmother felt the same way. “No,” he told me; they were from a different generation.
        While an entire generation of people cannot be categorized in simple terms such as activist or
        fashionista or star-gazer, environmental awareness is growing.
      


      
        Though protests are often prevented or quashed, people have developed
        creative means of enacting them in collective spaces outside of marching and holding signs. Youth have
        developed methods to circumvent restrictions on protest. They turn statues of people and animals into
        protestors. They create traffic jams with their cars. They utilize the collective spaces of consumerism to
        express their discontent. News of these disruptions then vibrate across the media networks that connect
        millions. Wild public protests may not always lead to traditional forms of action in the streets, but unrest
        flows, culminates, directs, and demands response in powerful ways as it moves across wild public networks.
      

    


    
      

      
        1 To give an idea of the extent of the censorship that
        occurred, the week of December 16, 2016, the Chengdu protests were at the top of Free Weibo’s censored search
        terms.
      


      
        2 I conducted a total of 6 weeks of onsite research, seven
        interviews related directly to this protest, and over 25 interviews related to environmental movement more
        broadly.
      


      
        3 http://tieba.baidu.com/p/4898037148 Retrieved March 2018.
      


      
        4
        “我今天早上刚去参加反对雾霾的活动，奇怪没有你们川大的朋友。政府把天府工场封了所以我们是绕着天府广场走的。我不想做一个对后代不负责任的人，所以我选择站出来坚决抵制雾霾！”
      


      
        5 “我是在这边停车场工作的，以前我这个口罩只是工作的时候戴，现在雾霾天啊，我下了工作也没有取下来”
      


      
        6 Gardiner (2004), too, discusses the impact of disjointed,
        fragmented, and wild publics in his essay, though he pulls from Bahktin and Young to do so while I turn to
        Deleuze and Guattari as well as Latour largely because they offer concepts for thinking through attachments
        within wildness such as assemblages, actants, and force.
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      8 Chinese LGBT+ activism—playing, organizing, and playful resistance


      Stijn Deklerck

    

    
      In a society dominated by silence and stigmatization surrounding LGBT+ issues,1 the first Chinese LGBT+ organizations started to form during the 1990s. The initial focus of
      these organizations was “inward,” geared toward the strengthening of supportive LGBT+ communities able to reach
      out to Chinese LGBT+ persons living in isolation. Gradually, this inward focus was complemented by an “outward“
      focus, reclaiming a more central space for LGBT+ issues and persons in society at large. Especially since the
      arrival of the Internet in China, the handful of pioneer LGBT+ organizations developed into a multitude of groups
      and associations, with social media proliferation providing a second boom.
    


    
      Today, an ever-growing wealth of LGBT+ groups exists in China, with a broad variety of organizational and
      membership dynamics. Countless WeChat groups, Weibo pages, vlogger, and blogger collectives have proliferated on
      the Internet, and various commercial dating and other apps unite LGBT+ people in one way or another. Offline
      groups and organizations, unfailingly backed by a strong online presence, are still largely situated in
      first-tier cities where the first LGBT+ groups were born. Yet there is a growing network of organizations
      covering second- and third-tier cities and a strong drive within the LGBT+ movement toward involving rural
      populations in local, regional, and national organizational networks. Moreover, an increasing number of college
      groups work on LGBT+-specific themes and unite LGBT+ (and other) student populations.
    


    
      The actions produced throughout China’s burgeoning collective spaces, both organized and spontaneous, both geared
      inward to connect with LGBT+ communities and outward to society at large, take on a wide variety of forms. They
      include, among others, public actions directly confronting passersby and/or party-state officials with an LGBT+
      presence (actions that often actively seek media coverage); art exhibitions; LGBT+ workshops for targeted
      professionals such as journalists and mental health professionals; a burgeoning live-streaming scene through
      specific LGBT+ and mainstream channels; LGBT+ filmmaking and distribution; the subtitling and distribution of
      foreign queer films; online awareness campaigns; pride festivals; educational activities often involving
      strategic partners in college institutions; fundraising events; award ceremonies promoting LGBT+ acceptance;
      (strategic) litigation on salient LGBT+ issues; and actions demanding open government information (xinxi
      gongkai 信息公开).
    


    
      In this chapter, I do not aim to cover the breadth of LGBT+ associational
      activity and the various accompanying actions happening in China. I draw on case studies and ethnographic videos
      gathered throughout Beijing-based fieldwork in order to formulate a number of overall observations on how LGBT+
      groups seek to create spaces as collective sites of interaction and performance, and how, throughout the process,
      they approach the engagement of LGBT+ individuals and allies. As such, I put a heavy emphasis on “organizational
      cultures” within the LGBT+ world, and I treat public space less as a physical space and more as a public sphere
      where collectives organize and expand their activities.
    


    
      The fieldwork that forms the basis for this chapter spans a period of approximately six years, conducted between
      2008 and 2014, a time during which I was working as an “observing participant” in LGBT+ activist and filmmaking
      communities based in Beijing. I predominantly worked as a producer at Queer Comrades (QC), a Chinese NGO project
      occupying a central space at the broad intersection of independent LGBT+ documentary filmmaking and LGBT+ social
      activism (Deklerck and Wei, 2015; Moreno-Tabarez, Chávez, Leonelli, Huang, Deklerck, and Rother, 2014). Important
      research data for this chapter include QC documentaries that I produced and distributed during that time together
      with my Chinese colleagues.
    


    
      The LGBT+ (organizational) cultures have a definite affinity with “youth cultures” and youth in general. This
      affinity seems instinctively warranted by a number of observations: the disproportionate number of people under
      the age of 30 engaged as volunteers and/or staff in LGBT+ NGOs, often specifically targeted by organizations as
      ready participants not yet entangled in debilitating familial and/or social pressures to conform to
      heteronormativity; the clear focus on youth in LGBT+ educational and awareness activities; the relative newness
      of easily accessible LGBT+ cultural products, many produced as part of and in connection with online
      (counter)cultures; and the continuing classification of LGBT+ by various elements of mainstream society as a
      “fad” or a “folly” of the youth. The affinity becomes clearer, and more grounded, when considering the broad
      definition of “youth” and “youth cultures” adopted in this book as “a social construction shaped by particular
      regional, cultural and socio-economic factors rather than based on a strict bio-genealogical approach”
      (Frangville and Gaffric, this volume).
    


    
      I take this affinity as a guiding light throughout the following analysis. More in-depth research into
      how/who/which parts of LGBT+ (organizational) cultures fit more stringently into what can be seen as youth
      cultures is beyond the scope of this chapter.
    


    
      Politics of community


      
        As the title of this chapter suggests, I am mainly interested in “LGBT+ activism” and what this entails in
        China. An essential aspect of explorations regarding LGBT+ activism in China consists of challenging common
        understandings of this term.
      


      
        The term “activism” is unavoidably tainted by dominant Euro-American worldviews, which tend to associate
        activism with “protest,” and activists with “militant reformers.” Yet
        xingdongzhe 行动者 and huodongjia 活动家, the Chinese terms I most commonly heard in the field to
        designate “activist,” are not unilaterally or even widely adopted by people working in the LGBT+ field,
        including by people who might readily be associated with activism in the West. This is also noticed by other
        authors, including Schroeder (2015: 57–58). The term “LGBT+ activism” in itself also tends to evoke immediate
        associations with Euro-American inspired LGBT+ politics that tend to ignore the particularities of the Chinese
        situation.
      


      
        In this regard, it is important to underline that in China, as elsewhere in the world, LGBT+ identities and
        activism have been and are continuously subject to various transnational forces which have a large impact on
        both individual and organizational processes of identity-management and identity-negotiation. The import of
        foreign materials and news that saw an exponential growth with the rise in Internet usage and was actively
        facilitated by early LGBT+ organizations such as Aibai (爱白) (QC, 2007), is but one indication of transnational
        forces at work. Media, popular culture, transnational LGBT+ movements, international travels, global medical
        governmentality on HIV/AIDS, transnational funding agencies and the transnational pink economy all play a
        continuous role in shaping LGBT+ identities and NGO development in China (Bao, 2010: 5). These transnational
        forces are evident throughout the QC body of work, and many videos testify how transnational forces affect the
        QC team as well as other activists.
      


      
        With regard to these transnational forces, which are permeating movements worldwide, various authors have
        pointed out a process of “global queering.” The process points to how a hegemonic transnational discourse,
        rooted in Western paradigms, has taken hold of local queer imaginations and sexual politics worldwide
        (Engebretsen, 2015: 90, referring to Jackson, 2009: 357). This discourse can be seen to have a strong
        connection to confrontational activist approaches and a “fight for rights” mentality. It has generally been
        characterized as emphasizing public visibility and “coming out” in quests for queer equality and liberation;
        centering on specific articulations of sexual rights and liberation rhetoric, and on identity politics tufted
        on individualism; and featuring annual ritual Pride celebrations in the urban public (Engebretsen, 2015: 90).
        Indeed, the QC body of work points toward the presence of this activist model in China, underlines its potency
        in the minds of LGBT+ people and activists, and emulates many of its ascribed characteristics.
      


      
        In my discussion of LGBT+ organizations and activists in China, I depart from a perspective based on a
        Western-originating “politics of public visibility” (Engebretsen, 2014). Instead, I adopt a perspective
        suggested in the ethnographic writings of Engebretsen on queer women organizing in Beijing. I focus on LGBT+
        activism as a practice-oriented “politics of community,” where the primary strategies include the establishing
        of a collective consciousness within queer communities, raise general awareness, and ultimately consolidate
        popular support and mainstream acceptance (ibid.: 126). The perspective highlights LGBT+ community-forming,
        with activists aiming for change continually working on establishing a collective consciousness among LGBT+
        people, while at the same time also grounding their work in tendencies and
        attitudes emerging from their constituents. Furthermore, it emphasizes that by way of a focus on community and
        similitude, activist practices sidestep the dominant model for queer rights activism that emphasizes a
        “different” sexual identity and/or gender identity status as the basis for claiming equality and protection.
        Indeed,
      


      
        
          …instead of articulating a sexual difference in the aim to achieve recognition and protection, a major
          activist strategy […] is to appeal to a commonly shared humanity, de-emphasizing difference and highlighting
          commonality and similarity, often by invoking the normativity ideal
        


        
          (Ibid.)
        

      


      
        Critical of the Western paradigms that continue to frame much of the scholarly literature and (funding)
        politics on LGBT+ movements and activism in general, I find it useful to adopt this perspective when engaging
        in discussions on activist strategies and tendencies adopted by LGBT+ organizations in China, as it highlights
        local agency and emphasizes the hybridization of transnational discourses taking place at a local level.
        Moreover, the perspective adjusts and qualifies the “visible” overview of these strategies and tendencies
        featured in QC videos.
      


      
        In the following sections, I briefly hone in on the nascence of the LGBT+ movement and show its initial focus
        on community building—its “inward” focus. I then discuss efforts by LGBT+ activists to empower and incite
        activism within their constituents and to move “outward,” a process informed and influenced by general
        attitudes and tendencies observed within these constituencies. Finally, this chapter offers a brief exploration
        on how the “organizational cultures” encountered within the LGBT+ world relate to public space in China.
      

    


    
      The inward focus of a fledgling movement


      
        Chinese LGBT+ activists started to organize community events and raise LGBT+ consciousness in the 1990s. It is
        important to place these early organizing initiatives in the context of decades-long silence and misinformation
        about homosexuality (Tong, 2008). Many people, including LGBT+ people themselves, had hardly heard of the term
        homosexuality, or if they had, considered it an element of an exotic and depraved Occident (Hinsch, 1990: 171).
        While the reform and opening up of China significantly enhanced personal freedoms, Chinese society in the 1990s
        was still marked by a political and legal environment hostile to any kind of LGBT+ get-togethers. Apart from
        general restrictions on civil society organizing, the “hooliganism” criminal law provision often used to punish
        homosexual behavior was still in place until 1997, and it was only in 2001 that homosexuality was removed from
        the Chinese Classification of Mental Disorders (Kang, 2012). The activist accounts of pioneer LGBT+ organizer
        He Xiaopei serve to illustrate how the organizing during that period was less preoccupied with raising
        awareness within the rest of society; rather, it was directed inward, occupied with facilitating ways for LGBT+
        people to find and talk to each other (He, 2001, 2002; He and Jolly, 2002).
      


      
        By the end of the 1990s, several factors contributed to an exponential
        growth of LGBT+ communities. LGBT+ commercial venues increased steadily in numbers in major cities (Farrer,
        2002; Ho, 2010); and China’s increased political commitment to fight HIV/AIDS, accompanied by an influx of the
        international community and foreign funds, opened up avenues for LGBT+ organizations (Gu and Renwick, 2008;
        Hildebrandt, 2012). The most significant evolution for LGBT+ communities was the rise of the Internet,
        providing a plethora of new ways for LGBT+ people to gather news and information, to meet each other, and to
        discuss common issues. As pointed out by other studies, the rise of the Internet, which saw an exponential
        growth of users in China from 1996 to the early 2000s, had a formative influence on the development of LGBT+
        communities in China (Ho, 2007, 2010; Zhang and Kaufman, 2005: 122).
      


      
        These new factors thoroughly changed ways of LGBT+ organizing, and heralded the advent of an ever-growing
        legion of LGBT+ organizations throughout China. Yet they did not result in an immediate re-orientation of the
        LGBT+ movement. As during the 1990s, most efforts during the first half of the 2000s continued to go inward,
        toward the creation of supportive LGBT+ communities, and this inward focus still makes up the bulk of the
        efforts of LGBT+ organizations today. Several activist accounts in the QC documentary “The Cream of the Queer
        Crop” give some insights into the early progress of LGBT+ organizations since the turn of the century, and
        illustrate the subsistence of an inward focus (particularly the accounts of Xiang Qi, Sam and Jiang
        Hui—starting respectively at QC, 2010: 33:58, 06:50, 31:16). Origin-stories from other LGBT+ organizations that
        saw the light during that period reflect similar sentiments: activists saw the isolation and pessimism among
        LGBT+ people in China, and decided to react by harnessing new technologies to send out positive and encouraging
        messages, thereby creating (the beginnings of) communities (see for example the origin story of the
        organization Danlan as found in Zhihua, 2013).
      

    


    
      Empowering communities


      
        The evolution of the organization Aibai, as recorded in the talk show “Online Love Pamphlet” (QC, 2007) and the
        documentary “The Cream of the Queer Crop” (QC, 2010), can be taken as an illustration of how some organizations
        started to think more broadly about community building, and how they started emphasizing broader goals. Aibai
        started as a website giving a personal testimony of love and acceptance. It quickly grew into a website
        gathering news and making it accessible to LGBT+ people in China; later on, Aibai also started offering
        counseling services. Aibai subsequently engaged in a host of offline activities, including organizational
        training for LGBT+ and HIV/AIDS organizations around the country, training for university students, and general
        support for LGBT+-related events on Chinese college campuses.
      


      
        In the talk show “Online Love Pamphlet,” in answer to a comment from host Steven that Aibai differs from a lot
        of other gay websites, which mainly focus on entertainment, Jiang Hui points to the fact that Aibai seeks to go
        beyond facilitating contact between LGBT+ people and aims to bring about
        societal change (QC, 2007: 04:13). He later on voices his vision of change: “Only if every LGBT+ individual
        starts to face themselves and their identity in a good way, and starts to influence their own surroundings;
        only if everybody does this; only then can our society change” (QC, 2007: 07:31)2 Jiang Hui subsequently adds, when talking about Aibai’s work with students, that they do
        not want to encourage people to come out, and that they consider it a personal choice, yet that they do want to
        help people who opt for coming out (QC, 2007: 15:40).
      


      
        Jiang Hui’s call for involvement of LGBT+ people in the creation of societal change is echoed by various
        statements by other activists. In “The Cream of the Queer Crop,” activist Xu Bin indicates that “The LGBT
        movement has to leave its own home. It has to link up with the rest of society” (QC, 2010: 17:26) She
        furthermore says:
      


      
        
          As long as people keep on standing up and braving the outside world, we can overcome all kinds of
          restrictions and difficulties. Provided that the Chinese LGBT movement does not become a movement of a few
          people, with only a strict minority of people participating, its vitality will persist forever.
        


        
          (QC, 2010: 18:00)
        

      


      
        Activist Xiaogang, in the QC talk show “Family Matters,” says:
      


      
        
          I think I speak for the three of us [the three people sitting in the studio] when I really encourage all the
          people for whom it is a possibility to come out, to courageously do so. To obtain a better future for
          ourselves, to obtain a happier life for ourselves, we should all fight on the frontline.
        


        
          (QC, 2009: 50:29)
        

      


      
        In these statements, one can see traces of “global queering” processes. These are clear calls for increased
        engagement of LGBT+ people, containing hints of an envisioned future in which more people assume their LGBT+
        identity, communicate it to others, become more visible and increase their direct engagement with society.
      


      
        In order to fully comprehend the nature of these incitements for activism, it is important to give a broader
        background to general ideas on community-forming and -activism present within the general LGBT+ population.
      


      
        Anti-organizing


        
          Other authors, when discussing gay and lesbian organizing in China, have pointed toward a common issue: a
          widespread reluctance of people to be part of and commit to a defined and visible community. “Having fun” (玩
          wan) remains the dominant focus for the majority of LGBT+ people, and “organizing” (组织 zuzhi)
          is often perceived as negative and/or dangerous (Engebretsen, 2014: 143).3
        


        
          The reasons for this widely observed reluctance to engage in a visible and
          defined community, which has a more “organized” character and (in one form or another) promotes social
          change, are complex.
        


        
          Considering the general social attitudes regarding LGBT+ and the very real hardships people can face when
          their sexual orientation and/or gender identity is disclosed, people engage in careful consideration with
          regard to the contexts in which they are open about their sexual orientation and/or gender identity through a
          process of continual and contextual management of identity. The LGBT+ community context is often the only
          context in which people choose to be open and share with others, and many people are not looking to change
          this situation and may often be wary of initiatives trying to build up a more visible, defined community
          promoting an engagement with society as a whole. With their LGBT+ lives largely separated from their other
          daily realities, they are looking to “have fun” and relax within the community, and do not necessarily want
          to dwell on the pressures they are facing.
        


        
          Yet there is a larger anti-organizing attitude that goes beyond the simple choice to not take part in
          activist activities. In its most basic form, the anti-organizing attitude can be summarized as people feeling
          that desiring other women or men is not necessarily a problem, and that it is a private matter: however,
          making this desire the focal point for organized socializing and/or activism makes it “abnormal” and
          transgresses normalizing boundaries. This tendency of emphasizing conformity rather than difference, a desire
          involving the strictly personal yet also qualifying the actions of others, lives strongly among Chinese LGBT+
          people, who are members of a society traditionally focused on the collective rather than the individual, on
          the whole family rather than its individual members, and where governmental propaganda continually expounds
          on notions of “good citizens” which emphasize uniformity rather than diversity. The tendency also largely
          informs organizational strategies to engage society and pursue societal change (Deklerck, 2017; Engebretsen,
          2014; Kam, 2013; Rofel, 2013).
        


        
          Anti-organizing sentiments go further than a general promotion of strict compartmentalization of LGBT+ lives,
          where daily realities of being law-abiding, economically productive members of society, and obedient children
          can be offset by “having fun.” They entail a more general wariness or even abhorrence of confrontational
          strategies that are perceived to be used by LGBT+ organizations (Engebretsen, 2014: 143 a.f.). One can see a
          parallel with individual strategies of coming out. For example, in the family context, the QC talk show
          “Family Matters” addresses modalities of attaining acceptance that provide an alternative to blunt
          proclamations of sexual orientation toward parents. In the talk show, host Eva expresses that a lot of
          Chinese people do not like to talk openly about things such as homosexuality, and that there is often no need
          to speak it out or to “poke holes in that piece of paper” (tongpo zhe zhang zhi 捅破这张纸) (QC, 2009:
          06:05). This coming out modality, bypassing direct conversations about homosexuality, is mentioned in various
          studies and discourses (see for example Chou, 2001: 38–40). One can argue that the anti-organizing attitude
          stems from a similar logic. Rather than reducing the attitude to a general refusal to believe in or contribute to social change, it is important to acknowledge that it also entails
          a preference for more tacit strategies in addressing LGBT+ issues that do not aim to break down or directly
          confront the dominant norms in society. Indirect, tacit ways of resisting normative expectations, which work
          within the existing framework of what is accepted as socially responsible and morally correct, are seen as
          more appropriate and beneficial to the community.
        


        
          LGBT+ organizations generally opt to shy away from direct confrontation not only for these but also for other
          reasons, including the fact that confrontation entails a higher possibility of government interference with
          their activities. Yet transnational forces, which bring hegemonic activist discourses rooted in Western
          paradigms to all of the Chinese LGBT+ population, do exercise a certain influence, generating widespread
          perceptions that all organized activity necessarily entails direct confrontation and visibility. Moreover,
          the widely known failures of attempts to engage in organized LGBT+ activism, stopped by the government, also
          contribute to general perceptions that organized events will eventually engender negative attention that will
          affect all of the Chinese LGBT+ population.
        

      

      
        Having fun and organizing


        
          Having given a general view on observed anti-organizing attitudes, it is insightful to consider how LGBT+
          organizations incorporate general preferences for “having fun” and wariness regarding “organizing” in the way
          they position themselves within LGBT+ communities, and how they approach visibility and interactions with
          society at large. Envisioning a sliding scale with commercially oriented bars, discos, and websites offering
          largely anonymous ways of “having fun” at the one extreme, and organizations championing directly
          confrontational, visible, Western-style “fight for your rights” human rights activism at the other extreme,
          one has to conclude that the large majority of organized LGBT+ initiatives fall somewhere in the middle. In
          the following section, I briefly describe a selection of Beijing-based organizations that can be situated at
          different places along the scale, indicating that both “fun” and the creation of strong, organized
          communities are championed by most organizations, yet that there remain definite differences in the emphasis
          placed by organizations and the way they fill in these notions. It is important to note that the style and
          emphasis of organizations tend to vary across China’s various regions and cities, and to emphasize the
          Beijing-slanted nature of the overview. When considering Beijing-based organizations, most people tend to
          comment on the markedly high(er) presence of politically-conscious and serious organizations (as confirmed in
          Bao, 2012: 111).
        


        
          At the “having fun” end of the scale, increasing numbers of entertainment-focused venues have sprung up in
          Beijing over the past two decades. The majority of venues focuses on gay male crowds, with larger discos
          generally geared toward providing a more anonymous kind of fun, and smaller places often more eager to
          establish bonds with and among its regular customers, and to cooperate with community-based organizations.
        


        
          More directly geared at community-forming, and still firmly at the “having
          fun” end of the scale, are the countless groups and clubs organizing recreation-oriented activities such as
          practicing yoga, singing, badminton, studying English, etc. Schroeder (2009, 2012), in his ethnographic
          research on these groups in Beijing, points out that many of the participants do not find radical strategies
          attractive or appropriate, and reflects on some key issues hinted at in previous discussions of
          “anti-organizing” attitudes. He underlines that the focus on having fun cannot be simply considered a
          “worlds-away” providing mindless refuge from the pressures of heteronormative life, or an “elite homosexual
          evasion of politics” (Schroeder, 2012: 108). Fun and escape are shown as a crucial means of understanding and
          dealing with the problems of family and work that dominate daily lives (ibid.: 109). At the same time, there
          is a form of “playful resistance” going on, with hopeful and positive feelings being the motor for a vision
          of change that does not happen through resistance but moves silently, peacefully, and slowly (ibid.: 120). As
          such “gays’ and lalas’ [lesbians] use of it [leisure] for their own ends does not represent an
          apathetic refusal of action but requires a more nuanced understanding of the political than concepts of
          revolution versus indifference, antagonism versus capitulation, allow”. (ibid.: 121)
        


        
          While these groups are generally not inclined to engage in processes of sharing their identity with society
          at large, preferring to bolster feelings of safety and protection among a largely LGBT+(-friendly) in-crowd,
          the Beijing-based singing group “Beijing Queer Chorus”—formerly known as the “Shining Jazzy Chorus”—provides
          an interesting case of how variations occur. Started in October 2008, they are far from the only LGBT+ chorus
          in China, yet they are the first and one of the few choruses publicly performing. They are featured in the QC
          news item “Shining Jazzy Chorus 5th Anniversary Concert” (QC, 2013). In the video, their publicity officer
          Roy explains that it is first of all the love of music that inspired the chorus, and second the desire to
          create a “community spirit” that can give a community a form of “cohesion” (ningju 凝聚). In a media
          interview given after the anniversary concert, the Chorus’ art director also brings home the point that
          getting people together to enjoy the music is the main goal of their chorus:
        


        
          
            People feel free in our choir, and just follow their hearts to the music. No one forces anyone to do
            anything. If you are swept up by our enthusiasm, you can devote yourself to singing and pursuing the
            choir’s overall development.
          


          
            (Lin, 2013)
          

        


        
          The choir also adopts a policy that coming out of the closet is a personal choice that should not be made a
          public crusade (Lin, 2013). The public performances are not their most important focus, yet they set them
          apart from other LGBT+ music groups throughout China. While this creates obvious contradictions with their
          policy toward coming out, it is solved in different ways. When invited to take part in the 2010 Halloween
          Party organized by QC and the Beijing LGBT Center, they agreed to perform provided that there would be no
          filming of their performance; when performing at the 2012 Shanghai Pride
          Festival they chose to do so with a selected group of members who were out of the closet (QC, 2012); and at
          their fifth anniversary concert you can see that some members of the chorus wishing to protect their identity
          perform while wearing masks (Lin, 2013; QC, 2013). There is therefore a desire to engage with society, shared
          both by people who are out and by others, and this is formulated and performed along the lines of slow and
          peaceful resistance, “playful” resistance. The engagement is focused on positivity, on affinity, on the
          “pureness” (chunjing 纯净) of the love of singing (QC, 2013), and is largely lacking a strict political
          or overtly activist agenda. As voiced by the Chorus’ art director:
        


        
          
            We just take everything as it comes. We also have the same attitude toward society. Our approach is to just
            let them see and hear us, even if they see us through tinted glasses and hear us for the purpose of
            entertainment. […] We will see if they take them [the tinted glasses] off after they hear us perform.
          


          
            (Lin, 2013)
          

        


        
          A couple of organizations I highlighted previously can serve as examples of organizations situated toward the
          other, “organizing” end of the spectrum: Aibai, Common Language, and QC. The three are very different in
          organizational style, history, and mission, yet they all have a dominant focus on interaction with society at
          large and on the changing and influencing of society. As discussed before, this focus is also present within
          organizations and groups where “having fun” dominates, yet these three organizations strive to take a more
          direct route to societal change.
        


        
          Other sources give a detailed description of their vision, mission, and activities, and indicate how they
          ground their work in tendencies and attitudes emerging from their constituents (Aibai: QC, 2007 and QC, 2010;
          Common Language: Engebretsen, 2014; QC: Deklerck and Wei, 2015).
        


        
          The descriptions, which cannot be reproduced here due to space limitations, serve to show that even though
          global queering processes are most clearly observable within these organizations, they do not give rise to
          sweeping commandments for all LGBT+ people to come out, or to an overtly confrontational rhetoric pitching
          LGBT+ people against heteronormative society. Statements of activists that include encouragements to come
          out, such as the ones by Jiang Hui and Xiaogang Wei mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, are
          immediately softened. Activists emphasize that they do not want to push people into coming out, rather that
          it only should be done when the circumstances are right and after thorough preparations are made. Moreover,
          overt confrontational statements may attract negative government attention, and are generally not very useful
          in engaging an LGBT+ population permeated by anti-organizing attitudes.
        


        
          Instead, elements of “play” are stressed to augment the attraction of participation in social activism. To
          give just one illustration of how this takes place, I refer to the documentary “The Cream of the Queer Crop.”
          Throughout the filming of the documentary, we asked our interviewees to formulate in one sentence what they
          really wished to convey to our viewers. We subsequently added most of
          their sentences at the end of the documentary. While a lot of the activists include a sentence with an
          “organizing” slant to it, the statement of Xu Bin stands out. She says: “I personally think that the LGBT+
          movement is very fun (hen haowan 很好玩). I hope that more people will join [the movement], and have fun
          together with us (lai yiqi wan 来一起玩)” (QC, 2010: 47:18). Considering the previous discussions
          regarding “anti-organizing” attitudes, and Xu Bin’s personal struggles with promoting direct activism within
          the lesbian community as evidenced in Engebretsen (2014), this statement carries an important significance.
          Rather than trying to cultivate feelings of responsibility within the audience, or to stress the importance
          of activism within society, Xu Bin chooses to appeal to the dominant desire of LGBT+ people, which is to
          “have fun.” While throughout the interview she expounded on the need for “organized” activism, and did not
          hide the difficulties that come with it, she was aware that in order to have more people take part in direct
          activist activities, it is a better strategy to emphasize the “fun” that it brings. Her statement also
          reflects the general phenomenon that “having fun” is part and parcel of activities aiming to influence
          society.
        

      
    


    
      Place to play and organize


      
        Having sketched some of the organizational cultures encountered within the LGBT+ world, I now take some time to
        indicate how they coexist and overlap against the background of the overall Chinese regulatory and political
        framework. These considerations are then used to give preliminary insights into how spaces are claimed and
        appropriated by LGBT+ communities.
      


      
        The overall policy of the Chinese party-state toward LGBT+, reflected throughout China’s regulatory
        environment, is often expressed in the idiom of the three no’s policy (san bu zhengce 三不政策): no
        approval, no disapproval, no promotion (bu zhichi, bu fandui, bu tichang 不支持, 不反对, 不提倡) (Chow and Cheng,
        2010: 94; Hung, 2011: 379). There is no official initiative to inform society about LGBT+ issues—on the
        contrary, there are still various rules in place that actively hinder increased societal visibility of LGBT+
        people and the dissemination of LGBT+ awareness (no promotion). While there are no specific rules indicating an
        active policy of opposition or persecution of LGBT+ people (no disapproval), there is no explicit legal
        recognition or protection for LGBT+ people either (no approval), leaving them little redress in situations in
        which they are discriminated against because of their SOGIE. Moreover, due to the absence of explicit support
        and acknowledgment of LGBT+ by the party-state, authorities and institutions tend to be cautious when faced
        with LGBT+ issues while implementing, executing, and enforcing the law. A case in point is the fact that civil
        affairs authorities generally deny registration to NGOs with an explicit LGBT+ nature, even though there is no
        express (legal) basis to do so—in the absence of a clear party-state position, they do not want to stick their
        heads out and risk being punished (Daly, 2018). In addition, the LGBT+ non-policy allows discriminatory
        attitudes to fester and leaves the door open to profiling and harassment of LGBT+ people, as exemplified by the fact that LGBT+ communities and gathering places are long-time targets in
        larger campaigns to “clean up” the social environment prior to important political days and/or events (Vembu,
        2008).
      


      
        Engebretsen (2009: 4) characterizes the three no’s idiom as a Chinese version of “Don’t ask, don’t tell”: The
        main message seems to be that LGBT+ people can be tolerated as long as they stay quiet, contained and out of
        sight. This message serves well to designate overall party-state attitudes toward LGBT+ organizing. When
        engaging in both “playing” and “organizing,” LGBT+ communities need to navigate the stormy waters of official
        paranoia about everything that could potentially challenge the party-state. While authorities are likely to
        tolerate quiet, contained, and out of sight activities that do not confront the societal and political status
        quo, they don’t hesitate to interfere with any kind of action that is perceived to potentially threaten public
        order or poison official ideology. Especially since Xi Jinping heralded an era of suspicion toward the perils
        of “Western values” and Western-style civil society, a blueprint of which can be found in the 2013 Communist
        Party notice “Document 9” (China File, 2013), the space for LGBT+ organizing has become smaller and smaller.
        With its “global queering” ties to the outside, and with its historic dependency on foreign funding, LGBT+
        movements and especially its NGO proponents are now being scrutinized more than ever.
      


      
        The Beijing Queer Film Festival (BQFF), a biennial and later annual festival started in 2001, offers a
        relatively well-documented illustration of various strategies used by LGBT+ people to carve out space for
        coming together to play and organize within this environment (BQFFOC, 2011, 2013; Hamer, 2015; Yang, 2008a,
        2008b, 2012). The festival team, a loosely organized band of filmmakers and activists, has continuously
        struggled to find festival venues. Their struggles can be most directly related to the gradually heightening
        censorship of independent film in China, the ongoing ban on the showing and production of LGBT+-themed movies,
        and the overall LGBT+ wariness of various institutions induced by the official LGBT+ non-policy. On some
        occasions, the venue hosts took the initiative to cancel festival showings or withdraw their previously
        committed festival cooperation, and this without a clear indication on whether they had been forced by
        authorities to do so. On other occasions, Chinese authorities directly asked organizers to cancel the festival
        and/or issued threats should they decide to go forward with the festival. Yet throughout the festival history,
        organizers have always found ways to unite audiences and filmmakers in specific screening spaces, often even
        after authorities had issued a ban on the festival. In order to escape the watchful eye of the Beijing city
        authorities, they held several festival editions in Songzhuang, an artist village just outside Beijing; they
        split the festival into separate screenings held at a variety of artist homes, coffee-houses, bars, clubs, and
        cultural institutes throughout Beijing in order to counter previously issued bans and cancellations or to
        prevent interference; they took recourse to foreign embassies and cultural centers less likely to be invaded by
        Chinese authorities; and they even held screenings on a moving bus and a moving train to avoid being tracked or
        struck down. These spatial strategies furthermore went hand in hand with other tactics focused on avoiding the
        censorship gaze. The festival was renamed several times to ensure a fresh
        start after previous negative attention, to play down festival size and scale,4 and to conceal the LGBT+ nature of the festival from outsiders.5 Festival promotion was often kept to a bare minimum, and was often focused on individual
        screenings instead of the whole festival. Any festival publicity, including on social media and by attendees,
        was often relegated to after the end of the festival.
      


      
        The BQFF organizers generally position their initiative closer to the “organizing” than the “having fun” side
        of the spectrum (Yang, 2011 provides a poignant example). A 2014 screening organized on a moving train,
        mentioned above and recounted by filmmaker Dean Hamer (2015), offers a particular insightful example of what
        this stance implies. After being threatened by authorities to cancel the festival, organizers took refuge to an
        email-list of trusted festival enthusiasts, and informed audiences to board a certain train, bring their
        laptops, and gather in car number 7. Flash drives containing the opening film were handed out to all attendees,
        everybody watched it together on their respective computers, and joint discussions followed. It illustrates how
        the festival is not just about offering recreation through films, or even inducing “playful resistance” by
        giving access to forbidden film-fruit. It is about creating an event thoroughly valuing the transformative
        power of community-gathering, while at the same time challenging party-state control.
      


      
        The festival’s quest for collective space, and its various strategies of space-making, are more than familiar
        to many LGBT+ initiatives operating in Beijing. At the same time, get-togethers toward the “having fun” end of
        the scale are generally less concerned with overarching party-state scrutiny and control. The “don’t ask, don’t
        tell” official policy, a policy resonating well with overall coming-out attitudes, links up closely with the
        organizational mantras of the numerous yoga-clubs, hook-up apps, and dancing clubs mentioned above. They have
        an all-together easier time to carve out a space and a place within society.
      


      
        Yet the boundaries of what is tolerated are always unsure, and a guaranteed safe space is hard to come by for
        all kinds of LGBT+ organizational cultures. Recent history shows that even those initiatives that are
        self-contained and are well placed within the growing neoliberal strictures of Chinese society are not safe.
        For every Blued, a gay dating app at the front of the pink economy and steadily tolerated within a China
        driven to innovate, there is a Rela (热拉), a lesbian dating app suddenly shut down (temporarily) for
        unknown reasons that might involve its support for an awareness-raising event on gay rights (Linder, 2018).
      

    


    
      Defending places to play


      
        Just how unsure the boundaries of tolerance are is poignantly illustrated by a recent incident on the
        Internet—China’s biggest “playground” for LGBT+ people. Sina Weibo, an immense Chinese-language social media
        platform, announced on April 13, 2018 that it started a 3-month clean-up campaign on content violating the
        platform’s regulations, including content containing pornography, violence, and homosexuality (Bao, 2018). This
        followed 2015 government rules banning homosexuality from television dramas (Cheung, 2016); 2017 government rules enforcing oversight on Internet content (Li and Zhang, 2017); and
        2017 Internet industry guidelines prohibiting the depiction of homosexuality in audiovisual content (ibid.).
        Sina Weibo was definitely not the first Internet platform to block LGBT+ content. Yet whereas other media
        blockings of LGBT+ content had typically been haphazard, only targeting some programs while tolerating others,
        Sina Weibo prepared for a full-fledged enforcement of existing regulations, and promised an overall crackdown
        on all homosexual content—political, playful, pornographic, or otherwise.
      


      
        What was remarkable about the event is that it triggered a large wave of online protests. Over the next few
        days, encouraged by various civil society groups, tens of thousands of netizens protested against the campaign,
        using hashtags such as #iamgay (Bao, 2018). While still only representing a limited part of the estimated tens
        of millions of LGBT+ people in China, the scale of the response seemed unprecedented. Many people also included
        photos of themselves with their partners or with gay family members in their posts, both with and without
        face-covering mosaics (Shanghaiist, 2018). Two days later, the Communist Party mouthpiece People’s Daily
        published an opinion article emphasizing the national consensus to show respect to all sexual orientations and
        protect their legal rights (Bao, 2018). The following day, Weibo announced that it would stop cracking down on
        homosexuality-related content, but continue targeting violence and pornography in its campaign (Bao, 2018).
      


      
        The incident suggests that Sina Weibo, by directing a comprehensive attack on all things LGBT+, provoked an
        awareness within large sections of the LGBT+ public that their personal is political, causing them to act out
        in “organizing” ways generally mistrusted. It thus presents an interesting departure from previously discussed
        LGBT+ organizational cultures, yet also coincides with described tendencies. With their virtual personae,
        optionally featuring photos that did or did not fully show real-life faces, LGBT+ people came together through
        “hashtag activism” to highlight their normality, and thus found ways to heed “organizing” calls previously
        largely ignored. The urgency to do so was clearer than in the past, when the LGBT+ non-policy only haphazardly
        struck: Sina Weibo had unwittingly mistaken the non-policy for a policy, and thus had given LGBT+ communities
        something to react against. Interestingly, the People’s Daily commentary quickly put a lid on the
        situation. It reinserted a level of grayness into the rules. It noted that homosexuality is not considered a
        mental disorder in China, yet that homosexuals also shoulder responsibilities when pursuing their legal rights,
        and that homosexuality could not become a selling point that would cause people, especially minors, to see it
        as a trend and pursue it blindly (People’s Daily, 2018). It thus became unclear again which kind of
        content could be allowed. The party-state thus countered obvious repression that had quickly turned into a
        large rallying call, while reinserting a grayness keeping all kinds of LGBT+ organizers on their toes.
        Afterwards, things went back to normal: several blog posts thanking Sina Weibo for unwittingly inserting
        political consciousness into thousands of LGBT+ people were blocked, and the next month saw ubiquitous banning
        of International Day Against Homophobia and Transphobia activities throughout China (Chen, 2018).
      

    


    
      Conclusion


      
        This chapter gave insight into various LGBT+ organizational cultures present in Chinese society. The analyses
        served to go beyond Euro-American-inspired ideas, and to suggest alternative ways to comprehend activism within
        the Chinese setting. They indicated that, even though an outward focus became more predominant in
        organizational cultures, community forming remains important for all. I furthermore described how
        anti-organizing and normalizing atmospheres point toward “having fun” as the most engaging way to get people
        together.
      


      
        Yet the dynamics of “having fun” or “playing” do hold and engender forms of resistance. Organizations with a
        more direct focus on social change incorporate fun in their calls. Collectives with a focus on fun incorporate
        visions for social change. And even within strictly recreational groups, seeds for a silent, peaceful, and slow
        revolution can be discerned.
      


      
        The idiom of the three no’s policy served to illustrate party-state attitude toward LGBT+ organizing. It formed
        the primary backdrop for an investigation into how public space, mainly understood as public sphere yet also
        extending to physical spaces, is claimed and appropriated by LGBT+ communities to organize and deploy
        activities. A non-policy in its essence, the three no’s policy creates blurry boundaries between what can be
        tolerated and what needs to be stopped. Over the years, a general sense of these boundaries seems to have
        crystalized within party-state institutions and LGBT+ people alike. There is a general sense that contained,
        non-confrontational activities at the “fun” end of the scale are generally tolerated and can be given space,
        while others will more likely meet with interference. As illustrated by the BQFF, LGBT+ organizers have found
        various ways to both challenge and act on these spatial politics.
      


      
        This blurriness of the (spatial) boundaries of tolerance interacts in interesting ways with described Chinese
        LGBT+ strategies of identity-management and -negotiation. The 2018 Sina Weibo incident indicates how crucial
        the inherent non-clarity is for the party-state, and how apparent clarification might re-order the current
        organizational status quo. Sina Weibo was overeager, took existing rules literally, and threatened to make the
        LGBT+ non-policy into an outspoken prohibition, targeting also the “fun” spectrum. It threatened to close down
        the whole of the LGBT+ online “playground,” and seemed to overthrow the general impression with LGBT+
        populations that only “organizers” who “do ask and tell” are (spatially) curtailed and face party-state
        punishment. The swiftness with which the party-state retook control of the narrative, and re-instated the
        haziness covering the regulatory field, is remarkable and shows that it is well aware of the dangers of
        clarity.
      


      
        The “hashtag activism” featured in the Weibo incident deserves to be explored more, as it promises further
        clues to apprehend the overlaps between “playing” and “organizing” for LGBT+ communities, and their claiming
        and appropriating of public space. As formulated by Bao (2018): “participation in social media activism may not
        necessarily directly lead to social changes; but it can form part of the assemblage that enables social
        changes.”
      


      
        How eventual social changes might impact party-state politics and LGBT+ organizing is hard to predict. Yet it
        is probably safe to say that even when LGBT+ people gain broader and/or
        official acceptance, a critical cautiousness as already displayed in various “organizing” initiatives remains
        warranted, as this acceptance will no doubt come on the terms of “…an increasingly neoliberal society
        legitimized by the Party-state, with imperatives for conformity, consumption, and conservative moral orders”
        (Bao, 2018).
      

    


    
      

      
        1 LGBT+ is used to designate Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
        Transgender and other sexual and gender minorities (+). LGBT is an acronym originated in the West, and widely
        used by Chinese Mainland activists both in their English- and Chinese-language communications. During the past
        few years, individuals and organizations increasingly add other letters and signs to the acronym such as I
        (Intersex), Q (Queer, Questioning), A (Asexual) and +. The acronym is “activist-speak,” finds little if any use
        in non-activist settings, and is generally not used to designate identity (as in “I am LGBT”). It has come to
        lead its own life among activists in China, and has become a slogan-like designation for activists positioning
        their work in the realm of Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity/Expression (SOGIE) issues, even though their
        work doesn’t necessarily cover all the various communities and issues referred to. The Chinese term “comrade”
        (tongzhi 同志) is commonly used as identity-designation by Chinese LGBT+ people, and it is often used by
        SOGIE activists as well. Yet while some consider tongzhi to encompass the whole LGBT+ spectrum, others
        see the term as mainly pointing toward male homosexuality and subjectivity. Therefore, in an incomplete attempt
        to capture the breadth of the SOGIE realm, and for reasons of (English) reader convenience, I use “LGBT+” in
        this chapter. This while being aware that the use of the acronym is consequently fraught with risks of
        “over-generalization, erasure, and reproduction of problematic[…] power inequalities” (Engebretsen, 2014: xvi).
      


      
        2 All translations in this chapter are my own except when
        noted otherwise.
      


      
        3 The terms I use vary slightly from those used by
        Engebretsen in her work on lesbian communities, who mentions a “ ‘having fun’ (wan’er) approach” and a
        “[getting] organized (zuzhide) attitude” (Engebretsen, 2014: 127). It should be noted that wan 玩
        or wan’er 玩儿 isn’t a perfect equivalent of “having fun.” Other common translations of the term include
        “play,” “amuse oneself,” “employ,” “trifle with,” “enjoy.”
      


      
        4 This is illustrated by the gradual loss of geographical
        place indicators in its name, with such indicators generally being the purvey of officially sanctioned events
        and likely to suggest a certain type of grandeur alarming authorities. While the first edition of the festival
        had “China” (zhongguo 中国) in its name, this changed to “Beijing” (北京) from its second edition onwards,
        and with the 2015 edition the festival lost all official place indications in its title. Moreover, subtle
        changes in denominating the nature of the event also point to the organizers’ desire to appear smaller and of
        less significance to authorities. First called dianyingjie 电影节 (film festival), the festival became a
        dianyingluntan 电影论坛 (film forum), a yingzhan 影展 (film exhibition), and ultimately a
        dianyingzhou 电影周 (film week).
      


      
        5 The first two festival editions held tongxinglian
        同性恋 (homosexual) in their names. This was replaced by the word ku’er 酷儿 (queer) from the third edition
        onwards as it was (and still is) lesser known by people outside of LGBT+ circles. From 2015 onwards, only the
        character ku 酷 remains, which translates for most as “cool” and only refers to “queer” for those
        familiar with LGBT+ vernacular.
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      9 Struggling around the politics of recognition


      The formation of communities of
      interpretations and of emotions among a collective of migrant workers in twenty-first century China


      Eric Florence

    

    
      
        My life is like a book that’s dreadful to read—fate has made its cover very messy. I am from Xiangyang in
        Hubei, and started to do private teaching at the local village school when I was 12. If I wouldn’t have left, I
        would have continued to teach and would have become a proper teacher. But I couldn’t bear to stay in the
        countryside and view the sky from the bottom of the well, so I came to Beijing. I wanted to see the world. I
        was 20 years old at the time.
      


      
        (Essay by Fan Yusu)
      

    


    
      In late April 2017, a short essay by Fan, a 44-year-old female rural migrant worker, went viral on Chinese social
      media, being shared thousands of times on WeChat and engendering intense debates on the author’s identity, on the
      literary quality of her essay, and on the realities that she depicts in this brief piece.1 This case is just one example of the increasing participation of rural
      migrant workers in the cultural politics of self-representation and being represented, a politics that, with the
      digital turn, has taken more visual forms (Sun, 2012, 2013a, 2013b). While, for more than a decade, rural migrant
      workers had virtually no venues to express themselves publicly and were on the whole perceived as a threat to
      urban order, being turned into “the other” through what Zhang Li has termed three overlapping processes of
      “unifying and homogenizing”; “dehistoricizing and dehumanizing,” and “abnormalizing” (Zhang, 2001: 28–46). At
      that time, rural migrant workers also often stood for urbanites’ anxiety about the morally and socially
      disturbing effects of markets on urban social order (Florence, 2006; Solinger, 1999). From the mid-1990s on
      however, a gradual shift in representation of rural workers occurred: from homogenized and voiceless masses
      toward an emphasis on smaller groups of people and on individuals. This shift took place in South China’s Pearl
      River Delta earlier than in other regions of China as the migrant workers in the Delta’s major Eastern cities
      such as Shenzhen or Dongguan started to outnumber the permanent urban dwellers; and as the inflow of chiefly
      foreign capital went unabated. Hence, the availability of cheap and flexible, predominantly female, rural migrant
      workers became ever more important for local authorities. The representational shift was also the result of the
      emergence of a body of Chinese social sciences literature, which complemented
      and questioned the predominant “law and order” paradigm by focusing more on individuals and on their rights
      (Xiang and Tan, 2005). Moreover, from the mid-1990s on, rural workers’ experience of toiling outside their
      hometown became accessible to the public through an increasing number of platforms such as radio, newspapers and
      magazines, films, etc.) and from the beginning of the twenty-first century via the Internet and social media.
    


    
      While the cultural politics of being represented and representing oneself of rural migrant labor has been the
      object of scientific research (see Florence 2006, 2013, 2017; Jacka 2006; Qiu 2009; Sun 2012, 2013a, 2013b,
      2014), how grassroots labor-related organizations mediate workers’ experience and how this translates to the
      politics of voice and recognition has received little academic attention.2 In this chapter, I endeavor to explore how a grassroots collective of mostly young rural
      workers engage in the constitution of mediation arrangements to produce “various spatial scales of visibility of
      their actions, of their claims and of their identity” (Bleil, 2005). Therefore, the question I am interested in
      is not so much what spaces are invested by collectives of migrant youth, but rather to focus on a range of
      organizational practices and mediation processes through which collectives of workers shape spaces of
      interactions, of engagements, of shared emotions and collective performances, both physical and
      virtual.3 As to “youth” among rural migrant workers, let us note
      first that this latter widely encompassing category is made of a majority of young people. Second, one should
      note the centrality of the category of “youth” (qingchun 青春) within the cultural politics of rural
      workers. In mainstream, elite, and official narratives, rural workers’ youth is often described as a reservoir of
      social energy that has to be shaped and invested into the economic development and prosperity of cities
      (Florence, 2017). Expressions related to youth, as will be underlined hereafter, are also recurrent in rural
      workers’ own depictions of their experiences of toiling in cities and factories, but they are so predominantly to
      express uncertain struggles around aspirations for social mobility, or feelings of disillusion and resentment.
      Young rural migrant workers are actually often the objects of pedagogic narratives originating from their
      families and from urban and party-state elites (Pun, 2016). As to the cultural life of rural migrant workers, it
      has often been described as poor if not non-existent, especially so in the 1980s and 1990s, and those who engage
      in culture-related activities or work for various types of social organizations are on the whole a minority (Sun,
      2014). It is furthermore difficult to assess how many people may be impacted by the action of grassroots
      organizations such as the one we study in this chapter.
    


    
      Following Martin, I conceive of cultural practices as embodied practices linked to social hierarchies and as
      fundamentally marked by ambivalence, polysemy, and, most prominently as to this chapter, as carrying the
      potential to foster pleasure and connect people, as well as to embody emotions (Martin, 2000). Hence, the
      question arises: how do grassroots collectives of rural workers foster the constitution of communities of
      “interpretation and emotion” (Chartier, 1989)? To tackle this question, I rely on the concept of “mediation” as
      defined by Voirol for whom mediation processes are at the heart of symbolic
      and material struggles for representation and for definitions of social orders (Voirol, 2005: 20, 56–57). More
      precisely, I am interested in mediation or arrangements of mediation in that they enable to “bridge meaning with
      organizations and people” (ibid.). The object of research in this chapter is more organizational than semantic.
      Instead of focusing on peoples’ consciousness or subjectivities, I draw from De Nora’s concept of “aesthetic
      agency” to look at how “the production of knowledge, talk, organizational regimes, and embodied practice is seen
      to emerge from within a matrix of social relations and things” and is closely related to embodiment and
      materiality (Witkin and De Nora, 1997).
    


    
      The sources for this chapter comprise the author’s own fieldwork notes and observation of several workers’
      collectives from 2011 to the present in Beijing and Shenzhen. In addition to scholarly sources on migrant workers
      in China, other sources include unpublished material, DVDs, and CDs gathered during fieldwork stays in Beijing.
      Exchanges and observations sourced from WeChat groups are used as additional material to the more traditional
      sources used in this chapter.
    


    
      In the following sections, I first set the background of labor NGOs in post-Mao China and delve upon the
      genealogy of the grassroots collective “Migrant Workers’ Home.” I then show how the collective’s identity has
      been built concomitantly with the claims it has been making and the social problems it has tried to make visible.
      In the third section, I document how the combination of a workers’ collective of locally organized initiatives on
      the one hand and larger-scale events on the other hand constitute arrangements of different scales of mediation
      which contribute to making the collective’s claims, identity, and actions visible.
    


    
      “Workers’ home”


      
        Even though at present more than 100 labor-related NGOs exist in China, it was only in the 1990s that the first
        few organizations were founded in Shenzhen and Beijing. These organizations focused chiefly on raising public
        awareness regarding the exploitative work conditions experienced by rural migrant workers. One had to wait
        until the beginning of the first decade of the twenty-first century to see the number of labor-related NGOs
        flourish. This period coincided with the advent of the second generation of rural migrant workers whose
        class-consciousness, experience of resentment, and knowledge of their rights were more pronounced (Pun and Lu,
        2010; Ng and Pun, unpublished paper). Both in the 1990s and the next decade, NGOs had been the object of
        cyclical phases of State repression often followed by phases of decreasing State control. In 2012 and a year
        later, with the coming to power of Xi Jinping, State repression increased greatly and the spaces for action for
        labor NGOs substantially narrowed, with the government recognizing only those NGOs that did not engage directly
        in labor organizing or labor rights advocacy but provided social services and social work to workers
        (Franceschini and Nesossi, 2018; Ng and Pun, unpublished paper).
      


      
        It is actually from 2005 onwards that an increasing but still limited number
        of grassroots labor-focused organizations started to foster workers’ participation in various forms of cultural
        practices such as writing, singing, filming, etc., often combining these activities with social services such
        as skills training or legal advice (Florence, forthcoming). One such organization, “Workers’ Home” (Gongyou
        zhi jia 工友之家), was founded in 2002 by a collective of musicians called “The young migrant workers culture
        and arts performing band” (Dagong qingnian wenyi yanchudui 打工文艺演出队), in the suburbs of Beijing. The
        collective changed its name to the “New Workers Art Troup” (Xin Gongren Yishutuan 新工人艺术团) in 2004. It
        was first based in Xiaojiahe, then in Dongba, then finally the organization was established in the village of
        Picun in Chaoyang District, on the fifth outer ring of Beijing, less than 10 km from the Beijing International
        Airport and more than 50 km from the capital (Lü, 2013). The majority of the more than 20,000 inhabitants of
        Picun are rural migrant workers laboring in Beijing as well as in the village’s many workshops and in the
        service and construction industry. Housing in Picun is on the whole pretty precarious and the infrastructure is
        quite lacking. There are for instance neither proper heating nor sewage systems in the village. Picun has up to
        now remained outside real estate development plans probably because of its being so close to the airport. In
        addition, several of the local institutions such as the migrants’ primary school and the organization’s theater
        have faced threats of forced closure or demolition over the last ten years, allegedly due to the lack of
        security and hygiene according to the local authorities.4 One
        should note however, that on the whole the organization attempts to collaborate with local authorities,
        particularly at the Village committee or District level.
      


      
        The “Young migrant workers culture and arts performing band” was originally a music band that started to
        perform music aimed for an audience of migrant workers in 2002; particularly workers on construction sites and
        in factories, as well as communities of rural migrant workers in the suburbs of Beijing. Today, around 100
        people work for Workers’ Home, a majority of whom are rural migrant workers, in addition to university student
        volunteers. The people participating in the regular activities organized by Workers’ Home are mostly young
        people in their twenties or thirties, though notably there are also some older workers, in particular
        construction workers, joining in some the activities run by the collective. Each evening, between 50 to 100
        people gather in the courtyard or library of Worker’s Home or the Workers’ Museum. This is a shared space, and
        there are also quite a number of children who play in the courtyard.
      


      
        In 2004, the band released its first album called “Under the sky we are all one family of workers” (Tianxia
        dagong shi yi jia 天下打工是一家), which brought about 75,000 RMB in royalties. According to one of the founders
        of the collective:
      


      
        
          The CD sold very well indeed, I have been told 100.000 copies were sold, we got 75.000 RMB. It was the first
          time we had seen so much money. We held a one-week gathering to discuss what we were going to do with this
          money; we discussed whether we could use this money to do something meaningful. At the time we would often go to local communities to perform, we became aware of the
          fate of the children of rural workers and their extreme difficulty to access local schools.
        


        
          (Wang and Sun, 2013: 7)
        

      


      
        Hence, the primary school for children of rural migrant workers was established in 2005.5 At about the same time, the Picun Cultural Activities Centre aimed chiefly
        at the local community was also established. In May 2008, the Migrant Workers Culture and Arts Museum
        (hereafter “the Museum”) Dagong Wenhua Yishu Bowuguan (打工文化艺术博物馆) was founded with the collaboration of
        the Chaoyang District Cultural Bureau and the Picun village committee, with funding for the museum chiefly
        provided by the Hong Kong branch of OXFAM. From 2009 to 2011, Workers’ Home organized the annual New
        workers’ culture festival (hereafter “the Festival”; Xin Gongren Wenhua Yishujie 新工人文化艺术节) in
        Beijing, through which several hundreds of mostly young rural workers and other organizations and artistic
        formations from cities such as Shenzhen, Hangzhou, Suzhou, or Xi’an gathered, including some coming from Hong
        Kong, Taiwan, Japan, and Holland. Then, from 2012 to 2017, the Migrant Workers Spring Festival Gala
        (hereafter “the Gala”; Dagong Chunwan 打工春晚) was set up (Lü, 2013). This range of projects was aimed not
        only at the local community level but also, perhaps more fundamentally, at recording and mediating workers’
        voices, experiences, and history through cultural practices. In addition to major events,6 the collective runs a number of recurrent locally organized events under
        the heading of “community organizing” such as music classes, reading classes, dancing classes, and film shows.
        It also provides services to the local community such as the establishment of a local branch of the trade union
        which is able to occasionally assist workers in situations of labor relations conflicts, second-hand clothes
        shops, a school for rural migrants’ children, a library, etc.7
      

    


    
      Workers’ home: identity formation


      
        From the creation of Workers’ Home in 2002, and the subsequent founding of the migrant children primary school
        in 2005; the Museum in 2008; to the Festival a year later, these projects and events have been conceived by the
        founding members8 of the collective as benchmarks in terms of the
        gradual construction of an identity for the collective. One of the leading members of the collective put it
        this way:
      


      
        
          The 2009 workers culture festival was the first national level festival for migrant workers and its goals
          were very clear: we had raised “establish our own platform to perform our own play, establish workers’
          culture, establish laborers’ culture.
        


        
          (Lü, 2013: 335)
        

      


      
        This process of development at both the organizational level and at the level of identity formation of the
        collective is also related to a process of self-reflexivity of the
        collective. The media and urban elite on the other hand focus more on the nature of Workers’ Home and the
        extent to which it represented migrant workers. On this issue of representation, while some founders of the
        collective have claimed in media outlets that they did not consider themselves as speaking for or on behalf of
        migrant workers, and that they did not mean to represent them (Wei, 2015), a member of the collective argued
        however:
      


      
        
          At the beginning we did not think much … We were going out to perform and that was it. But then, some people
          started to pay attention to us, to interpret us, particularly so some specialists, thus we also started to
          reflect on ourselves. Then we slowly realized that it was not as simple as what we originally had thought, we
          realized that we did not only represent ourselves, that we represented the whole dagong community (…)
        


        
          (Qiao, 2012: 8)
        

      


      
        For the third edition of the Festival in 2011, the organizers put forward “labor is glorious” (laodong
        guangrong) as the motto of this edition of the event; which according to a brochure produced for the
        occasion meant first, that the term “glorious” contained implicit dignity for workers and that “Glorious means
        reward for labor; if sick, has to be treated; has to be looked after when getting old; has to enjoy a stable
        dwelling,” (lao you suo huo; bing you suo yi; lao you suo yang; zhu you suo ju,劳有所获；病有所医；老又所养；住有所居)
        (Brochure for the 2012 Gala). A year later, the first edition of the Gala was set up in Picun, it was then
        followed by five successive editions until 2017. The organizers of these events conceived of these projects as
        being part of a larger whole. According to them, the organization of the six editions of the Gala had been
        possible because the organization had been involved in a whole array of other activities such as the school for
        rural migrants’ children, the training center, the museum, concerts, theater performances, the various classes
        organized weekly, the reading groups, etc. (Interview, Beijing, February 2015 and July 2016; Lü, 2013).
        Moreover, from its funding in 2002, the collective had been running a variety of regular and more or less
        formal forums, camps, study sessions which most often gathered core members of the collective, as well as its
        “supporters,” among these a number of intellectuals, including specialists on rural issues.9 Through these gatherings, a number of documents were produced in which the
        founding members of the collective discuss and explain the principles alongside ordinary workers, which guide
        their action. These spaces of interaction and debate are of essential importance, and complement the
        recreational gatherings mentioned in this section. Furthermore, they contribute to defining the principles of
        the organization, its mission and goals; and finally, these gatherings foster a sense of belonging for the
        migrant youth.
      


      
        In conjunction with the formation of the collective’s identity and organizational capacity, one should also
        note that through the variety of cultural events they organize and through how they explain the importance of
        these events, one can observe among the founding members of the collective a trust in the transformative
        capacity of culture and in the empowering potential of collective embodied
        cultural practices. The cultural events also serve as spaces that mediate shared emotions, and enable
        articulations with the politics of dignity and social justice. The founding members explained, for instance,
        that, during the first concerts that band performed in factories and on construction sites in the Beijing
        suburbs, they could observe how much the workers attending these performances were moved, some actually
        shedding tears. They described these performances and the effects they had on workers as powerfully moving.
        Another member narrated that during these initial performances, workers “could feel equality and respect, they
        could start to dare to express themselves (…),” that they “felt the warmth and power from the collective, and
        how much it strengthened their confidence” (Lü, 2013: 336).
      


      
        Such an emphasis put on culture and on its mediation is necessarily linked to the collective’s endeavors to
        transform the ways they are represented and to express and make workers’ voices heard through cultural
        practices. A worker who participated to the 2015 Gala put it this way:
      


      
        
          We have at least to express our own voice, if we do not do it, nobody will do it for us, this way the
          experiences of this group will vanish as time goes by.
        


        
          (Zhao, 2015)
        

      


      
        As to culture, the same member of the collective argued that the reason why the museum had been called “Migrant
        Workers’ Culture and Arts Museum” and not “Migrant Workers Museum” was that
      


      
        
          literature and arts can record workers’ history in a more moving way, more real, and more lively way. It is
          not a dead history, but a lively one; for instance, examining workers’ tales and feelings through workers’
          poems. If it were only cold writings, we could not produce these kind of emotions.
        


        
          (Qiao, 2012: 10)
        

      


      
        Closely related to the confidence in the transformative capacity of culture through its capacity to mediate
        emotions is the idea also shared among the collective that it is through performing and practicing that the
        emotional power of these performances can be increased.
      


      
        As explained previously, the Workers’ Home collective has been striving to improve the representation and the
        recognition of migrant workers within Chinese society. The idea that rural migrant workers suffer from a
        deficit of recognition and face discrimination in terms of rights and access to social services within cities,
        in addition to being a central element in the identity formation of migrant workers (Pun, 2016), has indeed
        been a core one, developed and circulated not only within Chinese social science research, but also in the
        media and within cultural production by rural migrant workers (Florence, 2017, 2013; Sun, 2014). This narrative
        somehow echoes James C. Scott’s argument about the collective experience of indignities by subordinate groups
        that often generates collective narratives of indignation, of redress, and of justice among these groups (Scott, 1990). Within this narrative, rural workers set their own everyday
        experience of indignities (exploitation, discrimination, etc.) against their yearning for minimum stability and
        a fairer social order. It can also go through the expression of disillusionment or frustration in particular
        among second generation young workers who in the face of adverse predicaments find themselves taken in various
        forms of entrapment (Pun, 2016; Pun and Lu, 2010). Such narratives of “embodied indignity” are shared and
        reworked widely in the variety of cultural production originating from the Workers’ Home collective, be it
        through the songs of the New Workers Art Troup, or through the other publications such as children’s magazines,
        the surveys produced by the collective, as well as via the organization of wider scale events such as the Gala.
        One should note the high recurrence of a series of terms such as “best years of youth” (qingchun),
        “sacrifice one’s best years of youth” (fengxian qingchun 风险青春), “realize one’s ideals” (shixian
        lixiang 实现理想), “to have one’s own dreams” (yongyou ziji de mengxiang 拥有自己的梦想), “to pursue one’s
        future” (zhuiqiu weilai 追求未来), etc., all related to ‘youth’ and young workers’ aspirations within these
        cultural productions, be it songs, poems, play scripts, essays, etc. Before the first edition of the Gala was
        organized in 2012, a number of recurring themes and ideas strongly related the yearning for dignity of workers
        and for social justice ran through this mix of small-scale events addressed at the local community, and via the
        organization of larger-scale events such as the Gala to which I turn in the final section of this chapter.
      


      
        In this section, we have seen the development of the Workers’ Home collective’s organizational capacity over
        the years as well as the principles shaped its identity and its actions. The capacity of culture to bring about
        shared emotions and empower people have also been highlighted as being of paramount importance within the
        collective’s identity and actions and within the formation of spaces of interactions and collective
        performances. We have referred to how the actions and identity of the collective in public space had been
        progressively transformed along with some of its claims. In the next section, I focus on the organization of a
        specific event, the 2015 edition of the Gala, to show how the integration of local sites of interactions with a
        larger-scale event—the Gala—enables to make visible the collective’s actions and how it fosters the formation
        of “communities of interpretation and emotion” (Chartier, 1989).
      

    


    
      Scales of mediation


      
        As we mentioned previously, one of the major events organized by Workers’ Home is the Gala. The idea of setting
        a Spring Festival Gala originated from the realization among the founders of Workers’ Home that at the level of
        the local community, rural migrant workers who did not return to their hometown for the spring festival
        resigned themselves to have an ordinary meal and watch the official Spring Festival Gala on CCTV. It is clear
        from most of the accounts by workers themselves that the migrant Workers’ Gala was from the very start thought
        of as the “workers’ own gala,” one that is defined as displaying “migrant workers’ true voice” (dagongzhe
        zhenshi de xinsheng 打工者自己的心声) in contrast to the official Spring
        Festival Gala (Zhao, 2015). An introductory text to the first edition of the Festival in September 2009 had
        already set some basic principles for this, promoting “the value of labor and social justice.” It read:
      


      
        
          We have been used to saying “the government set the stage, the people perform the play”
        


        
          Today we want to say “We put up our own stage and we perform our own play”
        


        
          (…) Before, we did not have our own stage
        


        
          Therefore, we could not express our voice
        


        
          We could not express our culture
        


        
          (…) We will rely on our own intelligence and hands
        


        
          In order to build our own cultural stage (…)10
        

      


      
        This first edition of the Gala took place in January 2012 in Picun’s local theater. It did not benefit from any
        specific funding, except around 1,000 RMB for decoration (Interview, Beijing January 2015). For the 2015
        edition of the Gala, the total budget was around 150,000 RMB, which, besides some funding from Oxfam, the
        collective had to gather through crowd funding. Altogether, they managed to collect around 110,000 RMB. From
        the initial edition of the Gala until 2017, the person who has been chairing the evening was Cui Yongyuan, a
        CCTV celebrity. The video from the first edition of the Gala was uploaded on the Internet and, apparently to
        the surprise of the organizers, was watched by about 400,000 people and initiated a number of reactions in the
        media (Liu, 2015; Lü, 2015; Sun, 2014). From its first conceptualization, the Gala has been thought as a
        platform that would gather workers from the local community and people from grassroots organizations from
        Beijing but also other cities such as Suzhou, and Shenzhen in one place (Liu, 2015).11 This networking dimension of the event has grown in scale over the years
        and, for the 2015 edition, eight grassroots organizations from Beijing, Tianjin, Xi’an, Shenzhen, Dongguan, and
        Suzhou held stands at the Cultural Hall of Chaoyang District in Beijing.
      


      
        While the first edition of the Gala took place locally in Picun, the locale for the following editions of the
        Gala were set in much larger settings: the Chinese Communist Party Youth League Hall for the 2013 edition; a
        theater of the Cultural Hall of Chaoyang District for the 2014, 2015, and 2016 editions; while for the 2017
        edition, it eventually was organized in Picun again. From 2014, the Internet and social media have been used as
        major tools for the publicity about the Gala, which was actually video-recorded days before the evening of the
        Chinese New Year to be circulated widely on the very evening of the new year through the support of the Shaanxi
        Agricultural and Forestry Internet Television. The 2014 edition of the Gala has reportedly been viewed by more
        than 80 million people (Interview, Beijing, February 2015).
      


      
        The keywords for this 2015 edition were “Express yourself, communicate and cohesion” (Biaoda, Goutong,
        Ningju 表达，沟通，凝聚). We cannot delve into a description of the more than 4-hour-long gala and its 21 items
        ranging from singing, poem declamation, dancing (from traditional to hip hop), rap, short humoristic plays, etc. Suffice it to say here that, having watched the whole gala twice on
        stage and several times online, it provided an interesting balance between highly politically correct
        performances12 and performances which materialize “embodied
        indignity” and put forward claims related to justice and the rejection of discrimination or oppression; and in
        some instances toed the line through the utilization of popular CCP-sponsored idioms, which included creative
        euphemisms for class relations and conflict, which include creative use of euphemisms for class relations and
        conflicts.13
      


      
        In the remainder of this section, I detail what participating and preparing for the performance at the Gala
        meant for a group of migrant workers I followed a couple of days before the recording of the Gala. This
        participant observation was done in order to document how local sites of interactions both physical and virtual
        (digital) articulate with the larger-scale event to enable the constitution of “communities of interpretation
        and emotions.” I show that for those who took part in these events, these collective spaces fostered their
        identification with a larger collective, both on the local level as well as through wider digital platforms;
        sharing core experiences of indignity and of non-recognition which shaped their identities as rural migrant
        workers. The participation in these various types of social spaces of interaction also nurtures a sense of
        pride, of critique, and of empowerment. In these processes, we suggest, the crafting and embodiment of shared
        emotions are central.
      


      
        During the rehearsal sessions for the 2015 Gala, which took place two days before the video recording, I became
        acquainted with a group of five carpenters in their twenties originating from Picun, who had been selected by
        the organizers of the Gala to perform a song originally written by the New Workers’ Art Troup in 2003. A video
        of the song performed and produced in Picun by the New Workers Art Troup on the occasion of May 1, 2011 had
        been circulated widely on the Internet.14 One of the carpenters
        first explained how getting involved with Workers’ Home’s activities had provided him with a new meaning to his
        life, which prior to this involvement was culturally void and highly monotonous. The carpenters described the
        meaning and the intensity of getting together locally in the community for rehearsals several months ahead of
        the event in preparation for their performance at the Gala and how much it strengthened their self-esteem and
        confidence in themselves, as well as their sense of forming a community. In this case, small-scale physical
        face-to-face interactions among the small group of carpenters; encounters with other participants at the Gala
        and volunteers working at Workers’ Home; and online interactions during the months preceding the event
        eventually found a climax in the large-scale performance of the Gala. These various forms of interactions, as
        well as the later sharing of these contents on social media, provide a complement to offline practices and
        encounters and, I argue, help strengthen the internal sense of community of the groups concerned, and their
        participation to what Chartier has called “communities of interpretation and emotion” (Chartier, 1989).
      


      
        The group of carpenters were deeply emotionally involved in this experience before, during, and after the
        performance took place. During the performance itself, one could observe the pride and confidence which
        performing the song provided the performers. Similarly, a young worker from
        Dongguan who participated to the 2015 Gala explained:
      


      
        
          Participating to this gala was really like a dream, it was a dream, really! Our group was not even formed yet
          and we got selected for our own song on our daily life in the factory. It was like a dream. We were so proud!
        


        
          (Interview, Shenzhen, October 2017)
        

      


      
        Young workers whom I could interview and who knew of the Gala explained how much watching this event, most
        often through the Internet and social media, had moved them and how much they had wished they could take part
        in it. The following narrative by a female migrant worker from Shenzhen who was selected as one of the two
        female chairs for the Gala of 2015 shows how emotionally powerful watching this event may be and how strong its
        power of seduction is:
      


      
        
          It is now the sixth edition of the Gala. But I remember having watched a video of the first edition […] At
          the end of the play, everybody stood hand in hand, with the crowd singing the International. I too cried
          watching this […] For me who could not dance nor sing, it was a challenge, and I cherished this opportunity.
          I hoped I could convey female workers’ voice, and I put my whole self into applying.
        


        
          (Ding, 2017)
        

      


      
        Another female worker who had participated in the Gala explained that for her and for her sister workers, the
        preparation for the event and the performance itself provided them with excitement and had a physical impact on
        them:
      


      
        
          We were both thrilled at the idea of participating and scared also (…) But we were so delighted, so happy! My
          fellow sisters overcame these hurdles when they took part to the gala. And also, this was the first time that
          we loved our bodies, that we experienced a kind of liberation of our bodies (…) In fact, we were full of
          expectations as it was the first time that so many female workers would shout (nahan 呐喊) their voice
          and feelings.
        


        
          (Ding, 2017)
        

      

    


    
      Conclusion


      
        In this chapter, I have looked at how a workers’ collective shaped its identity and at how the organizational
        practices of this collective helped shape various scales and more or less formal spaces of interaction, of
        interpretation, and of the shared embodied of emotions for young migrant workers. The social ties and emotional
        bonds created within these spaces through socialization enable the creation of feelings of pride, of values of
        justice and solidarity; and strengthens feelings of collective belonging and identification with a community
        through shared emotions. This in some way nurtures the confidence in the
        idea that nothing can “annihilate within themselves the strength to be themselves (…) that nothing can prevent
        them from creating and being proud about it” (Jules-Rosette and Martin, 1997: 52). In this chapter, I have
        documented young migrant workers’ spaces of interactions and engagements marked by what Qiu and Wang term a
        “collective participatory ethics” (Qiu and Wang, 2012: 144). Indeed, while one may concur with Fung and de
        Kloet’s “contention that youth culture in China is characterized by the constant oscillation between control
        and being controlled, between technologies of the self and subjection” (de Kloet and Fung, 2017: 180), the
        formation of these cultural spaces tends to lead to alternative social relations and may somehow lead to forms
        of empowerment among migrant youth. However, because the spaces of youth culture are multi-layered (Frangville
        and Gaffric, this volume), they ought to be studied alongside how other kinds of youth spaces linked to
        everyday consumption and leisure and which may, on the contrary, foster individualization and depoliticization.
        As we alluded to above, most migrant youth seem to be unconcerned or unaware of the spaces such as the one
        studied in this chapter.
      


      
        Moreover, through specific arrangements, in mediating everyday forms of “embodied indignities” experienced by
        rural migrant workers and by putting forward claims for social justice, the collective along with the workers
        have made visible claims aimed at the enjoyment of basic rights, to be protected and to benefit from
        institutional support, and claims for a more inclusive and fairer politics of recognition and citizenship
        (Butler, 2013).
      


      
        If, in an ever more politically-constrained environment, the collective has worked chiefly on the level of
        culture, I have shown that cultural practices were conceived by their initiators as aimed chiefly at the
        transformation of the everyday material subaltern condition of rural migrant workers. On the issue of what
        impact the work of the collective has been able to achieve, the founders and leaders of the collective
        themselves remained indecisive. On the one hand, they felt somewhat satisfied that thanks to their wide-scale
        projects other collectives had sprouted in several Chinese cities—in Xi’an, Suzhou, Tianjin, Shenzhen, and
        Dongguan for instance—and that this had been, from the start, one of their goals (Qiao, 2012: 10). On the other
        hand, they cast doubts on the effects of their work on peoples real lives. One of them expressed this dilemma
        neatly:
      


      
        
          In the end, how meaningful and what value does this have? I find it very hard to judge right now. Ok, there
          are more people paying attention to migrant workers now, but is this a result? We hoped that through
          displaying some questions that we care about, such as Children left alone in the countryside (…), our
          workers’ rights, or labor relations, etc., on all these issues what impact did we really have? I really don’t
          know.
        


        
          (Qiao, 2015: 8)
        

      


      
        This chapter also touched upon one important issue which deserves further investigation: that of the difficulty
        for grassroots collectives such as Workers’ Home to strike a strategic but
        perpetually fragile balance on the very frontiers between more or less institutionalized, formal/informal, and
        authorized sites of public expression and of association, as well as the varying degrees of visibility that may
        be attached to these spaces.15 What kinds of actions and what
        types of political socialization can take place within these spaces and how visible can they become? This
        raises the issue of the degree of “publicness” of these spaces, of their highly constrained nature. The very
        borders of these sites of mediation where public expression and representation are fought for are the objects
        of incessant struggles (Eliasoph, 2010). The Gala, as we have seen, benefited from increasing visibility
        through dissemination of publicity on the Internet and social media, and aimed from its very first iteration in
        2012 to “defend migrant workers’ rights through arts” (yi yishu weiquan 以艺术维权). To one of the organizers
        of the 2015 edition of the Gala, this initial objective meant “using songs to shout workers’ voices and
        oppression, reflect on reality, and that one has to first express one’s voice in order to better protect rights
        and be heard by leaders as well as by ordinary people” (Wei, 2015: 3). The following year, the Gala did not
        pass censorship and could not be circulated through the Internet and social media. It however aroused a heated
        debate as an actress named Yuan Li, who had participated in the Gala, had asked migrant workers “not to
        complain so much […] and be somewhat thankful to bosses.” Reactions of protest by netizens and participants to
        the Gala went viral. A participant from Shenzhen put it this way on a WeChat group discussion:
      


      
        
          Why are workers embarrassed? Because behind the prosperity of cities one finds workers’ blood and sweat […]
          Nowadays many people say “One should respect workers’ dignity.” But if this remains at the level of words,
          this is useless. A real equality means equality in the system of distribution: same treatment in cities, in
          retirement, in health access, in housing, in children education […] We are scared to be represented by too
          many people. This year, the Gala has elicited workers to stand up and express their dismay, this is the
          beginning of a real dialogue.”
        


        
          (Fragment of a WeChat discussion group, 2016)
        

      


      
        In January 2017, the Gala had to return to its original smaller space in Picun, as the collective had had to
        struggle for several months for the survival of some of its premises. It seems the political and potentially
        contentious nature of large-scale events such as the Workers’ Gala, because of their visibility, and because of
        their links to social justice and class tensions in society and that constitute a challenge to the party-state
        to uphold its commitments to social justice, may simply not fit into the increasingly highly politically-loaded
        environment under Xi Jinping. Hence, for the 2018 edition of the Gala, no gathering was set up and it turned
        into a series of exclusively digitally circulated short video sequences. Hence, this chapter has touched upon
        this issue of the continuous struggle over the borders of what kinds of spaces of interactions and associations
        should be formed under changing political circumstances and how visible they ought to be.
      

    


    
      

      
        1 www.whatsonweibo.com/fan-yusu-beijing-migrant-workers-writing-takes-wechat-storm/. [Accessed
        September 12, 2018].
      


      
        2 Jacka and Sun have delved upon such organizations, but
        their cultural practices in these organizations were not the specific focus of their research. See Jacka, 2006;
        Sun, 2014.
      


      
        3 While I will mention the use of the Internet and social
        media in this chapter when they articulate with other spaces of offline interactions, the focus is not on
        digital practices per se.
      


      
        4 It happened in the July and August 2013 as the primary
        school run by the “Workers’ Home” collective was under threat of being shut down as well as in the autumn and
        winter 2016–2017 and autumn and winter 2017–2018, when some buildings such as the theater were on the verge of
        being shut down. On each of these occasions, the collective managed to prevent such measures to be implemented
        through the combination of a subtle use of the Internet and social medias that ranged from the simple rather
        low profile advocacy of their cause, to the mobilization of networks of support among (public) intellectuals,
        party-state officials, media professionals, etc. Following these politics of “rightful resistance” (O’Brien,
        2013) through social media observation and interviews with some of the protagonists, I could observe how, as
        the situation grew in tension and was moving toward a likely fatal end for the collective, the politics of
        voice and of visibility gradually became less low profile and tended to turn into more direct forms of
        interpolation of the party-state authorities at the village and district levels (Fieldwork notes and
        interviews, 2013–2018). In December 2017 for instance, a short 5-minute video about the work done by the
        “Workers’ Home” collective was circulated and viewed by more than 23 millions viewers. At the moment of writing
        this chapter, the video had been viewed more than 41 million times. https://v.qq.com/x/cover/sssaarqrv2u5n0w/i0022qqb88t.html? [Accessed November 15, 2018].
      


      
        5 Today the school caters for about 500–700 pupils.
      


      
        6 These events are connected to each other. For instance,
        writings such as poems, songs, diaries and other cultural products such as photographs which were collected for
        the Festival between 2009 and 2011 or for the Gala from 2012 on, were exhibited in the Migrant Workers Museum.
        Similarly, some of the poems, life stories, drawing by children from locally organized classes in Picun
        village, were also exhibited within the museum.
      


      
        7 The collective has also been very active within the
        digital sphere, running several platforms related to migrant workers and labor and producing a wide variety of
        print medias (CDs; DVDs, leaflets, books, surveys, etc.), see Qiu and Wang 2012.
      


      
        8 For reasons of anonymity I do not name the group of
        founding members here.
      


      
        9 Intellectuals focusing on agricultural development often
        associated to the “New Left” seem to have had some influence on the formation of the collective at the level of
        its core principles. One should not exaggerate the extent of such influence however as the different members of
        collective are not unanimous as to the relevance of these scholars’ ideas on the collective (Interview,
        Beijing, October 2016).
      


      
        10 Workers’ culture forum materials, unpublished
        document 2009, Beijing.
      


      
        11 I have personally observed how Workers’ Home is
        perceived by small collectives in the Pearl River Delta as a model organization to emulate, even if they also
        recognized that the local contexts in Beijing and in cities such as Shenzhen or Dongguan were quite different
        (Interviews, September and October 2017, Shenzhen).
      


      
        12 One should note that the content of some items such as
        song or poems’ lyrics may appear highly politically neutral but actually become somehow empowering once
        performed and embodied, on this agentic dimension of performances, see Martin, 2000 and Street, 2011.
      


      
        13 Given the politically
        constraining locale in which the event took place, with several high-level cadres from the Chaoyang District
        Cultural Bureau and of the Central Party School, the very performances of some items in the program appeared to
        the writer of this chapter as rather bold and examples of a politics of stretching the blurred boundaries of
        what may be tolerated by rulers.
      


      
        14 This song written in 2003 has been described by its
        author as the first song to be written once the collective had turned from “representing themselves to
        representing other” and was a form of “cry of pain and struggle” (nahan) expressed as a rejection of the
        repression rural migrant workers have been subjected to, in particular in relation to practices of arrest and
        incarceration (Lü, 2013: 255). One of the platforms the song can be viewed on is “Tudou,” http://video.tudou.com/v/XMjA2MDc1NzE2OA==.html?__fr=oldtd.
        [Accessed August 13, 2017].
      


      
        15 This dynamics around scales of visibility ought to be
        further researched as it strikes at the heart of a mode of governing of authoritarian regimes, one in which
        ambiguity is central and where (Stern and O’Brien, 2011).
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      10 Collective space/time travel in Chinese cyberliterature


      Gwennaël Gaffric

    

    
      Cyberspace, physical space, and time


      
        In her book on the history of scientific thinking about space, Margaret Wertheim states: “cyberspace opens up a
        collective space beyond the laws of physics” (Wertheim, 2000: 336). If the assertion about the collective
        nature of cyberspace has already been addressed in our volume and will be addressed again in this chapter, the
        second affirmation (“cyberspace as a space beyond the laws of physics”) is correct only if we postulate that
        the definition of a physical space is based on its three-dimensional condition. In this perspective, space
        would be only a three-dimensional medium full of three-dimensional entities. It is perhaps in this sense that
        the first inventor of the term “cyberspace”—science fiction writer William Gibson—speaks of cyberspace as a
        “consensual hallucination” (Gibson, 1984: 69).
      


      
        As Aubrey Slaughter also points out, cyberspace strictly speaking is not an actual “space,” since it cannot be
        described as having actual physically spatial measurements. However, it can be “understood, represented and
        apprehended as possessing the attributes of a particularly unbounded and multidimensional ‘space.’ ” Slaughter
        adds: “virtual interactions take place ‘within’ cyberspace rather than through it” (Slaughter, 2010). As Phil
        Graham shows, cyberspace differs from the Internet in that “it is literal and concrete rather than virtual or
        symbolic”: it is a space that is concretely lived, experienced and shared (Graham, 2002: 159). Consequently, as
        Rebecca Bryant brilliantly shows, cyberspace does not escape the Einsteinian conception of space–time. As she
        writes, quoting the mathematician Minkowski: “henceforth space by itself, and time by itself, are doomed to
        fade away into mere shadows, and only a kind of union between the two will preserve an independent reality”
        (Bryant, 2001). The present chapter attempts to show that in cyberspace—as in physical space per se—space and
        time must be treated together, rather than as two separate mediums.
      


      
        Fiction, however, makes it possible to transgress, to distort the laws of physics. In this chapter, my goal
        will be precisely to explore how Chinese time-travel cyberliterature exploits, in addition to the temporal
        medium, several levels of spatiality.
      


      
        In a study by Xu Shuang on the genre of time-travel literature, which this
        chapter echoes in many ways, the author used Michel Foucault’s conception of utopian bodies (corps
        utopiques) to examine how the characters body (or souls) moves in both time and space. Xu Shuang also
        mobilizes Foucault’s concept of “heterotopia,” understood both in its spatially and corporally nature. Echoing
        Foucault, Xu argues: “heteropian bodies expand the heterotopian spaces” (Xu, 2016: 120). In this chapter, I
        will also take up the concept of heterotopia, but I will not apply it to the “bodies” of time travelers, nor to
        the fictional spaces (which I will qualify more readily as utopian), but to the concrete (though virtual)
        spaces that create, prolong, and expand these utopian projects.
      

    


    
      Sites and history of Chinese cyberliterature


      
        In April 2018, People’s Daily celebrated the twentieth anniversary of Chinese cyberliterature. The date
        generally chosen for the birth of web literature in China is indeed the date of the publication of The First
        Intimate Contact (Di yi ci de qinmi jiechu 第一次的亲密接触), a novel by Cai Zhi-heng (蔡智恆) published on the
        Bulletin Board System (BBS) forum of the Taiwanese National Cheng Kung University. On this occasion, Professor
        Huang Ping from East China Normal University makes the following recommendations in the daily newspaper:
        “[Cyberliterature] must move toward the right values, guarantee public order and good custom, and respect the
        principles of popular literature and arts.” Huang also urges authors to “develop cooperation with the
        government, the market, and the literary critics,” reminding that cyberliterature must, like the printed
        literature, assume its “historical mission” (lishi shiming 历史使命) for the country (Huang, 2018).
      


      
        This assumption, which of course fits very well into the overall official rhetoric on the role and duties of
        writers in China, is indicative of the willingness of the Chinese powers to regain control over an extremely
        popular and successful form of literary expression in contemporary China. If, as I will discuss, Chinese
        cyberliterature is indeed trapped in a large number of codes that may sometimes seem to restrict its degree of
        creativity, the fact remains that some cyberliterary works, both by their themes or, more generally, because of
        their modalities of writing, publication, reading, and interaction can create discourses and practices that may
        subvert the official vision of society and history. Although Chinese cyber-novels are rarely directly and
        openly militant, the singularity of cyberspace as a space for collective participation nevertheless seems to
        justify Huang’s call for cyberliterature to guarantee “public order” (gongxu 公序) and promote “correct
        values” (zhengque jiazhi 正确价值).
      


      
        In this chapter, I examine Chinese contemporary cyberliterature through time-travel fiction (chuanyue
        xiaoshuo 穿越小说) and a particular series of novels associated with this genre to show how cyberliterature can
        mobilize the resources of cyberspace to express a creativity able to, if not upset public order and good
        morals, at least deconstruct the stereotype of a strictly commercial and obedient paraliterature and to bring
        out a collective universe crossed by lines of sociality.
      


      
        Before addressing more specifically the time-travel genre, it is first
        necessary to put forward a definition of cyberliterature.1
        Michael Hockx (2015) proposes the following definition: “it is Chinese-language writing, either in established
        literary genres or in innovative literary forms, written especially for publication in an interactive online
        context and meant to be read on-screen” (p. 4). One of the essential dimensions of cyberliterature is its
        intermediality: Heather Inwood explains that Chinese cyberliterature is characterized by its incorporation of
        heterogeneous influences from other media and texts, among which Japanese manga, movies, or video games
        (Inwood, 2014: 19.). Conversely, cyberliterature works are now regularly adapted into web series, video games,
        and sometimes film, often in censored and/or sweetened versions.2
      


      
        Since 1998, cyberliterature has evolved considerably, both in terms of technical modalities (of writing,
        reading, and sharing), in terms of the extension of the literary experiments it has been the object of, and in
        terms of consumption and marketing. The development of cyberliterature is a corollary to the expansion of
        online cyberliterary platforms, which are today the main “spaces” where cyberliterature works are published,
        read, and commented. The first Chinese literary website, Under the Banyan Tree (Rongshuxia 榕树下),
        was founded in 1997. Since then, many other platforms have been created, including Qidian (Qidian zhongwen
        wang 起点中文网), whose model is now mainstream in Chinese cyberliterature. In October 2003, Qidian inaugurated
        its “VIP service” (订阅制度 VIP dingyue zhidu) that allows Qidian readers to view the beginning of some
        chapters for free—enticed to become VIP users and pay for a subscription if they want to read the whole work
        and the other volumes of a series. The writers are paid depending on how many subscriptions their works
        receive. The writing, publishing, and sale of the work along with reader response to it are scheduled by the
        minute, and authors and readers can interact in real time. Qidian has now become one of the major platforms of
        Chinese cyberliterature, with nearly 3 million literary works online, and almost as many authors.3
      


      
        Cyberliterature platforms now operate on the model of a reader-oriented business, or a “fan economy” (fensi
        jingji 粉丝经济) as Shao Yanjun puts it (2016: 2), where what is sought is called “YY” (yiyin
        意淫)—pronounced waiwai:
      


      
        
          a term originating in Cao Xueqin’s (曹雪芹) classic Qing dynasty novel Dream of the Red Chamber
          (Hongloumeng 红楼梦) that translates loosely as “lust of the mind” or “lust of intention” and which might
          be rendered in more contemporary language as “mental masturbation” or “mental porn.” YY is no longer limited
          to sexual lust, but includes any kind of self-centered fantasy that can be constructed in the mind but less
          easily enacted in everyday life, such as flying, time travel, rebirth, or becoming a deity and ruling over
          the universe.
        


        
          (Inwood, 2016: 436)
        

      


      
        In this sense, cyberliterature offers not only a reconceptualization of the literary act and of the literary
        market, but also of the purpose of the act of writing, since the primary goal of the work is to entertain its
        readers. It is notable that Chinese cyberliterature “writers” are usually
        called—and also define themselves—as “xieshou” (写手), and not “zuojia” (作家), which is the common
        term for “authors” in Chinese. Many attempts at definition or differentiation can be found in online forums,
        articles, and websites, sometimes contradictorily. Here is one of the various and maybe most illustrative
        attempts in a discussion on Zhihu (知乎) website’s Q&A:
      


      
        
          A zuojia writes what he wants to write; a xieshou writes what others want him to write.
        

      


      
        
          作家, 自己怎么想自己怎么写; 写手, 别人怎么想自己怎么写
        


        
          (Wumai, 2011)
        

      


      
        There is obviously a great deal of self-deprecation in this definition—the idea that cyberwriters are not
        making great literature and furthermore accept this characterization—but this ironic statement can also be
        understood as a challenge to traditional literary criticism and institutions. This distinction, although
        comical, raises the question of the literary quality of the texts and, for researchers, the relevance of
        studying them as literary works, or simply as elements of a sociological phenomenon (Shao, 2016). However, we
        must bear in mind that, in the context of contemporary China, considering fictional works written as
        “non-literary” (or to be “bad” literature) not only contributes to a judgment on the intrinsic literary quality
        (jiazhi 价值) of the texts, but also on their social quality (suzhi 素质), which brings to mind
        Huang’s words in the article cited at the beginning of this chapter. In that sense, this debate carries a
        political dimension that transcends the definition of literature as a pure and aesthetic expression of beauty.
        It is no longer possible in the case of cyberliterature to retain the extremely all-encompassing definition of
        “literature” as “everything in print,” but I consider literature here as whatever is designated as such
        by its main actors: editors (platforms), writers (be they zuojia or xieshou), and readers. As
        Todorov writes: “any text whatever can be analyzed through a literary reading: the question of truth will not
        arise precisely because the text is literature” (Todorov, 1987: 12, my translation).
      

    


    
      Cyberliterature and Chinese youth


      
        It would be wrong to proclaim that cyberliterature readers are exclusively young readers. Out of more than 700
        million Internet users (yonghu 用户) in China (in 2018), nearly 47 percent read cyberliterature of which
        45 percent consumed cyberliterature from their mobile phones (Shi and Shi, 2018). However, a 2011 report
        indicated that 51 percent of these readers were between the ages of 15 and 24 and that 70 percent of people
        born after 1995, or post-1995, read cyberliterature (China Internet Network Information Center, 2011). Among
        them, 97.5 percent read cyberliterary works on smartphones, 25 percent on computers, and 17 percent on tablets.
      


      
        As noted by de Kloet and Fung, the ubiquitous presence of media in China
        today implies that “young people do not live with media, but rather, they live in media” (2017:
        3). On this subject, and although I will come back to this later, it is quite instructive to note that more
        than one-third of these post-95 readers say they are actively participating in discussions on the book forums
        (3wyu, 2016).4 Just like writing, which becomes participatory,
        reading is no longer a solitary and isolated act but a social, collective practice that leads to a desire to
        create and communicate. Like other cultural and artistic practices involving digital technologies presented by
        de Kloet and Fung in their book, cyberliterature contributes to the creation of spaces that also have the
        potential for the formation of “new youth subjectivities” (2016: 22–23).
      

    


    
      Leixing wenxue (类型文学) and chuanyue fiction (穿越小说)


      
        Cyberliterature platforms contribute not only to a standardization of methods and techniques of creation,
        reading, and commentary, but also to a classification of works by genre.
      


      
        On Qidian, for instance, the works are classified into 14 major genres (leixing 类型), divided into many
        subgenres. Genre boundaries can sometimes be tenuous for non-connoisseurs, as these subgenres frequently
        overlap. This categorization is part of a commercial goal to individualize reading, in such a way that each
        reader can quickly find works that correspond precisely to her or his expectations. Xia Lie points out that
        this genre coding of cyberliterature disrupts the “traditional conception of literature” (Xia, 2010).
      


      
        Among these genres, those of speculative fiction—such as fantasy (qihuan 奇幻), mystical fantasy
        (xuanhuan 玄幻), alternative history fiction (jiakong lishi 架空历史), and so on—are particularly
        popular among readers, and represent the major part of the works found on Qidian.
      


      
        Time-travel fiction (chuanyue 穿越) is one of these new genres that have gleaned considerable success on
        the Net and have even surpassed the boundaries of the cyberliterature since many chuanyue novels have
        been adapted into television series, movies, and video games. Just on Qidian, we can find no less than 12,000
        entries for chuanyue (June 2018). This total doesn’t even include sequels, when it comes to a series, or
        works of fanfiction (tongren zuopin 同仁小说) inspired by the original published series or novels.
      


      
        Most of the time, chuanyue designates a novel wherein one or several characters cross from space–time A
        to space–time B. The reasons that explain this ability to travel through time can be extremely diverse: a mere
        road accident, a trap set by a jealous wife, a suicide, a murder, a dream, or the discovery of an ancient
        antiquity having fantastic properties; it sometimes happens that it is the “yes” to a marriage proposal, a
        lightning bolt, or simply wormholes discovered in unusual places that trigger such gates through time.
      


      
        There are, however, a number of rigorous codes and criteria that make this literature distinct from the classic
        travel narrative.
      


      
        First, the characters of chuanyue novels mainly go back in time and in the Chinese
        past.5 Chuanyue literature provides very limited
        exploration of journeys into the future, though there exists a type of
        fan chuanyue (反穿越) novel, where protagonists travel from the past to the present day.
      


      
        Generally, time travelers (chuanyue zhe 穿越者) share some recurrent archetypal distinctive features: most
        of the female characters are contemporary girls disappointed in love who eventually find their true and perfect
        love in a fantasy imperial era; as for male characters, many are “otaku” boys, who become spiritual, political,
        or military leaders or great seducers in periods of the imperial past.
      


      
        Naturally, this leads to many interesting avenues to explore, including the choice of the epochs in which time
        explorers travel, which are generally glorious or flourishing imperial periods (mostly during the Song, Tang,
        and Ming dynasties). It should be noted that, with very few exceptions, the time travelers do not travel to the
        too recent past (the foundation of the Republic of China for example) and almost never to the future.
        Obviously, one can imagine the complications that might result from the depiction of the recent past or
        anticipation of future social structures, which would force writers to confront present-day politics.
      


      
        But we can also understand this tendency in light of a growing (and perhaps politically sustained) nostalgia
        for an imperial past during which China dominated the Asian region and when the Han–Chinese culture supposedly
        radiated in all directions. From this perspective, the choice of the Ming Dynasty (and not the Manchu–Qing
        Dynasty or the Mongol–Yuan Dynasty) can also be interpreted as an ethno-nationalist nostalgia. The success of
        the Ming Dynasty, and especially the end of the dynasty, as a background for time travel can then be understood
        as a desire to relive a glorious page of “Chinese” history, as well as a pivotal historical moment during which
        China loses its splendor, and where the country finds itself under the control of a regime of non-Han origin.
        In other terms, it is an opportunity to re-explore and rewrite the period before what is presented in official
        historiography as a century of national humiliation (bainian guochi 百年国耻) with the rise of Manchu power
        and the various military and political defeats against European and Japanese imperialist powers (1839–1949).
        The authors thus undertake to “fix history” (xiuzheng lishi 修正历史) and to renew the way it has been told,
        in order to make it look more glorious and (sometimes) to coincide with the contemporary historiographical
        discourse (Li, 2016: 141–142).
      


      
        In this sense, the chuanyue genre is comparable to another booming genre, which is usually not
        associated with “science fiction” in Chinese cyberliterature platforms. The jiakong lishi xiaoshuo
        (uchronie in French, “alternative history fiction” in English) can be defined as a fictional narrative
        in which the author speculates on how history could have been altered if a singularity had disrupted the course
        of events (the early death of a historical figure, the invention of a new technology, a natural disaster, a
        different election result, or even the arrival of an alien spacecraft …). The Chinese cyber alternative history
        fiction is also available in “interactive fiction” (hudong xiaoshuo 互动小说), a particularly effective
        format to offer readers the opportunity to write alternative versions of a story.6 In fact, the majority of chuanyue narratives participate in this reinterpretation of
        history, but their focus is less on the future repercussions of the actions of contemporary individuals at a precise time than action as it is takes place in this alternative
        past.
      


      
        Nevertheless, it would be wrong to believe that these rewritings of history are necessarily associated with a
        subversive or critical approach to the official Chinese historiography. As mentioned above, chuanyue
        authors rarely question Han ethnocentric ideology and barely explore the future nor the recent history of
        China—or, if so, in a rather accommodating perspective with State nationalism: for instance, by imagining the
        possible fate of modern China in case of military superiority vis-à-vis Japan in the 1940s.
      


      
        However, I argue that the interactive dimension and the degree of extension of some time travel and alternative
        history novels and series offer many opportunities for critical reflection on the normative conception of
        Chinese history. I believe that is the case in the Lingao qiming (临高启明) series (2009–).
      

    


    
      Lingao qiming (临高启明) series (2009–) as a case study


      
        The Lingao qiming (临高启明) novel series, written by Chuiniuzhe (吹牛者), started in 2009 and still in
        progress—seven volumes have been published so far on the platform Qidian—seems to me particularly indicative in
        this regard, in that it concentrates all that has been successful in the genre, to the extent that fans of the
        series qualify it as “guidebook for chuanyue fiction” (chuanyue shuoming shu 穿越说明书)
        (Shiyiyuemojun, 2014).
      


      
        Lingao qiming begins with the chance discovery by Wen Desi/Wen Zong—himself a time-travel literature
        writer (chuanyue xieshou 穿越写手)—of a wormhole at the bottom of his toilet. This wormhole leads to another
        space–time: the region of Guangzhou, at the end of the Ming Dynasty (in 1628).
      


      
        Wen Desi posts this information on a forum dedicated to chuanyue literature and, little by little, a
        discussion group is created to organize some scouting trips in the seventeenth century. Gradually, a growing
        number of individuals join the project and soon, a very large group of individuals with well-defined roles,
        prepare for the big departure. Their collective goal is to create an industrial society at the same level as
        that of the contemporary era.
      


      
        It is amusing that nobody seems surprised by the presence of a wormhole leading to the Ming Dynasty in a
        washroom. Despite their science fictional nature, there is generally no reflection in chuanyue fiction
        on the paradoxes of spatio-temporal travel, and the historical intervention of the time travelers during the
        Ming Dynasty seem to have no consequences for the contemporary era, where the time travelers originate. The
        phenomenon of time travel is already so assimilated in the novels that readers wonder very little about the
        reasons and conditions of its appearance. In the case of Lingao qiming, the reader is only told at the
        beginning of the novel that time travelers have to commit not to reveal the existence of this wormhole, so that
        the government does not take hold of Wen’s house.
      


      
        Before the final departure, the installation is the object of countless debates within the community of
        time-travelers-to-be. Discussions, for example, take place in the ninth chapter of the first volume on the
        ideal regime of their future political entity, where each participant tries
        to “become the theoretician of the New World” (ren ren dou xiang dang xinshijie de lilun jia
        人人都想当新世界的理论家).
      


      
        One of the other main debates is also the choice of the region where this new world will be built. After
        hesitating between Taiwan and Hainan, they choose Hainan island (海南), and more precisely the District of Lingao
        (临高), which gives its name to the novel.
      


      
        The time travelers then undertake to establish an industrial society and begin to develop maritime trade. The
        whole series tells in great detail how these time travelers raise an army, shape their economic and social
        models, create alliances, fight enemies (mainly the Ming empire), and try to build an ideal society. This
        sovereign territorial entity that spreads from the Lingao District is in the form of a senatorial empire, very
        similar to that of ancient Rome: the Aosong Empire (Aosong diguo 澳宋帝国).
      


      
        In the foreword to the online version on Qidian, the novel is introduced by its author as belonging to the
        subgenre “collective time traveling” (tuanchuan 团穿) (Chuiniuzhe, 2009a). In this short text, Chiuniuzhe
        also indicates that the novel can be read as a zhongtianwen xiaoshuo (种田文小说), a term that usually refers
        to strategy video games that allows the user to act as the leader of a civilization and make it progress
        through the ages (such as Civilization or Age of Empires).7
      


      
        There are indeed no real main characters in Lingao qiming, but rather recurrent characters (and among
        them the chuanyue pioneers). Chuiniuzhe insists on the multiple initial motivations of the time
        travelers: some want to escape a gloomy reality, others want to create a utopian kingdom or hope to find a new
        companion, others again are purely passionate about history or want to stop the influence of the Manchu
        invasion and restore the glorious Chinese empire … but all agree in seeking the most just and efficient system.
      


      
        However, the collective dimension of Lingao qiming goes far beyond the narrative itself, and also
        spreads more widely in cyberspace, via cyberliterature platforms, forums, and through collaborative
        encyclopedias.
      


      
        To better understand the role of readers and forums in the creation and success of this saga, one must go back
        to the genesis of Lingao qiming in 2006. On the Sonicbbs forum (SC luntan SC论坛), in a topic about
        military alternative history fictions, a forum user whose avatar was Gudu qiuhun (独孤求婚) asked the following
        question:
      


      
        
          What if we brought a large number of contemporary objects to the end of the Ming, how would we survive and
          change history?”
        

      


      
        
          如果我们携带大量现代物资穿越到了明末，会怎么活下去并改变历史？
        

      


      
        Many contributors gradually provided answers to this question and took part in the establishment of this
        imaginary project. The discussion was so big that it has been exported to other forums on other websites. In
        2009, one of these contributors, Chuiniuzhe, decided to compile all the discussions that had taken place and
        began writing the series. It now contains nearly 7 million Chinese characters in its “official” version and more than a billion if we add up the fanfiction works (tongren
        zuopin 同人作品).
      


      
        Obviously, the traditional conception of an author as being at the genesis of a novel and as the sole master of
        his work is fundamentally upset by the collective and participative dimension of this fictional project.
        Similarly, the passive posture of the reader/receiver in front of the textual message produced by the
        author/sender is also swept by the modalities allowed by cyberliterature. In his introduction to the series,
        Chuiniuzhe writes:
      


      
        
          Lingao qiming has received enthusiastic support from many netizens during its creation, especially
          from the SC and Longkong forums. They provided a lot of technical materials, storylines, ideas and historical
          background for the novels. In a sense, Lingao is a collectively created work (jiti chuangzuo de
          zuopin 集体创作的作品) that gathers many people’s hard work.
        

      


      
        
          《临高启明》在创作中得到了许多书友的热心支持, 特别是来自SC论坛和龙空LK的书友们的大力支持, 他们为临高这部作品提供了大量的技术资料、历史背景材料、故事情节和创意。从某种意义上说,
          临高是集中了许多人心血的一部集体创作的作品.
        


        
          (Chuiniuzhe, 2012)
        

      


      
        Addressing readers, Chuiniuzhe explains:
      


      
        
          We call the five hundred time travelers of Lingao qiming “senators” (yuanlao 元老). Behind these
          characters are real people, and this number keeps growing. If you want to appear in the novel, you can send
          me details about your character, and becoming a senator will not only be a dream anymore.
        


        
          (Chuiniuzhe, 2012)
        

      


      
        Chuiniuzhe claims that he will try to take into account the skills and characteristics of each in his character
        design. On the discussion forums about the series, fans of Lingao qiming also like to call themselves
        “senators,” as if the simple act of following and commenting on the series was enough to make them legitimate
        characters within it.
      


      
        Indeed, the characters of the series are for the vast majority the avatars of forum users or other
        chuanyue writers—this is the case of the discoverer of wormhole leading to the Ming Dynasty Wen Desi/Wen
        Zong, who is the author of a chuanyue novel: A Story of Time Traveling by a Small Employee
        (Xiao zhiyuan chuanyue ji 小职员穿越记).
      


      
        Many other winks and intertextual references to chuanyue and jiakong literary universes are
        notable. For instance, the very name of Aosong Empire could be confusing to an untrained reader, because this
        fictitious empire, functioning more or less according to the model of the Roman senate, has no emperor. But one
        must understand the use of this concept in light of the world of cyber alternative fiction history in China.
        “Aosong Empire” is actually a common generic name in cyberliterature forums for designating a concept of a
        virtual utopian country. With the use of this imaginary political entity,
        Chuiniuzhe does nothing more than insert this concept within his own narrative.
      


      
        Beyond the forums such as BBS (Beichao 北朝) or Tieba (贴吧) dedicated to the series (which together account
        for more than 7 million messages), the series extends to other websites. A collaborative encyclopedia dedicated
        to this series has for instance been created on Huji.wiki: https://lgqm.huijiwiki.com.8 As of June 2018, 1,628
        different publishers participated in its contribution. At this time, the platform included 1,700 entries, of
        which 260 only dedicated to the characters constituting the senate of the Aosong Empire. The encyclopedia
        contains articles on the political, religious, economic, and military systems of the Aosong Empire, comic book
        adaptations, and hypertext links to about 1,000 fan fiction works. Some maps designated by Lingao qiming
        series fans according to the development of the alternative history of Aosong Empire are particularly
        interesting in the sense that maps are usually a guarantee of a geographical and topological reality, these on
        the other hand are alternative maps that contribute to changing the traditional boundaries and spatial
        representations of the Ming Dynasty, including the relationship between Chinese power and Taiwan.
      


      
        My goal with this chapter is not to perform a quantitative or qualitative analysis of the different topics
        addressed by the forum users; however, it is notable that the debates on the functioning of the Aosong Empire
        hold an important place in the discussions taking place among fans of the series. Surveys are sometimes
        launched on various subjects (the corruption of the senators of the empire, the policy toward the other ethnic
        groups, the treatment of workers, etc.). It is possible to find discussions on sensitive issues not related to
        the series (elections in Taiwan, the situation of migrant workers in Chinese big cities, or even State policies
        toward the Uyghur population), however the messages that are public stay close to the official doxa.
        Nevertheless, it is hard to assess whether discussions have been “harmonized” or not by the moderators, or if
        some topics and contributions have disappeared as soon as they were published. Censorship is sometimes
        mentioned in the forums, particularly through discussions about the possible adaptation of Lingao qiming
        for a web or a TV series. Some users do not hesitate to indicate that because of the “politically incorrect
        nature of the series” (zhengzhi shang bu tai zhengque 政治上不太正确), it would be “a big risk” (da de
        fengxian 大的风险) to produce such a series. Another user adds that the series would not have a chance to see
        the light of day in China, because it is not favorable toward the “national harmony” (bu liyu minzu
        hexie 不利于民族和谐). Another user maintains that it “would have no chance of escaping the censorship of the
        State Administration of Press” (genben guo bu liao guangdian shencha 根本过不了广电审查) (https://tieba.baidu.com/p/4798953054).
      

    


    
      Cyber utopias and heterotopias


      
        Like cyberliterature as a whole, the chuanyue genre in general is indeed not immune to criticism from
        some cultural and political commentators. The time-travel stories are thus accused of betraying and disguising
        history and conveying contrary values of the regime (Huaxi City Daily, 2011).
      


      
        Lingao qiming is not spared: the author’s interrogation of historical
        causality and speculation about the potential impact of the establishment of an industrial society at the end
        of the seventeenth century provoked criticism from some commentators. An article published in Ifeng finance
        online magazine that denounces democracy as the worst political system ever invented by man (renlei faming
        de zui xie’e de zhidu 人类发明的最邪恶的制度) violently criticizes the political project of the “herd of pigs who
        wrote Lingao qiming” (xiang xie Lingao qiming de na qun zhu 象写《临高启明》的那群猪) (Yevon_ou, 2016).
        Consciously or not, the author of this vehement article actually recognizes both the (utopian?) political
        ambition of the series and its collective dimension (the “herd” of pigs).
      


      
        First, starting with the questions: “What if history were different?” and “What if we, as individuals or
        collective writers, had the power to rewrite history or to foresee the future?,” alternative history fiction
        and chuanyue literature opens the possibility of a counter-writing of history, even if the stories
        themselves may seem at first glance very conventional and stereotypical. This desire to transcend the
        established laws of space–time to rethink the historical conditions of China’s development undoubtedly reveals
        a consciousness of the existence of alternative paths. If the Aosong Empire and the quasi-industrial society
        built by the time travelers do not necessarily imagine this fictional society as a mirror of the current
        Chinese regime, simply imagining a disruption in history is challenging the dialectical materialism and is part
        of a utopian project found in many series of chuanyue novels.
      


      
        Second, the large extension of the series into cyberspace also offers infinite opportunities in the realm of
        interpretation. The project of Lingao qiming is fascinating in that it is very hard to delimit it
        because its ramifications are extensive, especially since its roots remain unknown. Moreover, it can remind us
        of the kind of structure that Deleuze and Guattari define as “rhizomatic” or structures that follow “principles
        of connection and heterogeneity: any point of a rhizome can be connected to anything other” (Deleuze and
        Guattari, 1980: 7). Online forums and collaborative encyclopedias are typically rhizomatic-networked spaces
        able to produce to produce a sense of community. The “civil” identity of the users may remain hidden behind a
        pseudonym, but, thanks to their contributions, they stand out as active members of this living community with a
        strong desire for sociability. In this regard, the virtual universe of Lingao qiming is “squared”: the
        first stratum of virtuality corresponds to the fictional universe of the series, and the second to the virtual
        space in which individuals who identify with the series are engaged in “real” interactions. But if this second
        virtuality borrows from fiction, it remains tangible. In these discussions and debates staged by interposed
        pseudonyms and avatars, we can indeed find hints of a sociality process that goes beyond the boundaries of mere
        playfulness. In other words, the virtual world of Lingao qiming is never quite outside, since it
        is lived subjectively in the immersion in this fictional universe, neither quite inside because it
        involves interactions that bypass the everyday regulated social schemas.
      


      
        If the fictional world of Lingao qiming bears a utopian project, the sociability networks that
        are born and developed from the series and that contribute to nourishing its
        imagination are more related to a heterotopian project. Foucault developed the notion of heterotopy in a
        text published in 1984 from a 1967 conference. The initial idea of the text is that our contemporary world is
        now structured by its relation to space and not to time, as it was in the nineteenth century (Foucault, 2009).
        For Foucault, it is our ability to make connections and to create relationships that define our connection with
        our time. Most of the locations where these relationships take place are related to the practice of a standard
        activity: the office for work, the home for the family, etc. But some places function as malfunctioning
        operators of normalized relations: heterotopias. A heterotopia is not the constitution of a geometric space but
        of a living space. Heterotopian production allows us to comprehend new modes of living: it institutes a new
        modality of social connectivity that emotionally affects agents and can induce changes in their ways of seeing
        the world. Heterotopias, unlike utopias, are not content to be ontological models, but possible places. In
        other words, heterotopias are fragments, debris of utopia. They are concrete spaces able of hosting an
        imaginary. The collective and extended universe of Lingao qiming series, by appropriating an alternative
        history imaginary, contributes to build this kind of space which is not standardized by disciplinary societies:
        an emergent collective space which is no longer determined by public power, but designed by utopian imaginaries
        and led by new modalities of sociability.
      


      
        The current Chinese political and literary context makes it difficult to imagine journeys to the future; hybrid
        genres such as alternative history fiction leave room for possible thought experiments. The “if” that is at the
        center of alternative history fiction—and that could be extended to other literary genres, or even digital
        role-playing games or Cosplay—offers marginal, but living opportunities to Chinese youth to be able to think
        beyond existing models presented as the only ones viable.
      


      
        The “success” of a heterotopia is measured by the degree of agency gained by its actors: the possibility of
        creating a heterotopian space is worth as much as it restores confidence in our ability to act on time. It is
        the whole project of science fiction to invent divergences based on the facts, the certainties, and the
        silences of history. As Robert Silverberg wrote: “if all things are possible, if all gates stand open, what
        sort of world will we have”? (Silverberg, 1973: 6).
      

    


    
      

      
        1 There are different possible translations for the Chinese
        term wangluo wenxue 网络文学, such as “internet literature,” “online literature” or “web literature” (Hockx,
        2015: 95, note 2). I choose cyberliterature here to emphasize “cyberspace” as the main medium of writing,
        reading, and interacting.
      


      
        2 In this respect, the cinematographic adaptations of
        Tianxia Baquan’s (天下霸唱) cyber fantasy novels series Ghost Blows Out the Light (Guichuideng 鬼吹灯)
        are very illustrative (Vittachi, 2015).
      


      
        3 A recent article reports 13,270,000 online works that
        have been the subject of a contract in China, of which 6,942 were subsequently published in hard copy, 1,195
        adapted into movies, 1,232 into TV series, 605 into comic books and 712 into cartoons (Shi and Shi, 2018).
      


      
        4 As we will discuss
        further, the discussions on the forums dedicated to this or that series are not limited to conversations about
        the novels, and can sometimes deviate to unrelated topics.
      


      
        5 In this big mass of chuanyue novels, there are of
        course much more unusual stories (such as people traveling to ancient Egypt, prehistorical period or fictional
        universes, such as in the Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry or Gotham city).
      


      
        6 During their reading, interactive fiction readers have
        the opportunity to choose the development of the plot of the novel. This operating system is globally similar
        to that of gamebooks, where the narrative branches can be led by readers through the use of numbered paragraphs
        or pages. In this sense, interactive fiction offers readers the ability to “create” different stories from the
        same frame. The most popular sites and applications for interactive fiction are Qiaobooks (Qiaoshu 巧书)
        and Gebi dashu (隔壁大书).
      


      
        7 About the importance of video games in Chinese
        cyberliterature, one must read Heather Inwood (2014).
      


      
        8 Huji.wiji is a wiki hosting service that consists on an
        online encyclopedia specialized in a particular subject, and often on fictional universes, like Warcraft, Game
        of Thrones, DC Comics Universe, etc.
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      11 Traveling back in our parent’s time


      Han Han’s Duckweed


      Corrado Neri

    

    
      Han Han: when “youth” ends


      
        In a publication dedicated to youth cultures, it might sound paradoxical to talk about the end of youth. Yet,
        Duckweed (Chengfeng polang乘風破浪, Han Han 韓寒, 2017), the movie I will discuss in the following
        pages, seems relevant exactly because it tells stories about the liminal space between adulthood and a
        prolonged adolescence, the process of coming to term with a parent’s legacy, and the task of responsibility.
        This task seems even tougher for director Han Han (1982)—blogger, writer, public icon, movie director, as well
        as a rally pilot, young rebel, skilful self-marketing man—the epitome of the successful new generation evolving
        out of school and official education … So, what next? How to keep being relevant without getting pathetically
        attached to an inevitably fading youth? How to not be Aschenbach, dripping hair color on his wrinkled forehead,
        striving to recapture his long-lost youthful appeal, and hopelessly desiring Tadzio’s unattainable adolescent
        body? How to mature gracefully? And also, how to re-evaluate the story of the parents’ generation, fighting
        against the tide of programmed amnesia which many works evoke?1
        Han Han is an ambivalent figure appreciated for his aura of being a smart whistle-blower with the tactic
        intelligence to remain into the field of what is allowed by censorship. For example, Cai (2017) draws an
        unambiguously positive portrait:
      


      
        
          Han Han’s film is similar to those of Jia Zhangke’s, which objectively and faithfully [sic] record the life
          circumstances of the marginalized and victimized social groups during China’s unprecedented transformation in
          the socioeconomic field. Han Han’s film speaks out about the helplessness, bewilderment and destitution of
          China’s youths as they are sidelined and de-privileged by China’s new economic and social great leap forward.
        


        
          (p. 39)
        

      


      
        This tendency to attribute an uncompromising, heroic quality to Han Han is certainly problematic vis-à-vis his
        proximity to the star system and his self-created celebrity status via social media. Yet, the debate is
        intense. When Han Han was listed among the most influential personalities of the century, many voices raised
        against this “enfant prodige” who pays lip service to the West by showing exactly what the West want to see—a totalitarian, backward China—without caring for the high values
        and aspirations of pure literature (Zheng, 2010). Many bloggers took to the defense of Han Han: in an anonymous
        entry (Anonymous, 2010), for example, we can read a passionate defense of our literary hero—directly quoting
        the above-mentioned critical article (Zheng, 2010). Han Han is paralleled with Lu Xun and Ba Jin. The former
        reminds Han Han of his passionate love for China and his attack against traditional society (which is why,
        according to the writer, President Mao appreciated his work). Ba Jin is called into cause as an example of a
        precocious author who’s still remembered for the works he created before his thirties (Family or
        Thunder, for instance). Here the author explicitly shuns away from style considerations and takes the
        defense of Han Han against his detractors who stigmatize him as a hooligan, commercial author, and Westernized
        idol for teenagers; the blogger advocates his Confucian commitment for the construction of the nation and
        celebrates his youth and consequent rebellious spirit. According to this author, Han Han’s role, as Lu Xun and
        Ba Jin before him, is to be a close observer and critic of society in order to make a better China, fuelled
        with a revolutionary and fearless spirit, and has therefore every right to be listed among the most
        representative author of the balinghou generation.
      


      
        My reading of Han Han work, and specifically Duckweed, is positioned between these two poles: while
        acknowledging its commercial status—and its consequent obedience to the commodification of nostalgia—this
        chapter argues that Duckweed is also a timely meditation on contemporary youth and their dilemmas facing
        the rite of passage of growing up and the political, social, and cultural paradigm shift in a fast-paced
        changing China.
      


      
        Duckweed


        
          Han Han’s movie Duckweed is an unofficial adaptation (or heavily inspired, if you prefer) of Back
          to the Future (Robert Zemeckis, 1985) and He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Father (Xin nanxiong
          nandi 新難兄難弟, Peter Chan, 1993).
        


        
          After a car crash, Tailang travels back in time to meet his young parents. He will have the chance to
          reconcile with the father figure, whom he had despised and misunderstood all his life, particularly by
          reproaching him his lack of support, blaming him for the suicide of the mother, and despising him for the
          time he spent in prison. Tailang finds himself in a picturesque South village, where he actually becomes
          friends with the man who will become his father. The two men live in a context of jianghu 江湖, a sort
          of allegorical, literary space where evolve errant knights, immortal Taoists, and masters of martial arts; by
          extension, the term also implies a parallel world where mundane laws don’t apply, a world ruled by the ideals
          of brotherhood, honor, and virtue; so by extension, outsiders like vagabonds and solitary heroes, but also
          and especially the triads. In Duckweed small time crooks are motivated by high ideals (a sense of
          honor, care for the brotherhood, fighting and uncompromising spirit, self-effacement, and a strong sense of
          community); they do, indeed, traffic with prostitution and gambling but they appear inoffensive and
          infantile. Father and son become best buddies, building a bromance that
          will mark both lives. Once back to “present” China (the action takes place in 2022), Tailang is reconciled
          with his aging father.
        


        
          A consensus-seeking and a consensus-making movie, via the narrative trick of time travel Duckweed
          explores and confronts two chronologically close periods that seem nevertheless unbridgeable: the opposition
          between father and son that the movie stages in a farcical tone can be read as an allegory of the profound
          questioning of contemporary Chinese society on its very ethical, historical, and political roots. The movie
          pattern is to be inscribed in the retro/vintage frenzy, a multilayer symptom of the call for a-synchronicity
          (to slow down the frenetic rhythm of contemporary hyper-connected world), the need to re-evaluate society’s
          foundations, and the quest for origins and the drive to rewrite and appropriate parental history both real
          and cinematic. The recurrence of nostalgia movies is well acknowledged by multiple scholars. For example, Cai
          (2017) argues that “nostalgia for innocent adolescence” can be regarded as a subgenre “currently proving
          popular within the Chinese-language film circle” (p. 89); she concludes, underlining the interwoven character
          of youth discourse with State and socio-political matters:
        


        
          
            albeit in a nuanced manner, the ‘nostalgia for youth’ film pattern carries on the tradition of the
            pre-reform era youth-themed films that frequently intermingle the growing up experiences and the mental
            maturation journey of the Chinese youths with grand, national, political, and social narratives such as
            salvation of the country or revolutionary cause (p. 109).
          

        


        
          Other scholars such as Xiao Mingchao (2013) focus on the commercial strategies of nostalgia films, as they
          are a way to bridge past youth (represented as intimate and secure), with the uncertainties of a highly
          competitive adulthood. As Dai Jinhua and Chen (1997) argues, nostalgia could also be described as “a
          fashion”:
        


        
          
            As one of the most important cultural realities of contemporary China, rather than as a trend of thought or
            as an undercurrent that resists the systematic progress of modernization and commercialization, nostalgia
            functions more prevalently as a fashion. Rather than originating from the writings of intellectual elites,
            it is more a pulse of the not inelegant urban noise; the trappings of nostalgia become perfectly suited as
            alluring commercial packaging, as a fashionable culture. […] Different from a written record that calls up
            memories of yesterday, nostalgia, as the fashion of contemporary China, uses the construction and
            embellishment of remembrance to assuage the present.”
          


          
            (p. 144–145)
          

        


        
          Yet this fashion can either conceal or be a symptom of a more profound and urgent questioning about history,
          memory, and identity:
        


        
          
            Nostalgic representation here is indeed the best substitute for historical consciousness. Even though what
            the Chinese intellectual culture attempts to resist is the ubiquitous commodity craze, elegant nostalgia
            quickly becomes precisely one of the most marketable cultural
            commodities. […] On an implicit level, instead of seeing the sudden surge of nostalgic tendency and its
            representation as a historical sense of lack or need, it is better to see it as testimony to the real and
            profound anxiety over the aggressively speedy process of modernization; instead of seeing it as a
            self-conscious cultural rebellion, it is better to see it as another effective process of legitimization.
            […] The wave of nostalgia brings new representations of history, making history the “presence in absentia”
            that emits a ray of hope on the Chinese people’s confused and frenzied reality. A kind of familiar yet
            strange representation of history, a long repressed memory emerging from the horizon of history, through
            the repeated identification of contemporary Chinese history, allows people to receive consolation and gain
            a holistic, imagined picture of modernized China.
          


          
            (Dai and Chen, 1997, p. 148, 158–160)
          

        


        
          In the following pages I will analyze some chosen sequences and dialogues from the movie and link them to
          other films to demonstrate Duckweed’s relevance in contemporary China’s cultural field, and its
          intriguing balance between consolatory fad and profound process of self-searching.
        

      
    


    
      Real travel or dream voyage


      
        After the car crash, Tailang finds himself in a hospital ward. His voiceover says: “They say that before you
        die, your whole life flashes in front of you. Let’s see,” and he does see, indeed: via a succession of quite
        witty silent flashback vignettes—the dialogues are written in a cursive style on the screen—we are shown the
        protagonist’s past life: first, a subjective view of his father behind prison bars, handing a bottle to his
        7-month-old child; his father again, complaining about his child’s obsession for toy cars; his first love, then
        a succession of misfires and deceptions (a girlfriend leaving him, the failure of his first rallies); and
        finally starting to achieve success with his career as a driver until we witness Tailang becoming a champion
        and offering his first trophy to the grave of his mother.
      


      
        After the end of this fast-forward recap of Tailang’s life, we return to the car accident, and back again on
        Tailang’s eye. The camera zooms in and his pupil is replaced by a visual effect showing a tourbillon of clouds.
        Tailang opens a door and exits a 1990s karaoke to find himself in crowded street.
      


      
        No explanation whatsoever is given regarding the time travel: this strategy might be a way to avoid a strict
        world-building logic that demands cohesiveness, while here a free-flowing, impressionistic approach is chosen.
        Other clues suggest that probably Tailang is only dreaming: the script is in fact flawed with many
        inconsistencies. When Tailang is interrogated by the police, he can reconstruct with precision the house of his
        father, which he never visited before. Now, he couldn’t possibly have known it, except if we accept that he did
        not really travel back in time, but on the contrary the entire movie tells an imaginary tale. Tailang’s
        attitude is also revealing: he doesn’t seem to show much surprise at having
        been catapulted back in time; and he repeatedly calls the spectators as witness, talking directly to the
        camera, making the audience complicit in his thoughts and schemes.
      


      
        Therefore, we can assume that Tailang dreamt his time journey during his coma, nourished by scattered images of
        his father’s recollections. Other than giving a light touch to the movie, this strategy of not depicting
        “realistic” time travel might be linked to the necessity of side-stepping the prohibition of portraying time
        travel in film and on TV: concealing the fantastic element behind an “it was all a dream” gimmick is a device
        that helps Han Han to bypass the government’s strict censorship. Time travel and supernatural themes in general
        are discouraged or even censored—though this applies more for TV and cinema than literature (Xu, 2016). This
        kind of realistic and short time travel into one’s past is also a very popular genre on the Internet:
        chongsheng 重生 literature (surprise! originally from Japan).
      

    


    
      Place, time, memory


      
        What places and times are explored in Duckweed? On the narrative level, Tailang has a car accident in
        2022 and travels back in time to 1998. The 1990s represent something like the “end of innocence” for China, and
        link the motherland to the global “retro” frenzy (we’ll go back here in a few pages): to put it simply, it was
        the era before the Internet changed the way we communicate, read, watch movies, and access knowledge, the era
        before all-comprehensive data indexation and potential total availability of digital information. For today’s
        public the 1990s is a repository of vintage pleasure, and Duckweed offers its share of flower-patterned
        shirts, BB call, music tapes … these everyday objects from the past create a dialogue between personal memories
        and collective identity, and contribute to the shifting definitions of local identity; the objects, songs,
        colors of the past tell a story of specificity, of localism, of originality, of negotiation and creativity
        vis-à-vis the menacing yet embraced global village.
      


      
        Duckweed is not only generous in the evocation of the lost material culture of the 1990s, but is also
        rich in metafilmic references: the movie conjures an atmosphere coming from a displaced Chinese past—the
        friends go to the cinema theater to watch A Better Tomorrow (Yingxiong bense英雄本色, John Woo 吴宇森,
        1986)—which is the occasion for a couple of gags: in the first one a young girl pushes back the guy who’s
        trying to sweetly talk to her, because “I can’t see Leslie Cheung!”; and few minutes later the film burns
        provoking the rage of the public. But besides this, Hong Kong movie culture is fixated on Duckweed
        because of its famous predecessor, He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Father. In an interesting artistic loop,
        Peter Chan, director of He Ain’t, after 1997 started working with mainland studios directing many
        successful movies; among his works I call attention to his retro/vintage American Dreams in China
        (Zhongguo hehuoren 中国合伙人, Peter Chan, 2013), interpreted by Deng Chao (邓超), protagonist of
        Duckweed. Compared to Duckweed, He Ain’t Heavy tells a very similar story: the protagonist
        (Tony Leung 梁朝伟) despises his father, a loser with no sense of business, who didn’t let him study and become
        someone. Traveling back in time to the 1970s he manages to learn and
        appreciate his father, discovers that the man he always thought to be a loser was indeed a kind hearted,
        generous man.
      


      
        Discussing nostalgia and time in He Ain’t, Lim (2009) talks about the concept of “status quo imaginary”
        (quoting Chu, 2004). She claims that
      


      
        
          the concept of historical progress structures the search for cultural identification in much nostalgic
          cinema, whose affection for the past veils a presentist disposition: “in relation to history, the status quo
          imaginary sets the foundation of viewing the golden present always as the emergence of prosperity and
          stability from past poverty and chaos.”
        

      


      
        Like many other scholars writing on Hong Kong’s “nostalgia films” (a trend first inaugurated by Rouge),
        Chu is highly critical of cinematic nostalgia for cynically using the past merely to confirm the ascendancy of
        the present. In a cultural climate that values the current economic situation and fears its possible loss,
        nostalgia has a particular function: it is not deployed in order to articulate a historical identity that
        challenges British colonialism. Rather, in nostalgic comedies like He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Father (Peter
        Chan, 1993) “nostalgia is about the making use of a less ‘desirable,’ i.e., less modernized and advanced, past
        as an antithetical counterpart to reaffirm the ‘prosperous and stable’ present” (p. 184).
      


      
        Following Lim’s discussion on Chu, we can indeed confirm that He Ain’t is a touching movie about
        reconciliation and about the necessity of considering very carefully before judging someone else, and of course
        about the capital importance of respect toward father figures in order to build a better future for oneself.
        And all come, evidently, from Back to the Future even if both Sinophone movies are plagued by a
        stereotyped Confucian twist: fathers are not losers (as in Zemeckis’ movie) but are rehabilitated in the eyes
        of the sons as honest, brave models of virtue. Can Hong Kong (and its movies, including its so-called Confucian
        values and the impalpable jianghu moral code, that, as we have seen, shifts from righters of wrongs to
        mafious paradoxical ethos) be understood as a projection of “what was the good and virtuous China” in the 90s?
        Is Hong Kong understood as a “cultural place” here? Or are Hong Kong movies just one element among others of
        the “Chinese” cultural scene in 1990s? Hypothesis: the Chinese public yearns to share these memories, but they
        are the product of a mature entertainment industry—which China in the 1990s did not have. Yet, these memories
        might be sutured into history by the “prosthetic memory,” a form of collective memory disseminated, circulated,
        and transformed by media (Landsberg, 2004). The Chinese public and industry were eager to appropriate styles
        and icons (such as Leslie Cheung or Chow Yun-fat) that didn’t belong to the Deng era, but at the same time were
        speaking the same (written) language, referring to (supposedly) communal shared values, titillating a
        collective imaginary eager to catch up with the capitalist world. In other terms, the past represented in these
        nostalgic movies is a form of wishful memory that the Mainland public is keen to appropriate—to build on it the
        actual high-speed consumerist society that still requires a form of
        “tradition” to be ethically sustainable. Hence, we witness the comeback of wuxiapian, of ghost movies,
        of opera and theater canons, all sustained by the reiterated call to the plurimillennial Chinese civilization.
        And obviously, they all have been preserved and all strived in the British Colony that Deng reintegrated in the
        body of China, assimilating by the same token economic practices and expertise, representational and narrative
        schemes, patterns of everyday life (music, entertainment, consumptions) stigmatized for five years and then
        appropriated and integrated in the “canon.”
      


      
        Duckweed is then derivative: recycling, salvaging other creative industries, and apparently free of any
        anxiety (of influence, to use Harold Bloom’s influential title) vis-à-vis the artistic fathers. Yet, if the
        protagonists are not at ease with their fathers, what about the artists? How to create? How to surpass their
        fathers’ deficiencies and mistakes without falling into the familiar trap of the Red Guards who destroyed the
        past just to have to recreate it a few years later, when they rediscovered that “tradition,” repertoire, and
        memories can become bankable products and, as patriotism and nationalism, powerful nationalistic tools? And how
        to create something original that doesn’t receive accusations of plagiarism? How to express an unfathomable
        “Chineseness” in a globalized creative industry where stories, images, sounds, and memes travel with an
        unprecedented ease—and, to put it bluntly, where Hollywood patterns have been largely absorbed by Asian
        creative industries? This question of “global inauthenticity” has been largely discussed, including in the
        context of the study of youth culture. Jeroen de Kloet and Anthony Fung (2017) argue:
      


      
        
          Rather than getting stuck in the issue of authenticity, it makes more sense to see the world as a warehouse
          of cultural scenarios or scripts that due to media technologies have become available for most people
          nowadays. […] The continuous revival of cultural forms, be they from the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, or more recent
          decades, attests to the continuous recycling and reappropriation of culture, and today, this is taking place
          on a global scale. The question whether and how authentic these cultural forms are has become obsolete;
          instead, the question is what these forms enable, what cultural practices they make possible with which
          social, political, and economic implications. The question of originality, of cultural purity, is turning
          into a question of cultural practice and cultural dialogue and appropriation.
        


        
          (p. 64)
        

      


      
        Duckweed is a telling example of these fertile contradictions. Largely indebted to transnational
        cultural products, it doesn’t produce a clone of past movies, but elaborates on a distinctive form of nostalgia
        that seems to fuel a large part of contemporary youth culture. Still, it’s inevitable to identify that the
        movie remains a by-product explicitly addressing the Hollywood and Hong Kong industries as creative models.
        However, Duckweed’s change of setting to China during the 1990s becomes relevant and unique in its
        assemblage and contextualization.
      

    


    
      Nostalgia factory


      
        Besides these constructed/cultural places, what is recollected here is time. As Douwe Draaisma (2014) reminds
        us, the “Nostalgia factory” more than geographic distance is, indeed, time:
      


      
        
          the real nostalgia factory is time, which makes emigrants of us all. In old age you reach the conclusion
          that, without putting in an application, without so much as noticing, you have been dispatched by an emigrant
          agency. Even if you stayed right where you were, growing old in the midst of familiar things, your
          reminiscences impress upon you that you are no longer living in the land of your youth. You find yourself in
          a foreign country without ever having left. Thinking back to those early days forces you to conclude that are
          many things now that exists only in your memory.
        


        
          (p. 142)
        

      


      
        It is no wonder, therefore, that Chinese cinema is obsessed with the passing of time and coming of age stories,
        mingling the elegy for a dismantled city block to the lost illusions of youth. The recuperation of vintage
        imaginary, the very immediate past that is both very close and has already disappeared, is one of the more
        evident trends of Chinese culture—a feature shared with global conscience, signaling the connected character of
        local culture. I discussed elsewhere (Neri, 2016) in a more comprehensive way the huge mass of nostalgic
        products that overwhelm Taiwan and Chinese markets; suffice here to remind the reader that many theoreticians
        have worked on trying to pin down the characteristics of the contemporary, hyper-connected fast-consumption
        world: immediacy of resources vs. nostalgia for times passed, the resurgence of the mythological vs. rapid
        consumption and relative devaluation of products, myths, and idols. Some tentative, preliminary interpretations
        of the recurrence of the retro-imaginary are related to notions of anxiety of assimilation in a globalized
        reality and a political retrospective gaze in search of an (imaginary) definition of cultural (if not
        political) identity. The generation of fathers, the immediate past, the already gone but still lingering … can
        create the illusion of a precise, definable (chauvinist?) national reality and specificity contrasted with the
        blurring of capitalist frenzy that seems to make all pillars melt away, producing recurrent amnesia and erasing
        of historical memories and consciousness. The “Retro-imaginary” stands in between the virtually infinite
        archive at the disposal of the public and its fast consumption; between the possibility of collecting images,
        sounds, and videos related to recent history and the recurrent alarm about the end of ideology and values that
        supposedly structured the last era, questioning the interface between the legacy of father (supposedly
        homogenous) and the hyper-connected globalized surface (hybrid and transcultural).
      


      
        The definitions of “retro” and “vintage” are often imprecise, partly because they are relative: it depends on
        when they “retro mania” is manifested. I would say, following Reynolds and Guffey, that “retro” has a more
        diffuse sense, linked to cultural phenomena; while “vintage” has a connotation linked to merchandization and
        consumer practices. Retro mania,2 as defined by Simon Reynolds
        (2011):
      


      
        
          The word “retro” has a quite specific meaning: it refers to a
          self-conscious fetish for period stylization (in music, clothes, and design) expressed creatively through
          pastiche and citation. Retro in its strict sense tends to be the preserve of aesthetes, connoisseurs and
          collectors, people who possess a near-scholarly depth of knowledge combined with a sharp sense of irony. But
          the word has come to be used in a much vaguer way to describe pretty much anything that relates to the
          relatively recent past of popular culture.
        


        
          (p. xxi)
        

      


      
        Reynolds talks about a “vague” meaning; Guffey (2006) prefers to define it “imprecise”:
      


      
        
          Retro carries a pervasive, if somewhat imprecise, meaning; gradually creeping into daily usage over the past
          thirty years, there have been few attempts to define it. Used to describe cultural predisposition and
          personal taste, technological obsolescence and mid-century style (…) “retro” can serve as little more than a
          trendy synonym for “old-fashioned” or simply “old.” (…) Retro can also describe an outlook on life. It may
          suggest a predisposition or inherent social conservatism that cleaves to the values and mores of the
          past (…) More than a quest for a simpler life, this “retro” attitude also carries a darker suspicion
          that recent social, cultural and political developments are profoundly corrosive”; Retro offers an
          interpretation of history that taps nostalgia and an undercurrent of ironic understanding. Steeped in satire
          and humour, retro’s revivalist imaginary has made its way into the mainstream, shaping how recent past is
          presented in advertising, film, fashion and a host of form of popular culture.
        


        
          (pp. 9–17 and 27, italics mine)
        

      


      
        I use the ubiquitous, pervasive, yet imprecise definition of retro as being something immediately graspable but
        hard to pin down. Exactly because we’re discussing slippery categories related to art and memory, I refrain
        from giving a definition that simply won’t adapt to any individual variation of the obsessive recurrence of
        retro images in China or elsewhere. Even without a clear-cut definition, one metaphor suffices to very clearly
        pinpoint the “vintage gaze”: the gesture of watching in the rear-view mirror. While driving ahead (direction of
        the narration and, supposedly, of history) we keep seeing something behind us, still lingering in our field of
        vision, but already gone. This visual allegory aptly defines a field of vision and an attitude, no matter if
        applied to China or the West (which, needless to say, is not a monad either).
      


      
        The retro-imaginary thus creates a nostalgia for something gone that can retrospectively sound more alluring
        (or, simply, “real”) than the virtual capitalistic world we are immerged in. The “vintage mania” tells of an
        anxiety toward a fast-changing world where the all-disposable, all-immediate can both enrich (immensity of
        databases, access to immaterial resources, global indexation) but also impoverish the contemporary imaginary
        and desiccate the ideological drive (lack of ideals, collapsing of myths). The obsession—rediscovery—with a
        specific, local, unique cultural experience is also evident in the touristic exploitation and restoration of ancient buildings, streets, as well as restaurants and shops. Some
        vintage products are accused of being conservative and create a false, stereotyped memory of the past,
        indulging in packaged nostalgia, while refraining from serious, critical study. Other voices claim the
        possibility of retro as resistance to present-day fast-consumption society. Hartmut Rosa (2009), for instance,
        talks about the perceived speed of contemporary society, and the consequent need for “de-synchronisation.”
        These decelerations are forms of resistance that demand to eat “slow,” to walk instead of driving cars, to
        moderate the pace, and to appreciate the laborious stages of production—including the production of a
        collective identity, hence the possibility that even consumer-driven films could contain forms of counter
        power, or at least of challenge vis-à-vis the capitalistic self-devouring struggle of the contemporary world.
      


      
        This specific form of nostalgic contemporary global popular culture vintage mania, especially focused on a
        pre-Internet era can, indeed, be a marketing strategy (Meo, 2010), but also conjure an aspect of society that
        seems forever lost—namely, the fetishist appraisal of (cultural) objects that the Internet age might erase in
        its digitalization frenzy, in its total digital indexation utopia. Technophobia? Luddism? A call to arms facing
        the threat of the dissolution of the material and psychological value of things? A critique of the loss of
        attention as a result of the mindless acceleration of fashions, products, stars? Obviously, each
        author/director will have his or her point of view—and the public’s reception will accordingly be different and
        ever changing. But we can tentatively argue, following Fred Davis, that nostalgia is not inoffensive (Davis,
        2011). Nostalgia-driven texts can be described as a “museumification” (including the embalming of transcultural
        flows), but also as a creative force in an era of cultural consumption paradigm shift. Retro displays lost
        objects, neighborhoods, characters, and at the same time evokes the active/affective relationship that the
        spectatorship/flanêur/reader/user had with them. Before the all-digital, the affective relationship with
        material things is described as more intense; truthful; real.
      


      
        Duckweed is a powerful example of these trends: here, the nostalgia is expressed both through form and
        content. On a content level, Tailang very explicitly states (minute 58) his love for the 1990s: not only can he
        meet his mother, but it’s still an epoch where he can be alone without being asked about his whereabouts. There
        is an explicit acknowledgment of the importance of privacy, the desire of getting away from the social network
        that surrounds and engulfs all daily activities in the hyper-connected contemporary word. Maybe a fantasy, yet
        a powerful fantasy of a pristine world that is still capable of creating intimate spaces and zones of silence
        and freedom. Besides, the gang is planning to make a fortune out of developing the technology of the beeper,
        only to find out that its obsolescence is too close for it to be bankable. At the same time, one of the members
        of the mob (who Tailang, from the future, knows well) will become a tycoon of a Chinese social network. The
        future is already looming, but Tailang’s father is too idealistic to make a profit out of the increasing speed
        of a capitalist economy. Yet, acknowledging the myopia of his father doesn’t prevent a reconciliation: he was
        not a bad man, after all, but his naiveté held him in a symbolic past that can be cherished and remembered only
        as a lost paradise.
      


      
        The aesthetics of the movie also follow this romantic and idealistic
        direction: the glossy camerawork, the elaborate music pattern, the long panoramic takes, the saturated color
        scheme, the beautifully shot sequences depicting the village, and the mist on the river and the canals … all
        these elements give the movie a distinct, poetic “auteur” flair that offers momentum and gravity. It’s probably
        relevant here to underscore the physical spaces that Tailang and his father walk through in the film: they
        switch from a contemporary metropolis to a rural, picturesque town. These spaces are therefore charged with a
        tender, touristic gaze that cherish the time before the urban craze of the end of the century, and that also
        recall the movement toward the countryside of the zhiqing 知青 during the Cultural Revolution. The
        countryside is supposedly the cradle of Chinese civilization, a tranquil bucolic space that cries specificity
        and local flare (canals, rice fields, landscapes reminiscent of the masterworks of painting … or the other way
        around). This move is to be attributed to the already discussed “deceleration” drive evoked by Hartmut Rosa:
        the protagonists do not only travel in time but also in space, and tellingly it is a space that hearkens to
        pristine, authentic “roots”—indeed, the same roots evoked in the introduction of the present volume: “the
        root-seeking (xungen 寻根) and the scar (shanghen 伤痕) movements, in literature and film, were led
        by young urban citizens eager to share their experience and traumatisms of the Mao era” (p. 6) as well as, I
        might add, a nuance of local culture that could be pre-Maoist, apolitical, natural, infused with popular habits
        and passions, authentic, and unique. Duckweed is a comedy, indeed, but the visual quality and the
        smooth, solemn rhythm create an aura of refined melancholy. The past is beautiful, the scenery is romantic, and
        the nostalgia effect is working at full steam. The combination of genres—popular comedy, auteur movie, the
        search for roots, the vintage product, the coming of age story—works with the combination of references—music
        tubes, Hong Kong movies, Hollywood films—and creates a film that situates itself between youth culture and a
        mature, reflexive gaze: it’s a celebration but also a farewell to youth; the coming of age is accomplished with
        his reconciliation with the father and the recognition of the sheer beauty and illusionary innocence of his
        era.
      

    


    
      Looking back and forward at the same time


      
        A coercive force toward future battles or an anachronistic consolatory inward gaze? A drive toward a healthy
        and proud museumification and celebration of the too easily forgotten past, or a dangerous mummification of
        creative forces? These multiple and contradictory readings of the retro trend are part of its charm. Often
        ridden with emotional overtones, celebration rhetoric, and nationalistic pathos, its very fabric can conceal
        anxieties about the present era and question the legitimacy of official celebration (the numerous, State-funded
        celebration of past Communist victories), or of autobiographical nostalgia (see, for instance, the trilogy by
        Wang Xiaoshuai focused on the Third Line movement and its consequences on young people in the 1980s, or his
        recent Red Amnesia). In the words of Robert Rosenstone (2006), who is developing the reflexions of Marc Ferro and Pierre Sorlin, these historical movies are legitimate forms of
        historiography, since they provide a “signification” of the past, and historical metaphors can help the present
        to ponder about its sources, development, and origins:
      


      
        
          you may also see these films as part of a separate realm of representation and discourse, one not meant to
          provide literal truths about past (as if our written history can provide literal truths) but metaphoric
          truths which work, to a large degree, as a kind of commentary on, and challenge to, traditional historical
          discourse.
        


        
          (pp. 8–9)
        

      


      
        In this light, both Duckweed and its predecessor He Ain’t work to recreate the past for the young
        generation, reconstructing a readable and proud past that needs to be the basis for further progress. We can
        also detect a form of erasure of the most dramatic turns of history. These movies seem to be completely
        uninterested in politics, hence they contribute to the recurring amnesia or suppressed memory. Yet, vintage
        movies play an important role “in engendering collective identities among people” (Davis, 2011: 451),
        especially for the Millennials. It’s a strategy to face the “perceived threats of identity discontinuity”
        (ibid.), appropriating memories, social practices, collective experience into a new “tradition,” a continually
        rewritten collective memory. Davies further states:
      


      
        
          In this manner nostalgic sentiment partakes of one of the great dialectical processes of Western
          civilization: the ceaseless tension of change vs. stability, innovation vs. reaffirmation, new vs. old,
          Utopia vs. the golden age. Its role in this dialectic is that of a brake on the headlong plunge into the
          future; a rather tenuous brake, to be sure, since little in contemporary life seems capable of arresting the
          march of modern technology and rational organization. Nonetheless it is, perhaps, enough of a brake to cause
          some individuals and peoples to look before they knowingly leap.
        


        
          (Ibid.)
        

      


      
        Davies is talking about the West, but nonetheless the same discourse can be applied, I would argue, to an
        important part of contemporary Chinese youth culture. Duckweed helps in recreating a past cleared of
        social drama, unrest, dissidence, and inequalities by creating the powerful metaphor of the time travel/time
        bridge between two generations. Mistakes have been made, but the reconciliation is unavoidable. We can pinpoint
        the exact moment of the creation of the spiritual link between father and son. When the two men awake in the
        hospital, Tailang looks at his father and makes the hand gesture that was the identification sign of the gang.
        The father stares at him and raises his hands, responding to the signal. We won’t know if he understands that
        his former best buddy was his own son; as noted before, this might be a time-travel story but alternatively
        might also be just a dream, and Tailang might have somehow known about the secret signal, maybe from some past
        stories his father told him; it is indeed unlikely, and the spectator will
        establish his/her own interpretation. But the metaphor of the reconciliation bridge is there, the two men are
        now reconciled.
      


      
        These metaphors engage contemporary thought in a continual reconfiguration of identities policies, where past
        is systematically brought back to life as a memento; or maybe and more accurately, the past is shown as having
        never left, and the very gesture of recognizing it can be the foundation and the drive to future engagement.
      


      
        We mentioned the “amnesia complex,” or, to use the title of a seminal multimedia project by Chris Marker
        “immemory.” Duckweed is not alone; many movies dwell in the past, erasing the traumatic memory. See for
        example the already quoted American Dreams in China, where the ellipsis to avoid mentioning Tian’anmen
        is explicit: the story, set in the highly politicized milieu of Beida, simply jumps from 1988 to 1992. The
        “trauma” is represented by the departure of the American girlfriend. Romantic pain (and not revolution) is the
        trigger that pushes the character to adulthood. This substitution (love for political activism) might be read
        as an untold trauma that will leave a coalition to repeat, or a cry that doesn’t want to be silenced in the
        “iron cage” of economic growth. An attentive reader might see some hints between the lines though: the
        left-behind boyfriend cuts off his long hair, and the voice-over states “Wang Yang said that the eighties end
        today.” This could be a coded reference to one of the slogans of the students in Tian’anmen: “Today, we shall
        not die!.”3 This could be a coded reference that Peter Chan uses
        to transmit a cryptic message, to translate a form of resistance that is reminiscent of the State amnesia and
        its consequences still haunting the collective imaginary. From this perspective, the idea of “lapse” evoked by
        Marc Ferro (1988) is useful here:
      


      
        
          It is understandable that churches supervise, that priests of every religion and teachers of every profession
          manifest a supercilious and fanatical exigency regarding these moving images that they have not learned to
          analyse, control, and exploit in their speeches. The effect of film is to de-structure what several
          generations of men of state and thinkers have built into such a beautiful harmony. It destroys the alter
          image that every institution and even’ individual composes for itself in the face of society. The camera
          reveals their real functioning and tells more about each one of these than they could want. It unveils
          secrets and shows the underside of a society and its lapses.
        


        
          (pp. 28–29)
        

      


      
        These movies tell many things in an implicit way, that the audience might read between the lines. However, what
        is not told can be relevant, maybe even more relevant then the first-degree story itself. Discussing soft power
        and contemporary successful movies, Victor Fan (2018) analyzes two movies restaging coming of age stories set
        in the 1990s, So Young (Zhi women zhongjiang shiqu de qingchun 致我们终将逝去的青春, Zhao Wei 赵薇, 2013) and
        Summer Palace (Yiheyuan 頤和園, Lou Ye 娄烨, 2006). While the latter, describing a torrid love story
        blossoming during the Tiananmen student upheaval, was destined to be banned,
        the former evades any political insinuations to let its characters inhabit a sterilized, playful past:
      


      
        
          If Summer Palace represents a generation of university students who consider the Tiananmen crackdown
          as the core of their traumatic memory, So Young represents those who were just (two academic years)
          too young to be there, and who have consciously erased from their collective consciousness the 1989 events
          and any desire for political engagement. […] What So Young portrays is therefore the failure of the
          younger generation who entered college in the early 1990s—one that effectively erased the collective
          memory of the Tiananmen crackdown—to acknowledge the socio-political void around which their
          economically comfortable lives today are built. It does so not only by reconstructing a memory that
          (mis)recognizes material comfort as spiritual comfort, but also by maintaining a desire for bourgeois
          normalcy—albeit in a dream—as the ultimate solution. In this sense, the film seeks to make
          tangible the spiritual void, yet it ultimate keeps this void intact by portraying the heterosexual romance as
          a dream suspended between fantasy and its fulfilment.
        


        
          (pp. 65–67)
        

      


      
        Duckweed can be situated in this frame. Apolitical, yet it offers interesting clues about exactly what
        is eschewed. It constructs an illusionary past where no political struggles ever happened. As we have seen, the
        time travel might ultimately be described as a dream by Tailang, hence the past is evoked in a dreamy,
        color-saturated, romantic, and beautiful setting. According to this representation, the basis on which today’s
        youth’s collective conscience is built stands on a trauma that doesn’t say its name; future adults swim in a
        fictionalized, sanitized placenta made by their father’s pre-digital dreams.
      

    


    
      Titles: between nostalgia and future drive


      
        Now, to try and answer the question posed at the beginning: how to grow old gracefully? How to say goodbye to
        the youthful, rebellious spirit and construct a well-mannered adult life? And also, how to find one’s
        independent artistic voice? Han Han, via this programmatic movie, negotiates his exit strategy from youth
        culture, one that shaped him and that he contributed to shape. But he has to change in order to keep relevant,
        both acknowledging past errors but also, at the same time, creating a bridge between generations.
      


      
        The Chinese and English titles of the movie seem to acknowledge the contradictory character of these endeavors:
        the English title evokes stories of erasure, impermanence, and alienation. Duckweed is a floating
        vegetable form that represents the volatility of human experience. Many beautiful, nostalgic, romantic,
        melancholic shots compose poignant images of the green leaves and the misty vegetation of the canals, dwelling
        in an elegant and gloomy atmosphere.
      


      
        On the other hand, what the Chinese title suggests is an uncompromising youth: Riding the Wind and Breaking
        the Waves conjures images of the strength and indomitable character of
        youth, the uncompromising strength that keeps individuals going onwards, embracing the future.
      


      
        The discordant meaning of the two titles echoes the final gesture of reconnaissance and reconciliation: Tailang
        finally got to know and appreciate his father and was able to let him know via the coded signal from their
        shared past. A bridge is erected between generations and between the past and present youth culture, always
        moving and reshaping. It’s a bridge that represents the unique experiences of young people and the
        autonomous/collective spaces they are able to carve out for themselves; the celebration of the creation of a
        meaningful world together, of a social space that strives to be autonomous and original. Yet, Duckweed
        tells also the story of a glitch: socializing here means to socialize with his own father, or to reconcile with
        family history. China has experienced such large-scale changes in such a short time that the lives of fathers
        and sons seem so different to the point of being mutually unintelligible. Hence, works like Han Han’s
        contribute to try to make sense of the present day by evoking or creating this “prosthetic memory” made by
        foreign movies, Hong Kong paraphernalia, eclectic soundtrack, “classic” Chinese landscape and blatant omissions
        of what Victor Fan calls “desire for political engagement” (Fan, 2018, pp. 65–67).
      


      
        Duckweed is a work of fiction and doesn’t pretend to answer all questions related to Chinese youth
        culture, neither does it claim to be exhaustive in the representation of Chinese ex-young people. Yet, taking
        from the Chinese and English titles that contemplate different meanings and feelings toward life, this chapter
        proposes overriding readings that decrypt the search for an original voice and the need for reference figures,
        a drive toward the future but also the nostalgia for a disappeared past, the acknowledgment of the virtues of
        the fathers but also their failures, the contradictory relation with “other” cultures, both ripped off and
        rejected, appropriated, and refused.
      


      
        For a tentative answer to the question posed at the beginning of the chapter (“how to grow old gracefully?”),
        Han Han answers with his own artistic practice and mediatic exhibition: adapting at all costs, even if this
        means forgetting youth’s pristine rebel drives. Being an epitome of economic success and integration in the
        mediascape doesn’t hurt, either.
      

    


    
      

      
        1 From novels like Half Fire, Half Brine (Yiban
        shi huoyan, yiban shi haishui一半是火焰，一半是海水) by Wang Shuo 王朔, The Fat Years (Shengshi Zhongguo
        Erlingyisan nian盛世 中国 2013年) by Chen Guanzhong 陈冠中 or to Beijing Coma (Rou zhi tu肉之土) by Ma
        Jian马建; and films like Red Amnesia (Chuanruzhe闖入者, 2014) by Wang Xiaoshuai 王小帅.
      


      
        2 Retromania (Jaubert and Peyrard, 2015) is also the
        German title of a documentary produced by ARTE TV, where Reynolds is interviewed.
      


      
        3 I’m thankful to Marie Bizais who brought his rebus to my
        attention.
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        We are not like the calligraphers of ancient times, […] which wrote their own poetry about their own
        emotions. Nowadays, calligraphers just want to be fashionable, and make up their own writing style just to be
        trendy.
      

    


    
      
        我们不像古代书法家 (…) 写的都是自己的诗文, 自己有感而发的东西. 而不是像现在, 趋时贵，为了时代、某些人, 而突出自己的风格.
      

    


    
      We open this chapter with a rather gloomy comment from a young calligraphy educator, teaching the art to children
      after school in Beijing. His statement voices an idealized nostalgia for the times when calligraphy was well
      written, and the strokes expressed pure and real sentiments. To him, today is a superficial time, a modern and
      trendy era, and we will never be as good as those who lived in the past. In our conversations with young people
      in Beijing, we have often come across this nostalgia for past times. It is a desire that may well explain the
      current popularity of calligraphy in China. In Beijing, where the research for this chapter took place, countless
      privately owned calligraphy education centers are mushrooming in the city centers, as well as in the outskirts,
      varying in size and approach. According to our interviewees, it is difficult to estimate just how many institutes
      are established, and how many people are following calligraphy classes—and indeed, it proved impossible to
      verify. One teacher claimed that within a 1 km radius from her own school in the university district of Beijing,
      she could name at least 30 other institutes that have all popped up within the last 5 months; and although this
      is difficult to validate, it does serve as an indication of just how popular calligraphy classes have become in
      the capital of Beijing. But even the large number of locations where calligraphy is taught pales in comparison to
      the myriad of ways calligraphy is practiced, (re)created, consumed, taught, and learned in the digital space—a
      space, we suggest, that is not separate from our daily lives but is part of the social totality of the everyday
      in which quotidian calligraphic practices occur.
    


    
      We take here Miller and Slater’s point of view, who have argued that “we need to treat Internet media as
      continuous with and embedded in other social spaces, that they happen within mundane social structures and
      relations that they may transform but that they cannot escape into a self-enclosed cyberian apartness” (2001, 5).
    


    
      The pursuit of traditional Chinese arts by the middle class is gaining in
      popularity (Billioud and Thoraval, 2007) and has been explained by our interviewees as part of the “tradition
      fever” (chuantongre 传统热) that has been stirring in China over the last few years. This concept shares
      commonalities with the “national learning fever” (guoxue re 国学热). This “national learning” (guoxue
      国学) is an ambiguous and uncertain concept (Dirlik, 2011), and as such, as Xie (2011) argues, can be stretched to
      serve political, educational, and commodification purposes. He argues further:
    


    
      
        in all these pursuits, one sees an unmistakable collusion among Chinese academia, the market, and the ruling
        regime: what is at stake is a kind of simulacrum of something long lost, which is desired by state-officials,
        designed by academics, and produced by market promoters.
      


      
        (Ibid.: 45)
      

    


    
      This tripartite relationship convincingly captures how the discourse on “national learning” allows different
      parties to benefit from the idea of a national intellectual heritage, but leaves out the practitioners, who are
      often simultaneously consumers, of the practices that are associated with it.
    


    
      During the fieldwork among Chinese calligraphy classes, our interlocutors often spoke of “traditional fever”
      whereas “national learning fever” was not mentioned at all. We suspect that the first is employed more easily in
      the vernacular, because it implies a focus on a relatively unspecified but nevertheless “traditional”
      activity—rather than on thought or learning. It is used in the context of people learning calligraphy as a hobby;
      learning to play the qin, a seven-string traditional Chinese musical instrument; mastering the craft of
      tea brewing; traditional ink painting; or dressing up in Han clothing (see Carrico, 2017). Out of all these
      traditional arts, calligraphy is not only cheap but also practical: a brush, paper, and ink are widely available
      and do not take up much space. One can write anywhere as long as one has a flat surface on which to place paper.
      Moreover, the traditional belief that one can see “the man’s character in his writing” (zi ru qi ren 字如其人)
      is still very widespread (McNair, 1998; Yen, 2004).1 This means
      that having good handwriting is useful in your professional career: if your moral character is said to shine
      through your writing, you would want that writing to be at least passable.
    


    
      We cannot help but remember here another fever, the “culture fever” (wenhua re 文化热), that characterized
      the 1980s (Wang, 1996). Whereas the culture fever was geared toward the now and the contemporary, and entailed a
      frantic consumption of Western culture, the current fever entails an imagined return to the past, and beyond
      doubt, to a Chinese past. A move from the there and the now to the here and the then. As
      such, the current “fever” resonates with the upsurge of nationalism and continued popularity of Chineseness that
      accompanies the current “rise of China” (Callahan, 2012). The word fever not only alludes to something that has
      become a trend, or even hype, it also has connotations of illness, and even may encompass some danger, as a fever
      may well turn into a delirium. This traditional fever consequently asks for a critical diagnosis, which is what this chapter aspires to: what does the return to calligraphy mean, why do
      young people seek to pick up the brush again, why do their parents ask, or force, them to do so, and why
      calligraphy over other possible art forms? And lastly, how do youth manage to carve out spaces, both real and
      virtual, for their calligraphy practices?
    


    
      Two reasons for the return to calligraphy have already been mentioned: that calligraphy is cheap and practical,
      and that it is perceived as a reflection of one’s character. In addition, calligraphy practice—and Chinese
      writing in general—carries strong associations with “Chineseness,” which is itself entangled with nationalism but
      has wider implications as it harks back to times before the nation-state (Chow, 1998). It is hard to overstate
      the importance of the written Chinese character historically as well as today in China. As an instrument of the
      past to record, and thus create a narrative of Chinese (political) history, the written word has always been a
      tool to bind the nation together; while from an artistic point of view, the writing styles and fashions have
      continuously been informed by the preferences of the ruler (Kraus, 1991). Also, under Communism calligraphy kept
      its cultural and political value: the calligraphy skills of Mao Zedong attested to his qualities as a cultured,
      literary leader, just as his swimming in the Yangtze attested to his physical strength (Kraus, 1991).
    


    
      But today, the calligrapher is no longer only a scribe working in service of the nation, and his craft can be
      deployed for a variety of reasons. As calligraphy has almost entirely lost its practical application, the
      calligrapher has been moved to a position within the contested terrain of art, and within that terrain, he (more
      often than she) performs a quintessentially and easily recognizable Chinese art form. At this point it might be
      useful to give a working definition of Chinese calligraphy (shufa 书法). In its most undressed definition,
      calligraphy refers to writing Chinese characters with ink and brush on rice paper (xuan 宣), according to a
      traditional set of rules widely known in China.
    


    
      Another reason that might explain the current popularity of calligraphy among the youth is linked to the rise of
      new technologies. Due to the worldwide shift toward digital communication technology, the method by which an
      increasing number of people write Chinese characters has indeterminately changed. Touchpads, mobile phones with
      software that allows one to choose characters from a list in transcription system pinyin (拼音), and voice
      recognition all reduce the time actually spent writing characters on paper. As a consequence, the fear that
      people are losing the ability to write by hand—carrying wider effects with regard to culture, identity, and
      nationality—resonates widely in Chinese society. The phenomenon is generally referred to as “pick up the pen, and
      forget the character” (tibiwangzi 提笔忘字) and is often mentioned as one of the motivations to start writing
      calligraphy. This fear, we argue, is not only projected on China’s younger generations as they are born into a
      digital environment and can be considered digital natives (de Kloet and Fung, 2016), and may thus suffer more
      from this phenomenon, but subsequently we see this enacted by them as well. Embracing traditional arts and crafts
      may well become a way to position themselves vis-à-vis the government’s top-down innovate-or-perish vision that
      boosts China’s techno-nationalism. Techno-nationalism recognizes the crucial
      role of technology for the development of nations, and understands that the power of the nation is depended on
      its technological advances. In China, Deng Xiaoping realized in the late 1970s that scientific advancements were
      the key to national, and ultimately international, power (Li, 1994). And indeed, this digital native post-1990s
      generation in China has grown up in a time of constant economic growth and rapid social and technological change.
      Unlike their parents, they have not experienced obvious hardship, political upheaval, or strong social unrest (de
      Kloet and Fung, 2016). In the past ten years in particular, China has leapfrogged toward a digital future in
      which one’s life is increasingly managed through platforms like WeChat (weixin 微信) taxi Didi (didi
      kuaidi 滴滴快的), and Youku (youku 优酷)—life in which technologies aid rather than hinder everyday life.
    


    
      So far, we have touched upon five reasons that underpin the renewed interest in calligraphy: first, it is cheap
      and easy compared to mastering other skills associated with Chinese traditions; second, it is perceived as the
      reflection of one’s character; third, it is deeply enmeshed in an increasingly popular idea of a quintessentially
      Chinese history and with it, the related tropes of Chineseness; fourth, it might be a response to the new
      technological developments that have triggered a fear for losing the ability to write Chinese; and fifth and
      finally, it is part of a desire for a more “authentic” and “pure” life.
    


    
      In our study we aim to further scrutinize how students and parents themselves approach their practices of
      calligraphy. Why do they practice it, in what kind of spaces, and how do they perceive its popularity? In
      addition, we would like to show how, ironically, digital tools provide an important platform to further share and
      thus perform the culture of calligraphy. Theoretically, we align calligraphy to the notion of nostalgia, and
      wonder whether we witness a desire to return to a purer and more innocent past, or whether something more
      complicated and potentially more cutting edge is going on. Our ethnographic analysis aims to expand on, and
      further flesh out, the reasons we have mentioned above. The craft of calligraphy writing, we argue, has become a
      lifestyle choice informed by not only a nostalgic longing for an idealized past, but also the desire to continue
      the practice in the technologically advanced present, and is applied as a tactic of self-care. We distinguish
      four repertoires that recur in our analysis. We see calligraphy performed, first, as craftsmanship; second, as a
      “techno-cure”; third, as an enactment of historical accomplishments; and fourth, we see calligraphy performed as
      a lifestyle and tactic of self-care.
    


    
      Methods


      
        Our analysis is based on 11 months of fieldwork in Beijing, comprised of 9 months in 2016 and 2 months in 2018
        during which we joined classes and interviewed calligraphy teachers and the youth. Focusing on the question of
        how this “traditional art” is imagined and appropriated by Chinese younger generations in Beijing, we have
        interviewed 16 students and 11 calligraphy teachers, and participated in six types of calligraphy classes at
        different educational set-ups in Beijing. These classes range from small calligraphy studios to university
        classes and thus differ in their approach and clientele. Similarly, the
        youth that we interviewed vary in their engrossment in the calligraphy scene—while some take weekly
        after-school classes, or join a hobby club every now and then, others follow full-time MA tracks in
        calligraphy. The educators that we talked to also teach at different levels: some work at the small calligraphy
        studios jotting the city, some are professors, and some State-run elementary school teachers. We chose to allow
        all of these different viewpoints and approaches to join in this chapter, as we believe the combination of
        these perspectives helps us to unpack how calligraphy is currently experienced, lived, and appropriated in
        China. In addition, we also include in our analysis the popular blog of calligraphy teacher and artist Lin Xi,
        who combines lifestyle advice, online and offline calligraphy lessons, and artistic inspiration to the general
        young public.2 Finally, we will analyze the WeChat group
        Handwriting temperature (shouxie wendu 手写温度), which is a spin-off of the arts and craft sharing
        APP Small Interests (qingqu 轻趣) in which 406 people share a line of handwritten characters with
        each other every morning to “keep the beauty of handwritten calligraphy alive.”3 WeChat entered the market in 2011, and has since become an integral part of the daily lives
        of people in China, offering a range of services from private messaging, gaming, public accounts, and
        professional services (Kent, Ellis, and Xu, 2017). WeChat groups are used to communicate for example with
        circles of friends, colleagues, or with people sharing the same interests. The interviews are analyzed using
        discourse analysis, whereas the blog as well as the WeChat group are analyzed using a combined discourse and
        visual analysis. Instead of scrutinizing each set of data separately, we chose to look for recurring patterns
        in all of them, thus combining them, which resulted in four themes that recur in our analysis. But before going
        into the discussion, we first ask: can the popularity of calligraphy be seen as a nostalgic movement, and what
        do we mean by that?
      

    


    
      Nostalgia and belonging


      
        The feeling of nostalgia we observe today is not new to China. Already a decade ago, in 2006, Wu Jing observed
        that nostalgia has become key content for the creative industries in China (Wu, 2006). She reads nostalgia as a
        popular sentiment that, she writes, “steps in to help us cope with the turbulence of time, to manage change and
        make sense of it, through a symbolic denigration of change and a wishful return to the stability of the past”
        (Wu, 2006: 360). It is a highly modern “structure of feeling”—to use the term coined by Raymond Williams
        (1977)—that is directed against modernity and its insistence on progress, change, and mobility. In a country
        that has passed through a period that may be termed “compressed modernization” (Kyung-Sup, 1999) the upsurge of
        nostalgia, which started in the 1990s according to Wu, is not surprising. Wu mentions two other dimensions to
        explain the rise of nostalgic sentiment: first, the Chinese Communist Party’s gradual movement from an ideology
        of Communism toward an ideology of Chinese nationalism. To put it bluntly, more and more, the idiom “we the
        people” has been replaced by “we Chinese” (Callahan, 2012). This articulation reached its zenith during the
        2008 opening ceremony of the Beijing Olympics—which also included
        calligraphy in its performance. A reinvigoration of allegedly traditional Chinese cultural forms helps to
        consolidate this insistence on Chineseness. Second, the trope of nostalgia proved highly profitable for the
        growing creative industries in China, providing them with ample content for televisions series and movies, but
        also for the construction of tourist sites and museums.
      


      
        Wu Jing focuses on the imperial past, the revolutionary past, and colonial Shanghai as sites for nostalgic
        appropriation. The revolutionary past provides an imaginary homeland to return to now that socialism is
        disappearing, it is “a passionate reconstruction of benevolent patriarchy, in which the appealing ideas of
        family, sharing, responsibility and community take concrete forms” (2006: 364). She reads the mediated return
        of the imperial past as a longing for a coherent unified national identity. Colonial Shanghai, finally, alludes
        to the “renewed effort to connect China to the worldly process of modernization again, old Shanghai becomes a
        possible mirror image for a future China” (2006: 367).
      


      
        Inspired by her analysis, we wonder, what does the renewed interest in calligraphy signify today? In the
        account by Wu Jing it seems merely a conservative force, one involving partly a withdrawal from the present
        through a celebration of an imaginary and sanitized past, but one also to sustain the workings of the
        nation-state. But, as Svetlana Boym writes:
      


      
        
          nostalgia can be both a social disease and a creative emotion, a poison and a cure. The dreams of imagined
          homelands cannot and should not come to life. They can have a more important impact on improving social and
          political conditions in the present as ideals, not as fairy tales come true.
        


        
          (2001: 853)
        

      


      
        Nostalgia is not by definition a conservative structure of feeling. Boym makes a distinction between
        restorative and reflective nostalgia: whereas the former does point toward a desire toward the past, a
        restoration of a real home, a purer and more innocent culture, the latter “explores ways of inhabiting many
        places at once and imagining different time zones. It loves details, not symbols. At best, it can present an
        ethical and creative challenge, not merely a pretext for midnight melancholies” (Boym, 2001: 30). As Boym
        concludes,
      


      
        
          restorative nostalgia takes itself dead seriously. Reflective nostalgia, on the other hand, can be ironic and
          humorous. It reveals that longing and critical thinking are not opposed to one another, just as affective
          memories do not absolve one from compassion, judgment, or critical reflection.
        


        
          (2001: 141)
        

      


      
        Instead of forcing our analysis into either of the two categories, we take her position to further complicate
        the notion of nostalgia, which now has become a complex sentiment that can certainly express a longing for an
        imaginary past, but can also articulate a critical reflection on the contemporary and on the passing of time.
      


      
        In the time that has passed since Wu Jing published her piece, the mobile
        digital developments that have ushered China into a new era have changed the cultural context quite
        dramatically. With its “Internet Plus policies,” the government under the leadership of Xi Jinping is embarking
        on a techno-nationalism project in which China aspires to become a leading innovative and technologically
        advanced nation by the year 2025 (Keane and Chen, 2017). While this may well explain the eagerness with which
        the Chinese collectively embrace new technologies, as testified by the rapid disappearance of physical money
        for example, it may also explain the counter-response that involves a revalidation of pre-digital cultural
        forms, like calligraphy. As we observed earlier, this revalidation seems to resonate in particular with the
        middle classes in the urban areas of China. In terms of youth, we can see two different scenes that express a
        longing for a more cultured and less mediated lifestyle: the “cultured youth” (wenqing 文青) and the
        “little freshness youth” (xiaoqingxin 小清新). The former are the young people that visit salons to discuss
        poetry, they aspire to a cultured lifestyle in which the reading of books (on paper), consumption of art house
        cinema, and a clear interest in global culture are important benchmarks. The latter celebrate a pureness and
        freshness that has its imagined origin in the green grasslands of Taiwan, and in movies that are part of this
        scene, such as Cape No. 7 (Haijiao qihao 海角七號, Wei Te-sheng, 2008) and You Are the Apple of My
        Eye (Naxie nian, women yiqi zhuide nühai 那些年, 我們一起追的女孩, Giddens Ko, 2011). Whereas the cultured
        youth express a desire for a contemplative, intellectual life, taking place in hipster cafés and small art
        spaces, the little fresh youth seek an innocent and naïve lifestyle. They can both be considered part of a
        hipster culture in China, one in which craftsmanship and art forms like calligraphy are revived.
      


      
        But calligraphy penetrates beyond such urban youth cultural scenes. Today, many parents insist that their
        children take after-school calligraphy classes to learn how to write properly. Why is this so? What do these
        parents expect, how do their children like it, and can one incorporate such trends back into grand narratives
        of nostalgia and even cultural conservatism? According to Pang Qin (2011), whereas in the 1990s, cultural
        nationalism was informed by anti-Marxism and anti-Western sentiments, this has evolved into “a pure ‘cultural
        conservatism’ which aims at the single-minded and whole-hearted pursuit of traditional culture” (p. 3363). We
        doubt if such sweeping generalizations do justice to the complexities of the current resurgence of traditional
        cultural practices in China. As our analysis will show, calligraphy means many different things, and should
        also be seen as a very contemporary, if not highly modern, response on the current zeitgeist in China.
        As our four themes attest to, the rising popularity of calligraphy both gestures toward the past as well as to
        the present and future, and is as such a very modern and contemporary cultural form.
      

    


    
      Calligraphy and craftsmanship


      
        Notwithstanding its popularity, the craft of calligraphy remains a difficult one to learn. It requires the
        discipline to not only force the body to sit still and the hand to move, but also the mind to bear the
        continuous repetition of a pre-given model—copying remains a large part of
        the practice even after many years. As many of our interviewees have mentioned, this process can be
        frustrating, but is also enjoyable and liberating. In the WeChat group handwriting temperature
        (shouxie wendu 手写温度), people are very aware of the fact that calligraphy requires constant practice—it
        is one of the main reasons the group was set up. Every morning at around seven, a cheerful message appears that
        is the same every day, with the assignment of the day:
      


      
        
          Good morning friends! Let us persist in writing by hand and “clocking in” (daka 打卡) everyday, to sense
          (ganshou 感受) the beauty of calligraphy and literature.
        

      


      
        What follows, is an image with a short classical poem or verse in digital font, accompanied by an image—often
        of a calligrapher or a poet in traditional dress. The participants of the group are invited to copy these
        characters on paper, take a photo of their work, and send it to the group by typing “clocking in” (daka
        打卡) as if reporting for duty. Brush and hard-pen calligraphy are both allowed and one is free to choose any
        calligraphic style. In the group, members motivate each other to practice daily and to improve themselves by
        sending each other lines and appreciative emoticons: “I admire you for your well written words and your hard
        work!”
      


      
        [image: Image]

        
          
            Figure 12.1 The daily
            message on the WeChat group.
          

        
      


      
        WeChat as a platform thus operates as a virtual collective space in which participants who do not know each
        other and who do not meet in real life still are part of a calligraphy
        community. What is clearly noticeable throughout the general narrative in this collective virtual space, is the
        insistence on seeing calligraphy as labor; as work that the group must persevere in doing to become better at
        it, but also, before calligraphy becomes obsolete. This speaks to a responsibility toward the past. The
        detachment of calligraphy from its practical use—simply because ballpoints, pencils, and computer screens have
        taken over as dominant tools of writing—has, especially since the 1980s, opened up possibilities for the wider
        public to start practicing calligraphy freely. This has led to an increased focus on calligraphy as an
        artistic skill. What has been left behind—the vernacular practice of writing—is what needs to be
        rejuvenated, as becomes clear throughout the general narrative in the WeChat group. People who have not sent a
        photo of their handwritten work in a while will get a reminder, and people whose calligraphy is not up to a
        certain standard receive extra encouragement. Participating in such a technologically-aided quotidian
        calligraphic practice is, we argue, motivated by a desire to live something similar to a “literate life in the
        information age” (Hawisher, Selfe, Moraski, and Pearson, 2004: 1), in which literate here should be aptly
        substituted for “crafty.” The group also attests to the importance of remediation as Bolter and Grusin (2000)
        have argued earlier. New technologies continue to contain traces of the old, for example, a brush on an app
        mimics a “real brush,” making strokes that look strikingly similar to “real” strokes. Just as the aesthetics of
        this virtual space resemble the aesthetics of a traditional teahouse.
      


      
        This diffusion of craft, sociability, spatiality, and creativity to digital environments lives alongside an
        analogue revival. A group of around 30 students gather weekly on Sunday evenings in the empty classrooms of
        Peking University, and practice their craft quietly together, led by their more advanced peers. One student who
        helps out with teaching calligraphy at the weekly hobby club at Peking University has been practicing since
        childhood, and has come to terms with the idea that learning calligraphy will be a lifelong task:
      


      
        
          For the first two, three years, my teacher did not speak. We are both quiet and I just practice and practice.
          Now, I have had the same teacher for six years and writing has become something that changes me. I think that
          calligraphy is both a foundation as well as a kind of cohesion. It binds us together, our culture with our
          human nature and the ancients with us, modern people. Sometimes I think it is a ladder or a channel that
          leads you, and it will help you to understand many things related to our Chinese culture.
        

      


      
        What is striking in her comment—a thought that we have heard from our interviewees in different iterations—is
        her idea of being connected through an imagined common “nature,” culture, and brush with other Chinese; her
        people laboring with the same tools and models already centuries before her. Such an imagined past empowers her
        to master her own craft, but also to teach others, as we see also in the WeChat group: a national return to
        calligraphy is imagined as a team effort. We see the same sentiment expressed in conversation with parents
        who send their children to calligraphy class. A grandmother of a 7 year old
        sends her grandchild to a small calligraphy institute in the university district of Beijing, where they dress
        the children in Han clothing before starting the practice. With many green plants, small cascades, and large
        wooden tables, the school evokes a tranquil feel. Both the space of the university as well as such a school
        imbue calligraphy with an aura of culture and sophistication. These are thus collective spaces in which
        symbolic boundaries are drawn, as these are spaces meant for the more cultured youth. As the grandmother
        explains:
      


      
        
          We used to do this every week, how can it not be good for them now? They learn to write well, and have a good
          future. They learn to sit still, and calm down.
        

      


      
        Again, calligraphy is perceived of as a positive practice that should be continued by the next generation, a
        generation that might even need it more, to serve as what we term a “techno-cure.”
      

    


    
      Calligraphy as a “techno-cure”


      
        Due to the rise in the use of mobile phones and computers there is, as we have already observed in this
        chapter, a widespread fear of the loss of the skill of writing. This fear resonates with a global anxiety over
        the introduction of new technologies, be it the television, the video recorder or, more recently, the Internet
        (Dinello, 2005). Numerous books are being published that warn us how the Internet will negatively affect
        children’s intelligence and how it reduces our attention span (see for example Carr, 2011; MOE of the PRC,
        2013; Wang and Wang, 2010). This fear accentuates the importance of calligraphy in China. Li Yuqi, a
        20-year-old law student from Beijing, takes weekly calligraphy classes at one of the many educational centers
        in Beijing, where she sits with six other students in, again, an elegantly decorated calligraphy room. Her
        motivations to learn calligraphy are practical as well as emotional, and reflect this fear of losing the skill
        to write:
      


      
        
          No one in my family writes, but my mother said that my grandfather’s generation wrote very well, because at
          that time there were no computers, and everything was handwritten. Now all is different. When I look at the
          handwriting of my friends and classmates, very few are actually good at handwriting. But I think it is
          important. I study law, so I actually have many opportunities to write. And, you get bonus points for writing
          well in your exam.
        

      


      
        She connects her desire to write well to the additional perks of doing better at the university exam. We
        mentioned the phenomenon of “pick up the pen, and forget the character” (tibiwangzi 提笔忘字) earlier, which
        is indeed often mentioned as one of the motivations to start writing calligraphy. For example, one interviewee
        once asked around during an interview with four other people in the room:
        “Do any of you still know how to write: ‘purple socks’?” No one could. Using your hands and write down what
        otherwise will be forgotten should “cure” the syndrome that technology brought upon us. Yet, the “real” world
        is increasingly augmented with digital information, and the digital increasingly intricately interwoven in
        daily life. This goes for calligraphy as well. Laura Vermeeren mentions elsewhere how:
      


      
        
          in this everyday digital environment, we find calligraphy museums to visit, numerous ancient calligraphy
          reference books to browse, calligraphy friends to meet, and calligraphy auctions and exhibitions to attend.
          We learn to copy from the screen, we can see calligraphy simulations that are rated as good as Yan Zhenqing,
          and we can write a blog post with the grass script of Mao Zedong.
        


        
          (Vermeeren, 2017: 184)
        

      


      
        These advances do not steer people away from handwritten calligraphy, but to the contrary, aid and facilitate
        precisely what is feared to be lost. Hence, our analysis shows that while calligraphy is perceived as an
        antidote to the dangers of new technologies, in practice this binary opposition does not hold. Technology
        instead is interwoven with calligraphic practices, being an enabling rather than disabling force. Thus, while
        we name this theme “techno-cure,” as the fear for new technologies was articulated among many of our
        respondents, the actual practices we observe counter such a fear. Platforms like WeChat provide a virtual space
        that operates alongside real spaces like the schools.
      

    


    
      Calligraphy as a traditional practice


      
        For Peng, a student in Chinese calligraphy at Renmin University, calligraphy is closely linked to traditional
        culture, but he confesses he has not quite a clear idea what this idea of “traditional culture” entails:
      


      
        
          I think there are two things to take into consideration: there is cultural calligraphy and art calligraphy. I
          think that for “art calligraphy,” we should study hard. We must strive to achieve something that, of course,
          is part of our traditional culture. But when we talk about traditional culture, it is often just such a
          general concept. What is our traditional culture? I am really not sure.
        

      


      
        Rather than reading calligraphy as a return to clear past, it is for him a way to reflect upon what this idea
        of a traditional culture actually involves. It is this reflective mode of nostalgia that makes calligraphy
        anything but a conservative cultural practice. Peng is one of a growing number of students who choose
        calligraphy as their university major. The increase in calligraphy majors is closely linked to 2013 decision by
        the Ministry of Education to make calligraphy class compulsory in elementary schools, requiring skilled
        calligraphy teachers all over China.
      


      
        The goal of calligraphy education, however, according to the director of Beijing Xicheng Calligraphy
        Association, “is never to nurture future calligraphers. The most fundamental
        thing of calligraphy education is to carry forward Chinese traditional culture.” Jia, a student at Peking
        University, shares the evident yet opaque link between calligraphy and traditional culture. She is taking
        weekly free calligraphy classes and the calligraphy hobby club at the university. She says:
      


      
        
          Actually, when I was in elementary school, I did not regard it [calligraphy] as a skill, because I learned
          some other cultural traits when I was a child, including the classics. The tea ceremony, for example, is
          actually a much more comprehensive study. But then I think calligraphy is an organic part of all of it. […] I
          think the great thing about Chinese calligraphy is its inclusiveness. It can contain not only all kinds of
          techniques and styles, but it can contain many personal feelings. […] I think it is a very cultural thing.
          […] If we must choose something that represents Chinese culture the most, then I think it should be
          calligraphy; because it can reflect a cultural as well as a personal style.
        

      


      
        For her, calligraphy brings her back to a perceived essence of Chinese culture, one that reflects both a
        cultural as well as a personal style. Her sentiment reflects, we think, well what we often encounter in the
        field of calligraphy practitioners. Calligraphy represents something unnameable, yet quintessentially Chinese,
        and becomes, as Jia mentions, a “representation of culture,” in which the calligrapher is inscribed by his
        writing. Calligraphy then, is not only a way to be part of that all-encompassing “culture,” but also a means to
        express the self, and embody that culture.
      

    


    
      Calligraphy as a lifestyle and element of self-care


      
        The capacity to write well is thus considered a reflection of cultural capital, or literary quality. An
        illustration can be found in the online blog of young calligrapher Lin Xi that has as its key slogan “from the
        beauty of calligraphy to the beauty of life.” Lin Xi paints a pastel-colored image of calligraphy, and her blog
        features advise on how to practice calligraphy, (online) calligraphy lessons, interviews with (mostly female)
        calligraphy practitioners, her personal stories and advice on health and wellbeing, and innocent content such
        as childlike drawings, recipes, and images of cats, birds landscapes, and plants. The introduction to her class
        proclaims:
      


      
        
          Our classroom advocates writing calligraphy as a way of life. We regard the aesthetics of our Chinese
          traditional scholars our soil, and we have a non-utilitarian approach to learning, enjoying the present by
          dedicating ourselves […] Continuously trying to analyse and relate to the ancients, our learning will nurture
          us, strengthen our character, patience and enjoyment through traditional wisdom. We let the beauty of
          calligraphy support our lives and nourish us, for an unrestrained life.
        


        
          (Lin, 2018)
        

      


      
        The image4 evokes a peaceful,
        natural lifestyle. She writes in the outdoors, in what looks like a traditional Chinese courtyard. Her clothing
        style resonates with traditional Chinese dress. The tree behind her is lit in sunlight. The image projects a
        space of tranquility, purity, and naturalness, and as such can be connected with the cultured youth scene. What
        we witness here, in our view, is not so much a return to an idealized home as it is rather a response to the
        hyper-urbanized, highly technologized life of urban youth today. The nostalgia is of a reflective kind; it
        mobilizes the past also as a critique of the present, or better, as a way to achieve an improved present. This
        lifestyle is one that focuses on care for the self. This, we observe, is part of a trend of self-improvement
        that currently holds sway among the middle classes in China. There is currently a rapidly rising interest in
        yoga, mindfulness, and cooking classes, all practices that aspire to a different lifestyle with more self-care,
        amid a culture that demands you are available for your work 24 hours a day (Wang, 2005; Yang, 2018) And these
        practices come with a specific kind of collective space in which a zen-like aesthetic, with motifs of wood,
        flowers, and other signifiers of nature dominate and evoke a sense of authenticity and grounded-ness.
        Interestingly, this is the case for both the real as well as the virtual spaces that we have analyzed.
      


      
        Zhang, a student in Chinese calligraphy at Renmin University, questions the association between calligraphy and
        calmness. In his view, calligraphy can as well be an expression of grief or passion; it all depends on whose
        calligraphy you are trying to copy:
      


      
        
          Saying that calligraphy makes people feel very calm, certainly not. Because there are different emotions
          within calligraphy. For example, if I would write Zhao Mengfu, it would make me feel very calm. However, when
          I write Wang Xizhi and Yan Zhenqing, it may not just feel calm. People all feel different, some are very
          passionate, and others are relatively calm. But not just these two feelings, you might also experience a
          feeling of grief. For example, when you copy Yan Zhenqing’s ritual manuscript, there will be feelings of
          grief and indignation. It can be felt from the form of calligraphy, but also from its lines and spaces.
        

      


      
        In her narrative, we see two themes entangled, namely that of craftsmanship and that of self-care. It depends
        on the calligrapher you chose to copy, and his specific style and craft: each has a distinct style that is
        connected to a specific emotional state. In times of grief, one may pick up the brush to write in the style of
        Yan Zhenqing, in times you desire to become calm, the style of Zhao Mengfu fits better. The idea that
        “calligraphy calms one down” is nevertheless highly shared among practitioners, and has proved to be one of the
        main reasons to send children to calligraphy class—that it will strengthen their character, make them more
        patient, teach them to sit still, and give them an idea of what beauty is are among the answers given by
        parents.
      

    


    
      Conclusion


      
        In our analysis we tried to give voice to an array of different calligraphy practitioners in order to flesh out
        why the interest in and attendance of calligraphy classes is on the rise in
        China today. Throughout the four themes, we have observed how calligraphy serves as an ideal vehicle for
        nostalgia—identified as a structure of feeling that can express a longing for an imaginary past—but can also
        articulate a critical reflection on the contemporary. Calligraphy is at the same time wide-ranging and specific
        enough to be emblematic for “traditional culture” that appeals to a large number of people today. Wide ranging,
        because this idea of “traditional culture” is not rooted in any specific historical timeframe, but as Boym
        noted: “explores ways of inhabiting many places at once and imagining different time zones” (Boym, 2001: 31).
        It thus allows people to imagine Chinese history as an abundance of silent attractive characters, waiting to be
        copied—and consequently continued—in the present.
      


      
        Such an imagined past, envisaged as more stable and indeed purer and more innocent than the present, gives way
        to melancholies that may serve as an antidote to the fast-changing modern society today. It helps to foster a
        different self that is more tranquil, one that resists the perceived evils of new technologies that drive China
        toward a state of hyper-modernity, toward a life in which craftsmanship and tradition are embraced. But such a
        depiction is a bit too easy, as we have tried to show. Calligraphy is deeply enmeshed in the here and now, it
        makes ample use of new technologies, and serves often as a collaborative practice, rather than an individual
        one. Calligraphy helps constitute spaces that signify tranquility and culture. These spaces can be real, like
        the schools we visited with their simple aesthetics, but also virtual, like the WeChat group which utilized a
        similar atmosphere. These virtual spaces under scrutiny can serve as places of nostalgia, where Chineseness can
        be constructed and performed. These are collective spaces in which symbolic boundaries are drawn: including
        those who are perceived as cultured and better educated, while excluding the less educated, such as the migrant
        worker.
      


      
        Calligraphy is a rather straightforward skill and allows for young and old to practice it almost anywhere with
        tools that are easy to obtain. Because of the association of written characters with moral character, the
        contemporary self writes itself easily into a historical—and Chinese—continued past by reproducing the same
        motions.
      


      
        We can thus make a careful observation that calligraphy practice is often experienced more as a way to
        preserve this historical past than to necessarily become very skilled at calligraphy as a craft or art
        form. Interestingly, the culprit that is assumed to cause the loss of “traditional culture” increasingly
        facilitates this preservation through digital spaces: apps, blogs, and WeChat groups of likeminded enthusiasts.
        These technological advances continue to develop, with the latest technology affording touchpads, digital
        brushes, and finger writing to generate perfect handwritten calligraphy in the digital. This again complicates
        notions of craft, skill as well as common conceptions of preservation, and might change what we think of as
        “nostalgic.”
      


      
        In its entanglement with history and craftsmanship, with technology, with the molding of the self as well as
        the shaping of communities, in its complicity with new technologies, calligraphy will remain an important
        cultural field of contestation in the years to come. When we visit a park in any city in China today we will be confronted with water calligraphers, retired men and women, who get up
        early in the morning to write down the poetry of old masters or the Communist slogans of their youth. Will we
        see in 60 years another generation of water calligraphers writing down similar lines, or maybe the words of a
        once popular song by Wang Fei? We cannot know, but what we do know, based on our research, is that many of that
        generation will still master the skill of calligraphy.
      

    


    
      

      
        * The research for this chapter is funded by the European
        Research Council (ERC) consolidator grant for the project ChinaCreative (ERC-2013-CoG 616882).
      


      
        1 Throughout the fieldwork in the different calligraphy
        scenes—calligraphy education, contemporary art, water calligraphy and digital calligraphy—in Beijing, Vermeeren
        always asked her interviewees if they agree with the notion of 字如其人. There was nobody who did not believe there
        was at least some truth in it.
      


      
        2 This blog can be found on www.sohu.com/a/230504990_643986 and we included the period from January 22 to May 2, 2018 in
        our analysis. This consists of in total 49 posts.
      


      
        3 We are member of this group, and we include the period
        from April 30, 2018 to May 15, 2018 in our analysis. It should be noted that this particular group was
        dissolved in September 2018, and different subgroups have since then emerged.
      


      
        4 Find the image on her blog here: https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/DNsmM4GYlQ94FhB1tKD-Fg.
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      13 Concluding remarks


      Afterthoughts: rethinking the spatial
      politics of presence in China’s youth culture


      Lisa Richaud

    

    
      This book guides us across the cultural landscapes and soundscapes through which youths in contemporary China
      make things happen, in both physical and virtual spaces. Here, to “make things happen,” as one would expect,
      seldom amounts to an unruly, massive occupation of public places or a radical demand for change. If the cultural
      practices under scrutiny obviously intervene in the social worlds in which these youths belong, the
      directionality is often ambivalent, the outcomes unknown. Yet, the collective spaces described in this volume
      generate realms or atmospheres of possibilities; possibilities—drawing freely on some of the contributors’
      material—for (young) Uyghurs to find momentary reprieve from an anxious present that would be given more bearable
      contours, for (young) fans of time-travel fiction to re-imagine history in an interrogative mode, for (young)
      migrant workers to experience their bodies otherwise, for (young) participants in LGBT+ grassroots organizations
      to bond with members of their “community” and exert forms of transformative agency.
    


    
      The use of brackets, here, is significant. Tracing the contours of youth cultural spaces in urban and, to a
      lesser extent, rural China, this book as a whole makes one implicit, yet important, statement about their assumed
      distinctiveness. As such, it echoes earlier critical reflections on spatiality formulated by anthropologists in
      the early 1990s, when the “spatial turn” was beginning to enter its most self-reflective phase. The “seemingly
      unproblematic division of space” (Gupta and Ferguson, 1992: 7) that characterized much anthropological thinking
      at the time came under attack. Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson’s concern was, of course, not with youth
      cultures and identities specifically. What they criticized was a tendency to read off cultural difference
      (broadly conceived) directly from demarcated geographical territories understood as embodying homogeneous
      identities. With regard to China’s youths’ collective spaces, the chapters of this volume speak in interesting
      ways against a “premise of discontinuity” (1992: 6) onto which “difference” could be mapped unproblematically.
      While many of the contributors are careful to note, rightfully, that young people comprise the majority of
      participants in the activities under scrutiny; equally striking is how often youths appear to be standing
      alongside members of other age groups, such as in environmental protests, or, for young rural individuals, next
      to older migrant workers in NGO-organized activities in the urban areas, or at temple festivals in the
      countryside (see also Bregnbæk, 2016 on student participation in underground
      churches). They may also, as in the case of the Cosplayers who gather in parks, avoid a confrontational mode of
      spatial appropriation. Beside shared concerns or shared leisure spaces, distinctiveness is unsurprisingly also
      challenged by institutional dynamics: in the case of the Chinese experimental Rock concert in Paris, or the New
      Year Gala organized by migrant workers, spatiality is highly constrained, overlapping with “the other’s place”
      (de Certeau, 1988 [1984]: 87), and thereby blurring the boundaries between official and popular, or traditional
      and youth cultural forms.
    


    
      Bearing in mind the now well-known critique of an “assumed isomorphism” (Gupta and Ferguson, 1992: 7) of space,
      identity, and culture, the very difficulty of pinpointing many of the spatial practices considered here as
      inherently of and for the youth is certainly not an indication that the contributors have looked in
      the wrong directions. Quite to the contrary, this state of things is in itself revealing. What the book portrays
      is the capacity of China’s youths to be with, or do alongside of, forcing us to acknowledge
      interactions and coexistence—for instance, with other generations or with State institutions—as premises for
      future investigations. If the expression “youth cultures” is no misnomer, the narrative it suggests in this book
      is somewhat different to that of an assertion of identities, as told by some of the most established scholars on
      the topic (Clark, 2012).
    


    
      Though seldom subjected to in-depth theoretical scrutiny in the context of this literature, “assertion” appears
      as a recurring keyword in the existing scholarship on youth cultures in China and beyond (e.g., Clark, 2012). It
      speaks of an ability, on the part of youth, to craft out their own cultural sites; a projection or performance of
      difference, an aesthetic and normative intervention within society. In Paul Clark’s (2012) seminal account, space
      constitutes one of the resources through which China’s youth, in different historical moments, has achieved this
      assertiveness: “Energetic youthful bodies found rhythms and spaces with which to share a sense of distance from
      adult or official orthodoxy” (2012: 199). Here, the what (a named style, a claim) and the
      who—readily understood as a “we”?—seem to matter more than the how, more than the actual situations
      unfolding in these spaces. Because of its affinity with the problematic of identity, assertion tends to imply
      that an assemblage of (youthful) energy coalesces in an outward-looking, consistent movement. But, again, if
      assertion tends to evoke a straightforward claim, a non-ambiguous apostrophic gesture, a potential end-state, it
      is a rather different image that emerges through the chapters of this book. To be sure, I am not arguing that
      such assertive moments do not or may not occur. But we might want to think of them precisely as moments,
      avoiding to fold them into a coherent narrative imposed upon the messiness of lived experience. Here, perhaps,
      emphasizing the intelligibility of broad historical processes—how “youth” as a group achieve legitimate
      occupation of social spaces—works against our capacity to attend to the nuances of what happens, of what is
      performed through youth cultural practices.
    


    
      And the nuances may begin to appear when we depart from an emphasis on “assertion,” to inquire more thoroughly
      into the phenomenological and ecological dimensions of (spatialized) cultural practices, into the material and
      affective dynamics of gatherings, staged performances, bodily practices, and circulating images through virtual channels as well as on the streets. Admitting that the very
      “eventfulness” of space is often irreducible to the problematics we, as social scientists, are often used to
      forcing it into (Amin, 2015), we begin to see that what unfolds in the malls and parks where Cosplayers gather,
      or behind the screens mediating the making of chuanyue xiaoshuo, to take but two examples, involve complex
      sentient or imaginative processes that “assertion” alone may not aptly capture. Even more so perhaps when
      spatiality itself serves not only the making of public events but guaranties, with its folds and interstices, the
      very possibility to appear collectively without being at risk. Often, it is concealment and discretion, not overt
      exposure, that is sought after. As Frangville and Gaffric warn us in their introduction, if these are shared
      spaces, their very publicness is far from settled. And yet, cautious or covert appearances often index a
      refusal to disappear into the enclosed, the private, the non-event. As such, the cultural forms and collective
      spaces explored by the contributors call for alternative conceptual registers.
    


    
      I propose that we think transversally about the variegated cultural forms and modes of togetherness produced and
      inhabited by youths in China as expressive presence. Be it public performance, political protest, shared
      writings in cyberspace, movies, webseries and their public, as well as laughter and jokes, the concept applies to
      a variety of spatial practices and circulated cultural productions without presuming their degree of
      assertiveness. Moving across different analytical levels, it interrogates, rather than speculates, their material
      and sensorial impact as individuals or groups make themselves heard, seen, read, sensed, and the very experience
      of being-there for participants; being-there which, most often in this book, is a being-with, in public or
      shared spaces. If presence, like visibility, is certainly subjected to regulation and control, the two concepts
      cannot be conflated (see also Jones, Robinson, and Turner, 2012: 258). First, because the former notion extends
      beyond the visual to integrate sonorous, haptic, and other sensorial dimensions (though see Brighenti, 2007 for a
      broader understanding of visibility). Adam Yuet Chau’s descriptions, to cite but one example, give us a taste of
      the whole gamut of aesthetic pleasures deployed through drinking games in rural Shaanbei—the ground through which
      what, elsewhere, he has called “red hot” sociality is constituted (Chau, 2008). Second, the tendency in the
      social sciences to link public visibility with issues of recognition and identity (e.g., Tambar, 2010) seems at
      odds with several analyses offered in this book, as suggested earlier. While urban places such as parks and malls
      are being re-purposed through the theatrical practices deployed by Cosplayers in ways that denote a sense of
      legitimacy (Hua, this volume), bear in mind how participants in a banned LGBT+ film festival managed to maintain
      a form of presence in the interstices of urban space, thereby reducing visibility (Deklerck, this volume). In
      like manner, the centrality of music and sounds to many of the contributions does not necessarily speak of
      gaining “voice,” as epitomized by Peng Lei’s chapter on new-generation Rock musicians in Beijing, or in Stijn
      Deklerck’s examination of the “Beijing Queer Chorus.”
    


    
      To speak of “presence,” then, emphasizes the very aesthetic forms and modes through which individuals or groups
      make themselves available, at various scales, to the perception of often
      unknown and unchosen others, from staged spectacular events to more banal occurrences, without presupposing an
      already established collective intentionality or directionality, and, crucially, without letting the content of
      the activity at hand and its associated meanings or discourses overdetermine our understanding of what is going
      on. Although China scholars have tended to conflate the two, there often seems to be a possible gap between a
      “politics of presence” and one of “representation,”1 a “dissonance
      between enactment and representation,” to take liberty with Judith Butler’s (2015: 163) formulation. As Vermeeren
      and de Kloet’s study (this volume) suggests, the selves involved in the tracing of characters on rice paper in
      physical or digital spaces where “communities of practice” (Wenger, 1999) are formed may speak of representing
      “Chineseness,” but equally important is the affective and transformative nature of a sensuous practice, the
      making possible of alternative regimes of attention and bodily involvement. Here, I build upon a growing, albeit
      heterogeneous, body of work across the social sciences and humanities (Ghosh and Kleinberg, 2013; Gumbrecht,
      2004; Jones, Robinson, and Turner, 2012; Noë, 2012; Piette, 1996, 1999), whose most significant theoretical move
      lies in its challenging of the “privileging of meaning” (Thrift, 2008: 14) and discursive—in one word,
      representational—aspects.
    


    
      One finds similar impulses in other chapters of this book. Recall for instance Eric Florence’s explicit intention
      to depart from an approach too narrowly centered on meaning, to capture the emotional dynamics at play in
      NGO-organized activities for migrant workers. But whereas for Florence, the “communities of emotions” formed
      around these activities are also “communities of interpretation” engaging the “cultural politics of being
      represented” often imposed upon the migrant body, Seio Nakajima’s take on barrage subtitling moves radically away
      from such representational issues. Although his interest is in communication rather than presence,
      Nakajima’s emphasis on form over content and meaning (see also Gaonkar and Povinelli, 2003) shows how the former
      inflects the kinds of sociality that can proliferate out of this particular form of (virtual) engagement with
      fellow Internet users. Before asking what the graphic screams posted on Bilibili mean beyond themselves, beyond
      their immediate aesthetic qualities, there is an urgent need to understand what young Chinese netizens find
      compelling about such modes of public presence, and form itself, as Nakajima shows, may well be critical. From a
      different perspective, Elizabeth Brunner, too, takes a step away from representation, as she attends to the
      affective force of images in a context where the production and circulation of discursive claims is not only
      tightly regulated—as would be the case elsewhere—but can also put bodies at risk. If the very ambiguity of images
      can be understood as a strategic way of evading censorship, the ways in which they appeal to the senses may
      remain uncontrollable.
    


    
      Where, then, does such a turn to “presence” take us, with its openness toward (affective) modes of effectuation
      and expressiveness beyond meaning and the discursive? Such a perspective, I contend in alignment with several
      contributors here, modulates how we reflect upon the political potential of the activities under scrutiny. If
      presence is regarded as performative, having the capacity to “bring about a
      new situation or to set into motion a set of effects” (Butler, 2015), equally important is how the modes upon
      which it unfolds modulate its very performative force and consequent political potential.
    


    
      Because the issue of performativity tends to imply an analogy with speech acts, one might want to ask: what kind
      of relations are (re)produced or challenged through the forms of expressive presence under scrutiny? As China
      scholars, we may be easily tempted to read diverse forms of cultural practices as always already framed by, and
      constitutive of a relation of address with the authoritarian State. For example, informal gatherings of retirees
      in public parks that take the form of cultural performances become, in the words of anthropologists, a “claim,” a
      statement in the face of tight control over urban spaces (Farquhar, 2009). If, in this latter case, the
      interpretation is tied to the specificity of generations of Beijing residents who, having grown up in the Mao
      period, “are experts at making politics out of the personal, and vice versa” (Farquhar, 2009: 554), what of those
      who came of age in an era where defiant interpellations have been largely avoided, and who have been repeatedly
      described as apolitical (e.g., Lagerkvist, 2010)? And are we even right to understand various forms of expressive
      or public presence as analogous to speech acts, let alone politically significant ones?
    


    
      Illustrations of the line of thinking just described can be found in this volume, too: “Embracing traditional
      arts and crafts may well become a way to position themselves vis-à-vis the government’s top-down
      innovate-or-perish vision that boosts China’s techno-nationalism,” Vermeeren and de Kloet write, as they discuss
      the renewed popularity of calligraphy classes. Their ethnographic perspective, however, leads them to produce a
      more nuanced account, taking on board both the internal and outward dynamics of these forms of expressive
      presence, to emphasize its self-oriented character. Perhaps is it only a matter of phrasing: calligraphy
      amateurs, I would intuit, may not (always) be actively positioning themselves vis-à-vis the State, but their
      practices—or modes of bodily and attentional presence, for that matter—express a doing otherwise which is
      unavoidably locatable within the political field (see also Postero and Elinoff, 2019).
    


    
      Together, the chapters of this book contribute to building a middle-ground perspective, echoing recent
      developments in the field of China scholarship where the “romance of resistance” (Abu-Lughod, 1990) has been
      increasingly challenged.2 Bear in mind how, in her description of
      the collective effervescence during an early Carsick Cars performance of their song “Zhongnanhai” at D-22, Peng
      Lei analyzes the social life of cigarettes, the brand of which is famously named after the governmental compound
      in Beijing. The small objects are thrown onto the stage echoing Shouwang’s lyrics, and the scene as a whole, to
      Peng, may well lie outside of a relation of address—in which the State could be identified as the addressee—as
      the performances create a kind of “temporary autonomous zone” where institutional politics is made irrelevant.
      And yet, she is quick to acknowledge the ambiguity. What if the gesture, the performance in its effectuation,
      left room for greater open-endedness than our common view of these young musicians as self- and “cool”
      lifestyle-oriented allows? What of the capacity of the “atmospheres of place”
      to “inflect sociality and politics,” possibly generating a “political orientation, but more as an evanescent mood
      than compulsion” (Amin, 2015: 254–255)?
    


    
      But in an authoritarian context, even an evanescent mood may well feel like a threat, a prefiguration of “chaos”
      (luan 乱). For it should be acknowledged that a political reading of popular cultural practices and
      collective spaces is sometimes imposed less by social scientists than through the labeling acts of categories of
      actors speaking from a variety of positions of power (e.g., the media, government officials) and actively taking
      part, though to different extents, into the State’s “scopic regime” (Linke, 2006, citing Allen Feldman)—scopic,
      as well as acoustic, one would want to add. Recall for example the censorship imposed upon the creators of
      Anar Pishti after the end of its fourth season (Frangville, this volume), or how, perhaps even more
      revealingly, Lingao qiming, the time-travel fiction studied by Gwennaël Gaffric (this volume), are subject
      to violent discourses for what, in the plot, is believed to convey a democratic political project. What is
      expressed may well come to exceed the initial intentions and interrogations, perceptions and affects, of the
      creators. In the words of sociologist Andrea Mubi Brighenti (2016: 130), expression can be described as:
    


    
      
        something that comes from within social life and erupts in a connective milieu of people. Thus, expression is a
        manifestation of the force of social life itself that connects individuals and envelops them within evolving
        environments. From this perspective, expressive persons, such as cultural producers of all sorts, represent
        singular points where the impersonal forces of expression coalesce and condense, and from which they are
        bounced and spread around.
      

    


    
      In China’s authoritarian context, the open-endedness arising in the midst of ever-shifting connectiveness calls
      for an interference of some kind.
    


    
      Such “operation[s] of discursive power” (Butler, 2015: 3)—always imbued with an affective force—may, therefore,
      be more performative than descriptive, foreclosing what appeared in the first place to be more ambiguous than
      overtly defiant—and thereby anticipating any potentially disruptive or polemic effects. Such open-endedness and
      ambivalence are common to many of the practices explored in this book. Returning to the case of Lingao
      qiming, Gaffric convincingly argues that the political imagination and interrogative mode (“What if?”)
      deployed by the writer and his followers place these forms of expression and online interactions beyond
      “playfulness.” And yet, we may equally wonder to what extent the pleasure does not mostly lie in the possibility
      of shared fantasy itself, that is, in political imagination as “play,” as a “departure from reality”
      (Simmel and Hughes, 1949: 254), however critical it may sometimes appear. How does seriousness matter to
      these collective literary experiments? Isn’t it rather a mode of sociability, which, in a Simmelian sense, is
      first and foremost practiced for itself? To what extent does the deployment of a certain political
      imagination make this particular form of expression differ from other playful practices, such as those studied by
      Nakajima for instance? If sociability is practiced for itself, with “no
      ulterior end, no content, and no result outside itself” (Simmel and Hughes, 1949: 255), can it ever morph into a
      politics? Seio Nakajima (this volume) suggests this possibility, highlighting the importance of “freedom of
      bondage” established through barrage subtitling practices. But what kind of “ethical imagination” (Long and
      Moore, 2013), what kind of relations to unchosen and anonymous others are likely to emerge through such modes of
      self-presencing? If this is sociability, “a game in which each one “acts” as though all were equal” (Simmel and
      Hughes, 1949: 257), can this sense of equality materialize into a broader political perspective? Under what
      conditions?
    


    
      Questions on the thresholds between sociability and politics arise as we read Frangville’s chapter on Anar
      Pishti. There seems to be a contrast between, on the one hand, the webseries as a depiction of the growing
      impossibility of sociability—understood as “pure associations” devoid of interest (Simmel and Hughes,
      1949)—in the streets, squares, or restaurants of Urumchi where deceit, confrontation, and fear prevail, and, on
      the other hand, creative and humorous fictional contents whose very production is premised upon the pleasures of
      friendship, laughter, and sociability; a “play impulse” (Simmel and Hughes, 1949: 254) transpiring onscreen.
    


    
      Rather ironically, those situations that one may rightfully associate with explicit attempts to intervene in the
      realm of politics offer further expression of ambivalence. Beginning with demands for the government to “give
      back” uncontaminated air to its urban inhabitants, the “politics” being played out in Brunner’s study of
      environmental protests was displaced toward the very capacity to maintain public presence through other spatial
      means, pointing to the contiguity and complementarity of physical and virtual space, as elsewhere (Butler, 2015;
      Terzi and Tonnelat, 2017). We are again reminded that “political performativity … exceeds verbal utterances”
      (Butler, 2015: 163). In Chengdu, however, this happens less frequently (or can no longer happen) through embodied
      gatherings in the street and public squares, but through an unruly proliferation of images, as citizens find
      alternative ways to exert their right to expose the obvious, using the materiality of images to “point”
      (Sjørslev, 2012) to an unlivable present and future. However, something I have learned by conducting research on
      humorous deployments of Party language by young Internet users (Nordin and Richaud, 2014) is that despite
      disgruntlement, and regardless of their propositional content, to create forms of expression that evade political
      interference may generate excitement for those taking part in what some described as a cat-and-mouse game. Put
      another way, finding innovative and often humorous means to circumvent censorship might become pleasurable in
      itself, and one may wonder to what extent this kind of fun comes to obscure political ends. As such, if the
      “wild” forms of expression studied here do pose a challenge to the constrained conditions of appearance—namely,
      censorship or the policing of public spaces—they seldom go so far, it seems, as to oppose the terms of the very
      power relationships in which they are caught. We should not forget that what is put forth is perhaps less the
      depiction of ongoing tragedies—direct in the case of Brunner, less so in Frangville’s material—than the very
      possibility to stage something out of them, either by giving them a funny twist or through experiments in graphic design. Notwithstanding the unpredictability and open-endedness of
      its affective force, we may want to ask: if this is a politics of presence, could it run the risk of becoming
      more self-referential than critical, thereby diminishing its political potential? We can ask, as does Tambar
      writing on the context of Turkey (2010: 671), “What are the aesthetic limits of political intelligibility?” and
      under what conditions would the affective intensity afforded by the circulation of images morph into lingering
      forms of engagement (Pedwell, 2017)? Would the political value of these forms of expressions not be toward a
      single issue or event, such as exceptionally high pollution levels, but rather against a chronic condition, a
      “crisis ordinariness”—to borrow the words of Lauren Berlant (2011) writing on a different context? Isn’t there
      something at stake in the possibility to expose an enduring “vulnerability,” understood as a politically-induced
      condition (Butler, 2015), against a recurring description, as often heard in China, of an “affective present”
      (Berlant, 2011) characterized by improvement (hui yue lai yue hao 会越来越好)?
    


    
      While Brunner’s study involves bodies being denied access to physical public spaces, the question of what is
      achieved through bodily performativity when marginalized, and queer subjects are allowed visibility and
      audibility, if only temporarily, is taken up in Florence’s and Deklerck’s chapters respectively. Space here is
      mainly not that of reclaimed, open urban places, but the more or less visible sites, physical and mediated,
      appropriated or provided for the staging of various organized activities and events, as well as the dispersed
      virtual networks surrounding such events. Interestingly enough, a conundrum is faced: on the one hand, the modes
      of presence described in each case, including that of Brunner, could be understood as “attempts at altering the
      “regimes of appearance,” as Florence puts it, borrowing a concept from the work of Judith Butler (2015) and
      applied to migrant workers. On the other hand however, they remain largely predicated upon a tacit acceptance of
      the terms on which appearance (or “outward focus,” as Deklerck calls it) is allowed or not; an acceptance of
      power relationships whose terms are at best being negotiated, never fully contested. In this respect, a statement
      cited by Deklerck is revealing:
    


    
      
        “Our approach is to just let them see and hear us, even if they see us through tinted glasses and hear us for
        the purpose of entertainment.”
      

    


    
      There is an implicit recognition here that bodies gathering and performing publicly may “signif[y] in excess”
      (Butler, 2015: 8) without having to articulate a specific claim. this mode of expressiveness leaves room for
      different perceptions, calling for a framing operation on the part of the “activists” involved. For queer or
      migrant bodies singing and dancing may well be seen as a struggle for rights and recognition, but they may also
      merely encourage friendly reactions and feelings of “fun,” without much further interpretive work—and affect
      itself may be pregnant with the possibility for social change. The organizational cultures described in both
      chapters plays out quite differently: in Florence’s chapter on migrant (youth) culture, attempts are made for the
      (mediated) public presence of migrant workers to be “registered as a claim”
      (Butler, 2015: 26), although interrelated spatial, institutional, and discursive constraints may contribute to
      reducing its force, if not dismissing it. In contrast, participants in LGBT+ activities often seem reluctant to
      frame their appearance as a rightful demand, displaying a paradoxical kind of assertion that borders on the
      self-effacing.
    


    
      As we attempt to capture the propositional (and political) potential of collective presence, perhaps it is worth
      remembering that which anthropologists of space and place refer to as “multivocality” and “multilocality”
      (Feuchtwang, 2004; Rodman, 1992) may complicate things further. We shall indeed refrain from conceiving of the
      scenes unfolding through collective spaces as the manifestation of one single voice. Allow me one ethnographic
      example from an early fieldwork in Beijing to illustrate this point. In 2009, on Silent Night, a young man I want
      to call Cao, at that time an art student at Tsinghua University, was taking part in the effervescence of a
      concert evening at D22—the venue at the center of Peng’s chapter. Because Liu Xiaobo’s trial was to take place
      the next day, Cao had prepared small pieces of paper with jotted words “in support of Liu” and had thrown them
      across the room—something he later told me in an interview. The gesture, however, went largely unnoticed, and
      perhaps Cao’s concerns, too, dissolved in the evening’s euphoria.
    


    
      But if this had been a manifestation of multivocality, even of the most unremarkable kind, it also reminds us
      that the chances to be heard—or seen, in this case—are by no means equally distributed. Here, an “atmospheric”
      condition (Stewart, 2011) seems to perpetuate this inequality: an overt political intervention would have not
      only entailed the risk of a violent response; in the ecology of the situation, it might have also felt as a
      disruption of the dominant mood. By way of this example, as this book reaches its end, I wish to offer a few
      embryonic reflections on the role of affective tonalities as involved in the modulation of expressive force and
      inflection of dispositions toward the political. Why is it, beyond the obvious dangers posed by the overt
      presence of dissonant voices and bodies, that playfulness recurs, even under pretty severe circumstances as in
      Xinjiang, in the practices described in this volume? Though I will not be able to offer a definite answer, the
      broader question I have in mind here is the following: “What are the conditions under which certain social
      practices systematically fail to effect political signification?” (Tambar, 2010: 671).
    


    
      Throughout this book, we are being reminded how, in China (though it may well be the case elsewhere), the
      politics of presence is not only about restricting the sayable; it also has to do with the valorization of
      certain emotional and affective tones while dismissing or excluding others.3 In this context, a being attuned to such modes of affectivity seems conditional to an
      appearance in public view. As in the scene above where political concerns are expressed within, and yet dissolve
      into, the pleasurable atmosphere of the live performances, entertainment plays an important role in the
      production of such affective regimes. Several contributors to this volume, however, tend to describe
      entertainment as the ground on which new possibilities may be enacted. Entertainment, they suggest (see
      especially the chapters by Frangville, Wu, or Nakajima), allows for the kinds of expression that may carry political and civic potential. From this perspective, the emergence of
      public spheres is not conditioned by the seriousness of the activities under consideration, as Wu emphasizes. But
      conversely, “public spheres are affect worlds at least as much as they are effects of rationality and
      rationalization” (Berlant, 2004: 450). Our willingness to track the articulation of civic concerns or uncover the
      democratic potential of “freedom of bondage” (Nakajima drawing from Simmel, this volume) should not make us
      oblivious to the affective tones, the moods conveyed through expressive cultural forms. If there is an inherent
      open-endedness to many of the cultural practices examined in this volume, how does affectivity inflect the
      performative potential for public presence to effectively bring about socio-political changes? Or should we
      discern here yet another impassable threshold?
    


    
      With perhaps the exception of Brunner’s chapter, the affects and emotions exuded by the collective spaces
      examined in this book seem overwhelmingly positive, as evidenced by the emphasis on “positive energy”
      (zhengnengliang 正能量) by hip hop fans, the reliance on laughter and playfulness in Uyghur web series, the
      “fun” of LGBT+ activities, the moods of generational reconciliation in Han Han’s movie … Revealingly, in the case
      of anti-pollution protests, the expression of anger is paired with a reassertion of “love” for one’s city.
      Readers may rightfully argue that the possibility to conflate these different aspects should be submitted to
      careful analysis, but for the purpose of this discussion, I want to bring them under a single focus: to re-open
      the question of youths’ transformative agency in the context where modes of governmentality in China rely on the
      promotion of “happiness” and other positive affects, often imposed on the actual feelings of Chinese citizens,
      such as resentment, depression, and anger (Yang, 2013). If laughter is the emotional color of dissent, if
      playfulness can imply resistance, it is perhaps worth remembering that such modes of affectivity seem to have by
      and large become the dominant, legitimate registers in China’s (youth) public culture. Even public expressions of
      disillusionment such as through the figure of the diaosi 屌丝 (see Szablewicz, 2014) tend to remain
      associated with, and perhaps conditioned by, playfulness. If we wish, as some of the contributors do, to believe
      in their political potential, we might want to ask: What else might they give rise to? If they are
      certainly transformative, can they be enabling? What future narratives do they afford, if at all?
    


    
      In many of the chapters, what seems to be suppressed is precisely the very anxiety, depression, and other
      “negative” feelings which might have inspired the need for playfulness and relief in the first place. Granted,
      those who live through extreme forms of State violence, labor exploitation, or the ordinary pressures of what
      scholars sometimes refer to as “neoliberal” China, to embrace “positive” moods helps to live more bearable lives
      (see also Richaud and Amin, forthcoming). But without even assuming that the positive moods of public presence
      necessarily reflect actual inner states (see Piette, 1996), it is their recurring performance that puzzles. Is
      the public culture of positive affects becoming the only way through which one’s (constrained) environment is
      engaged?
    


    
      What if transformations were to come from the very possibility of enacting negativity publicly, from the
      disruption of the dominant affective tonality in a context where “[t]he
      Communist Party also views negative affects (fumian qingxu) as politically threatening” (Sorace, 2019:
      151)? Under what conditions would such disruption occur, as discourses of happiness (Yang, 2013; see also
      Wielander and Hird, 2018) and “positive energy” (Hird, 2018) are becoming pervasive and re-appropriated by
      subjects themselves, often for understandable reasons (Richaud and Amin, forthcoming)? If, as in the case of the
      migrant workers participating in cultural performances at the New Year Gala, emotions serve as a premise for a
      feeling of recognition (see Florence, this volume), what comes after the fun and excitement of the moment of
      appearance itself? If this is a form of “transformative agency” (Berlant, 2004: 450), what are the “echo” and
      “trace” of the event? Could it be that what is offered is “a reprieve, not a repair” (Berlant, 2011: 117)? And
      what if a different kind of affectivity could give rise to a demand for repair, or reparation? Could “public
      forums for […] negative feelings,” including incredulity, depression, and anger provide genuine possibilities to
      disrupt State-endorsed modes of governmentality, offering “other affective tools for transformation” (Cvetkovich,
      2012: 2)? Where, in contemporary China’s youth cultures, would we find collective spaces where negative feelings
      may be expressed and recognized in their own right, without being compelled to be transformed into something
      else, something positive (see Yang, 2013)? Do the stories enacted by Cosplayers provide such occasions? Or the
      recent emergence of a subculture known as “sang” (丧), that foregrounds depression and dismay? Or a
      nostalgia that would not imply a praise of the present (see Neri, this volume)? These are questions I hope some
      of the contributors here will take up in further research. If the future, surprisingly, has appeared only
      marginally in this volume, depicting a tendency among youths to be rather present- and past-oriented, perhaps the
      above questions would help in our attempts to grasp how alternative futures may be imagined in China.4
    


    
      

      
        1 Anthropologist Ann Anagnost (1997: 17), for instance, has
        analyzed the political ritual of “speaking bitterness” (suku 诉苦) in the Mao era as a “politics of
        presence” through which speaking subjects came to embody ideological and discursive categories of “class” and
        the “people,” that is, a “politics of representation.”
      


      
        2 Though some have chosen to rework the category of
        resistance in ways that prioritize the modes of enactment over an assumed purpose or outcome of action. One
        telling illustration of this tendency can be found in the phrase “playful resistance,” which Stijn Deklerck
        (this volume) borrows from the work of William Schroeder. In this kind of analysis, what matters is not only
        the telos of action (to collectively maintain a place in the face of State censorship or family
        pressure), but the very modes through which action unfolds; its affective and emotional tones which, I contend,
        may have implications for the kind of change allowed. For another discussion of the applicability of the
        concept of “resistance” to youth online practices, see Nordin and Richaud (2014).
      


      
        3 For recent discussions of affect and emotions in China
        and East Asia, see the contributions in Yang (2014).
      


      
        4 On the imagination of the future in globalized China, see
        Dai Jinhua’s (2018) latest book, After the Post-Cold War. In general, despite an obvious attractiveness
        of the past that lingers in Chinese society, and which justifies to some extent this relative absence of the
        future in our narratives of Chinese youths, the critique made by Arjun Appadurai (2004) against anthropology’s lack of engagements with ideas and practices of the future applies to China
        Studies. I thank Gwennaël Gaffric for his insightful reaction to this comment during the preparation of this
        volume and regret that space does not allow me further discussion here.
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      155; with society, focused on positivity 159; with society as a whole 156
    


    
      Erciyuan activities 35; actors 23; core consumers of 36n1; cultural identity 36; cultural
      performances 34; culture 21, 23–5, 30, 35–6; events 36;
      fandom 30; fans 30–2, 34, 36; holy land 35; identity of spaces 35; related businesses 30; spaces 21, 25–6, 29–30, 34–6; works,
      producers of 36n5
    


    
      Feng Xiaogang 6, 15n3, 155
    


    
      festivals: banned LGBT+ film 237; Beijing Queer Film
      (BQFF) 161–2, 165n4, 165n5; New workers’ culture 174–5, 183n6;
      pride 150, 159; Shanghai Pride 159; Spring Festival Gala
      56, 174, 177–8; see also cultural festivals, temple
      festivals
    


    
      freedom of bondage 111–12, 241,
      244
    


    
      GAI 56
    


    
      global queering 152; processes 155, 159;
      ties 161
    


    
      GMCC (Golden Mask Cosplay Contest) 21, 29; Award for the Inheritance and Promotion Chinese Culture
      33; benefiting from governmental support 31; in CapitalLand Cuiwei 32; competition system 30; cooperation with Happy Valley Huaqiao Theatre 33–4; Final
      Stages 33, 34, 35; governmental contest 30; headquarters
      of 31; second level competitions 32; virtual spaces 31; in Xidan 77 Street 33
    


    
      Grand Palais in Paris 47–9, 52n18,
      52n20
    


    
      “having fun” 12, 155–60, 162, 164,
      165n3
    


    
      heterotopias/heterotopian 12, 190, 199–200
    


    
      hip hop 58; affirmation of universal humanistic values
      68; artists 56, 59–60, 63; artists, Western 63; barrier to mainstreaming of 70; core of 68; creations and experiences
      of 64; dramatic rise of 60; fans 55, 244; fast rise of 67; image, energetic 67; influence
      strengthening 66; lovers 61; performances 12; popularity 57; punk and reggae music
      6, 67; rebellious attitudes of 63; spirit 67; styles 75; symbolic appeals of 63; unique appeal to
      youth 61
    


    
      hip hop in China/Chinese 13, 57, 66; civic
      implications 59; created unique 68; cultural significance 61; future 61; place in contemporary
      64; providing alternative spaces for youth 70; reception in 62; role in youth culture 56; at Spring Festival Gala 178
    


    
      hip hop culture 55, 61, 63, 66; authentic 65; Western 58
    


    
      hip hop, Western 60; artists 63; culture 58; import 66; rise among US African-American
      community 58; spirit 61
    


    
      Hong Kong 217; branch of OXFAM 174; China’s interaction with 13; Cosplay practices in 26; music from 51n9; organizations and
      artistic formations from 174; pirated Japanese manga from
      22; popular music, sitcoms, and cyberliterature from
      11; video and music tapes from 6
    


    
      Hong Kong movies 213; culture 207; gangster 120; industry 209; nostalgia films 208
    


    
      Hu Qing 92–3
    


    
      interpretation: of Cui Jian’s live performance at Tian’anmen Square 51n7; extension of series into cyberspace offers opportunities of 199; formal spaces of 180; of globalized imagery 27; ideological
      46; preliminary, on recurrence of the retro-imaginary
      210; spectator establishes his/her own 215; tied to specificity of generations of Beijing residents
      239; see also communities of
      interpretation
    


    
      interpretation of Anar Pishti episodes 127;
      different 126
    


    
      interpretation of history: reinterpretation 194; that
      taps nostalgia 211
    


    
      LGBT+ 165n1; activities 243–4;
      awareness 160; Chinese party-state policy towards 160; chorus 158; circles 165n5; film festival, banned
      237; -friendly in-crowd 158; music groups 158; NGOs with explicit nature 160; non-policy
      160–1, 164; playground for 164; populations 159, 164; themed movies 161; world 151, 153, 160
    


    
      LGBT+ organizing 154, 161, 164; party-state attitudes toward
      161
    


    
      LGBT+ activism 151–2; activism, organized 157; activist and
      filmmaking communities 151; activists 153; issues 150, 157, 160; social 151
    


    
      LGBT+ activities: associational 151; educational and
      awareness 151
    


    
      LGBT+ commercial venues 154; consciousness, raise 153; cultures 151; engagement 151, 155; filmmaking and distribution 150–1;
      groups 151; identities 152, 155;
      initiatives 157; lives 156; organizer 153; politics, Euro-American inspired 152;
      population 157; social attitudes regarding 156
    


    
      LGBT+ communities 11; activist and filmmaking 151; context 156; creation of supportive 154; forming
      152; given something to react against 163; groups 150–1; Internet as formative influence on
      development of 154; official paranoia about 161; position of organizations in 157; spaces claimed and appropriated by 160, 164;
      targets in campaigns to “clean up” social environment 161
    


    
      LGBT+ initiatives 162; content, Internet platform blocked
      163; nature of festival 162; non-policy 163; organizational cultures 162–4; organizers 1634; playground for 162; public 163; Sina Weibo comprehensive attack on 163;
      strategies of identity-management and -negotiation 164
    


    
      LGBT+ movements 160; toward involving rural populations in
      networks 150; nascence of 153; re-orientation not immediate 154; scrutinized more than ever 161; transnational 152
    


    
      LGBT+ organizational cultures 162–4
    


    
      LGBT+ organizations 154; activist strategies and
      tendencies adopted by 153; avenues opened up for 154; confrontational strategies perceived to be used by 156; grassroots, participants in 235; Internet usage facilitated by 152; pioneer 150; shy away from direct confrontation 157;
      started to form during 1990s 150; training for 154
    


    
      LGBT+ people 155; activists working to establish
      collective consciousness among 152; broader and/or
      official acceptance 165; calls for increased engagement of
      155; came together to highlight their normality 163; coming out 159; confrontational activist approaches, potency of 152; desire to emphasize conformity rather than difference 156; dominant desire to “have fun” 160;
      facilitating ways to find and talk to each other 153–4; identity-designation 165n1; individual 155; Internet “playground” for 162;
      involvement in creation of societal change 155; isolation
      and pessimism among 154; linked
      through technologies 150; netizens protested against Sina
      Weibo campaign 163; news website accessible to 154; non-policy 160, 164; organizers 163; rules actively hinder increased societal visibility of
      160; Sina Weibo campaign on content 162; strategies used to carve out space for coming together
      161; three no’s policy 164; tolerated if they stay quiet 161
    


    
      LGBT+-related events on Chinese college campuses, support for 154; films 11
    


    
      Liang Hongjun 88–9
    


    
      Li Hu 90–1
    


    
      Lingao qiming 195–200, 240
    


    
      Mainland China 13; atrium in shopping malls 31; Dojinshi 36n4; early record companies in 51n9; hegemony
      of Japanese content broken 33; post-1980s generation
      51n11; State suppression constant 57; taboo topic in 51n5; Tianya Internet forum 36n9; Western
      import of hip hop culture 55
    


    
      Mainland China Cosplay displays/practice 22, 24; contest promoting newly launched game in 29;
    


    
      GMCC most important event 30; government interventions in
      development of 36; Guangdong, first place for 26
    


    
      Mainland China Erciyuan culture 21; lovers 23; spaces 25
    


    
      mainstream 63; acceptance 152; art 11; barrier between underground and 69–70; channels 150; insurmountable barrier to 70; media,
      China’s 60; model in Chinese cyberliterature 191; narratives 171; performer in China 56; places of creation
      and consumption 10; platform 66; rappers, contention with underground 55; retro’s revivalist imaginary made its way into 211; sentimentalities 57–8; space 64; standing, achieved 64; status, art of
      rapping pushed to 65; talent shows 56; and underground, stark boundary between 58; youths 2
    


    
      mainstream cultural: spaces, China’s 61; works, rapping
      incorporated into 67
    


    
      mainstream culture 66; in China 56, 60–1, 64; youth ideas different from 76
    


    
      mainstream society 151; spaces that represent opposition
      to 125
    


    
      migrants emigrant agency 210; imposed upon, cultural
      politics of being represented 238; cultures 7; outnumber permanent urban dwellers 170; primary school for 173–4; singing and dancing 242; spaces 12
    


    
      migrant workers 77; asked not to complain so much 182; in Chinese big cities, situation of 198; Culture and Arts Museum 173–6, 183n6; excluding 232; female narrative 180; identity formation
      of 176; Museum 183n6; music aimed for an audience of 173;
      national level festival for 174; in NGO-organized
      activities 235, 238; people paying attention to 181;
      platforms related to 183n7; public presence of 243; recognition within Chinese society 176; regimes of appearance 242; rights, defend through arts 182;
      scholarly sources on 172; see also Migrant Workers Spring Festival Gala; Migrant Workers’ Home 172–3; activities, carpenters involved
      in 179; creation of 174; development of organizational capacity 177; model organization to emulate 183n11;
      organized New workers’ culture festival 174; organized
      Spring Festival Gala 177; representation of 175; striving to improve representation and recognition of migrant
      workers 176; threat of being shut down 183n4; variety of cultural production originating from 177; volunteers working at 179
    


    
      migrant workers’ New Year Gala: displaying true voice of 177; organized by 236; participating in
      cultural performances at 179, 245
    


    
      migrant workers, rural 177; communities of 173; cultural life of 171; cultural production by 176;
      discrimination in terms of rights and access 176;
      experiences of indignity and of non-recognition 179,
      181; exploitative work conditions experienced by 172; material subaltern condition of 181; predominantly female 170–1; primary school for children of
      174; second generation of 172; subjected to repression 184n14
    


    
      migrant workers, young 180; culture 173; experience their bodies otherwise 235; spaces of interactions and engagements for 181
    


    
      Migrant Workers Spring Festival Gala 56, 174–80, 182, 183n6
    


    
      migrant youth 175, 181; collectives 171; culture 242–3
    


    
      Millennials 55; communicate using video sharing sites
      98–9;
      Erciyuan culture created and consumed by 23;
      encouraged to join army of Cosplayers 29; focused on fact
      of connecting 110; importance of forms/purpose of
      interaction 109; practices in cyberspace 99; role of vintage movies in engendering collective identities
      among 214; sociability in cyberspace 112; users of Bilibili 106–7; users of Nico Nico Douga 103
    


    
      Millennials, interaction in virtual spaces 100; through
      barrage subtitling 109
    


    
      MOP 26, 36n8
    


    
      Nico Nico Douga 108; comments 104–5,
      107; different Japanese dialects 104; distinction between registered members and nonmembers
      107; important differences from Bilibili 107; influencing Bilibili’s platform 107; Japanese video sharing site 98, 100,
      103; Millennials interact in virtual spaces of 109; modes of communication in 109; N-level creation 103–4; sociality in 107, 110
    


    
      Nico Nico Douga barrage subtitling practice 100, 103–5,
      106, 110; soramimi 105–9
    


    
      Nico Nico Douga users 98, 103, 109;
      publicness of 110
    


    
      non-policy (LGBT+) 160–1, 163–4
    


    
      nostalgia 208–9, 216, 245; autobiographical 213; for calligraphy 219, 222, 229;
      calligraphy as ideal vehicle for 232; commodification of
      204; for disappeared past 217; driven texts 212; effect working at full steam 213;
      ethno-nationalist 194; factory 210; interpretation of history that taps 211; key content for the creative industries in China 223; movies/films 205, 208; narratives of 225; not inoffensive 212; packaged 212; profitable for creative
      industries in China 224; reflective mode of 229, 231;
      restorative and reflective 224; for something gone
      211; upsurge of 223; virtual spaces as places of 232;
      wave of 206; see also retro
    


    
      Occupy Wall Street (OWS) protests 138
    


    
      organization(s) 22, 62, 159, 174, 183n2;
      acronyms 165n1; Aibai 152, 154, 159; attempting to arrange a protest 145; Beijing-based 157; championing activism 157; Chinese youth’s
      57; community-based 157; Danlan, origin story 154; direct
      focus on social change 159–60; economic 42; grassroots 171, 178; HIV/AIDS 154; international 140; involved in many other
      activities 175; labor-related 171; mediation to bridge meaning with 172; network of 150; offline 150; principles of 175; rational 214; started to think about community building 154; traditional mass media 138; variations in
      ways of 22; of video sharing sites 112; of wider scale events 177; wild public protests benefit from lack of 143; Workers’ Home 172–7, 179,
      183n4, 183n11
    


    
      organizational 150, 164; capacity of the collective 175,
      177; communication 139; development 174; mantras 162; processes 152; regimes 172; shift for Cosplay 29; site 89;
      strategies 156; styles 159; training for LGBT+ and HIV/AIDS organizations 154
    


    
      organizational cultures 151, 160, 242;
      LGBT+ 151, 160, 162–4
    


    
      organizational practices: of the collective 180; and
      mediation processes 171
    


    
      organizations, LGBT+ 152; activist strategies and
      tendencies adopted by 153; avenues opened for 154; Chinese 150; early 152; grassroots, young participants
      in 235; inward focus of 154; perceived to use confrontational strategies 156; pioneer 150; preferences for having fun 157;
      volunteers/staff in NGOs 151
    


    
      organizations, non-governmental (NGOs) 136; with explicit
      LGBT+ nature denied registration 160; labor-related
      172–3; LGBT+, volunteers and/or staff in 151;
      State repression 172
    


    
      organizations, social 48, 171; resistance to 119
    


    
      organizing 157, 159–60; BQFF initiative 162; calls previously ignored 163; civil society, restrictions on 153;
      community 174; gay and lesbian, in China 155; initiatives 153, 165; labor 172; LGBT+ 154, 161, 164; online 138; queer women, in Beijing
      152; recreation-oriented activities, groups and clubs
      158
    


    
      parental authority 76, 81; history, drive to rewrite and
      appropriate 205; pressure 45
    


    
      parents 221, 231; experienced hardship 222; find ways to
      send children to schools 91; generation, re-evaluate the
      story of 203; helped with farm work by children 92; household registration 77; insist on after-school calligraphy classes 225, 227–8; modalities of attaining acceptance from 156; money demanded from 63; Music Resource Center 68; spending
      monies not lavished upon older children 78; wishes for
      their children 83; young, time travel to meet 204
    


    
      parks 6, 8, 10; in any city in China 232; in Beijing 27; Chaoyang 27, 30; commercialized 21, 30; commercialized and spectacularized
      35; Cosplayers gather in 236–7;
      details for photoshoots 28;
      dynastic emperors’ hunting 42; enjoying the view in
      116; enriched Cosplay photoshoots 29; as Erciyuan spaces 30, 34; first level competitions in
      30; growing visibility in
      22; ideal places for random encounters 117; informal gatherings of retirees in 239; popular for photoshoots 27, 28;
      rediscovered as venue to showcase creations 27, 35; re-purposed through theatrical practices 237; scenic 26; as spectacular third place for GMCC 31;
      stages for Cosplay performances 30; theme 24–5; used as
      traditional third place 25; Zuccotti (New York City)
      138
    


    
      participate/participating: in activities organized by Workers’ Home 173; audience members 50; in calligraphy
      classes 222; Chinese LGBT movement 155; in cultural performances at the New Year Gala, migrant
      workers 245; in dance and drum troupes/parades 78, 94; in
      different kinds of cultural productions 94; in discussions
      on the book forums 193; in the Gala 179–80; in
      Migrant Workers Spring Festival Gala 176, 180, 182;
      narratives, in reinterpretation of history 194; in
      protest 136; in relatively passive way 93; in technologically-aided quotidian calligraphic practice
      227; in youth cultural production 78; in youth identification 8
    


    
      participate/participating in barrage subtitling practices 107–8; rules for 100
    


    
      participate/participating in construction: of fictional universe 12; of youth culture 7; of collaborative
      encyclopedia 198
    


    
      participation: appearance of 138; in barrage subtitling,
      rules and norms of 111; cyberspace as space for collective
      190; higher degree of 36n1; political, alternative form of 110; political, Internet enabled alternative forms of 98; in protests, widespread of youth and young professionals 136; in rehearsals for the Gala 179;
      reinventing sociability through 125; of rural migrant
      workers in cultural politics 170; in social activism,
      attraction of 159; in social media activism 164; in social spaces of interaction 179; spaces transforming patterns of 7; student, in underground churches 235–6; of
      workers in cultural practices 173
    


    
      participation, active: fewer opportunities for 94; of youth
      76
    


    
      participative creation process 126; dimension of fictional
      project 197
    


    
      PG One 56, 60–3, 66–9, 70n2
    


    
      physical and virtual interactions: within cyberspace 189;
      local sites of 179; shared 171
    


    
      physical and/or virtual spaces 3, 9–10,
      25; appropriated by Uyghur youth 128; collective 10, 125; collective social efforts under tight
      control 119; contiguity and complementarity of 241; navigating in 118–19; youths make things happen in 235
    


    
      Picun Cultural Activities Centre 174
    


    
      platforms 184n14, 198; Bilibili’s 107; censors cannot keep
      pace with wild conversations across 143; Chinese video
      online 116; commercially driven 66; created 191; for cultural expression, new 6; digital
      179; digital tools provide 222; editors 192; of experience, collective spaces as 12; film 15n3; increasing number of
      171; lesser-known 140; life increasingly managed through 222; mainstream 65; major, ideal for social
      interactions 117; multiple media 141; networked 138; photo, video clip, and news sharing 31;
      privilege images 145; products sold on 129n3; for professionalism and fame 35; pseudo-synchronicity 9; Qidian 195; QQ, major social media
      62; regulations violated 162; related to migrant workers and labor
      183n7;
    


    
      social media 41, 51n7, 62, 137, 139–40, 143,
      162; Spring Festival Gala 178; structured to be more private 139; used by activists 138; WeChat 222, 226, 229;
      workers culture festival 174; YouTube social media
      41, 51n7
    


    
      platforms of cyberliterature 193–4, 196;
      Chinese 191; online 191
    


    
      platforms, online/Internet 68; cyberliterary 191; iQiyi 55; to rethink world order 14
    


    
      platforms, Sina Weibo 61; blocked LGBT+ content 163
    


    
      playing 27, 161, 164; card or mahjong 80, 123;
      down 122; drinking games 78, 86,
      88, 94; game of chance 82; online video game 77, 79; overseas 49; Rock music 47, 49; with smart phone 94, 123
    


    
      political 101; activism 215; activist agenda 159; activities 4; ambition of Lingao
      qiming 199; arena 58; aspect, unavoidable 117; center
      47; change 136, 144, 146; Chinese People’s Consultative Conference (CPPCC) 136; circumstances changing 182;
      commentaries, lack of 57; commentators, criticism of
      chuanyue genre 198; commitment to fight HIV/AIDS
      154; concerns 6, 243; conditions, present 224; consciousness in LGBT+ people 163; content 111; context 29, 42; context, Chinese 200; conversations 11, 137; crackdown on homosexual content 163; cultural paradigm shift 204; danger 111; days and/or events,
      clean up prior to 161; developments are profoundly
      corrosive 211; dimension of debate 192; dimensions 41, 111; discourse, new 144; discussion 11, 98, 110; discussions and participation, alternative forms of 98; dispositions toward 243; engagement
      127, 216–17; environment of censorship and control
      109; environment hostile to LGBT+ get-togethers 153; established order in China today 126; field, calligraphy in 239; force 4–5; framework, Chinese 160; global context 47; history, Chinese
      221; identity 210; imagination 240; insinuations
      216; intelligibility, aesthetic limits of 242; interests 111; intervention 243; issues, critical
      opinions on 111; leaders 194; manipulation 138; mass mobilization 10; meaning 14; message 41; movements 4; nature of largescale events
      182; news in China 129n6; nuanced understanding of 158;
      opinions 111; orientation 240; participation, alternative form of 110; participatory practice 127; performativity 241; perspective
      241; pressures 42, 127–8; profit 48; project, democratic
      240; protest 237; purposes 12; purposes served by
      national learning 220; reading of popular cultural
      practices/collective spaces 240; realm 4, 100;
      rebellions 78; regime 6, 14;
      resistance 14; retrospective gaze 210; ritual of “speaking bitterness” 245n1; roots of Chinese society 205; sensitivities 55; slogans 124; socialization 182; song 51n8; status quo, out of sight activities not confronting 161; struggles that did not happen 216; study
      sessions 79; surveillance 128; taboos 41–3, 46; talks, creative methods to intervene in 136, 143; upheaval 222; ways of being, many 128
    


    
      political authority/authoritarian control 42, 47; tool of 98, 110
    


    
      political entity: future 195–6; imaginary 198
    


    
      political expression: create forms that evade interference 241; entertainment may carry 243–4; outlets limited 144; propagandist 127; restrictive channels of
      58; value of forms of 242
    


    
      political implications 111, 209; of rapping in local dialects 58
    


    
      political potential 239, 244; of activities under scrutiny 238; of collective presence 243; diminishing 242; entertainment may
      carry expressions of 243–4
    


    
      political power 8, 42; agent 49; imperialist, defeats
      against 194
    


    
      political restrictions/limits 42; on outlets for expression
      144
    


    
      political significance/signification: fail to effect 243;
      of Internet communication 99
    


    
      political systems: of the Aosong Empire 198; of democracy
      199; different 58
    


    
      political value: of calligraphy 221; of forms of
      expressions 242
    


    
      political youth: activism 6; Chinese, narrative of
      205; and youth culture, concepts of 3
    


    
      politics 1, 43, 46,
      100; of America and China, differences in 66; attempts to intervene in the realm of 241; capacity of atmospheres of place to inflect 240; of community 151–2; cultural, of being represented 238; cultural, of rural workers 171; in cyberspace 111; of dignity and social justice 176; elite
      homosexual evasion of 158; Euro-American inspired LGBT+
      152; force writers to confront present-day 194; funding 153; fuses with entertainment in Anar Pishti 127; identity 152; institutional 239; movies seem uninterested in 214; out of the personal, making 239; party-state 164; petty, intra-troupe 91; of presence
      238, 242–3, 245n1; of public visibility 152; of
      recognition 181; of recognition and citizenship 181; of representation 238, 245n1; rightful resistance
      183n4; Rock/alternative scene stays away from 50; of self-representation and being represented 170–1;
      sexual 152; spatial 164; of stretching blurred boundaries 184n13; taken more visual forms 170;
      thresholds between sociability and 241; of voice and
      recognition 171, 183n4
    


    
      pollution 146; anti-pollution protests 244; high levels 242; see also air pollution
    


    
      public spaces 129n4; actions/identity of collective
      transformed in 177; boundaries blurred 8; changing utilization of 21; checkpoints in 118; in China
      8, 153; claimed and appropriated by LGBT+ communities 164; collective, of gathering among youth 102;
      common 58; convenience stores as 102; definition restrictive 9; denial of access to 242; described
      as open and freely accessible 8; distinction between
      private and 99; enabled sociality of connections 102; gathering of people for sociability reasons 111; iconic, shift from 10; impossibility to access 11; new,
      in urban China 9; physical 9; policing of 241; pseudo, of video sharing 105; as public
      sphere 151, 164; as space of exclusion 8; spatial shift
      of Cosplay practices to 21; urban formal 6; in Ürümchi 124; virtual 110–11; wild public protests moving from 146; in Xinjiang, slogans visible 127
    


    
      Publishing House of Electronics Industry (PHEI) 23
    


    
      Qidian 191, 193, 195–6
    


    
      queer 152, 165n1, 165n5; Beijing Queer Chorus 158, 237;
      rights activism 153; singing and dancing 242; subjects allowed visibility and audibility 242; The Cream of the Queer Crop
    


    
      Queer Comrades (QC) 151, 155, 159–60; documentaries 151, 154–5, 159; Halloween Party organized by 158;
      news item 158; talk show “Family Matters” 155–6; team
      152; videos 153
    


    
      queer films 150; BQFF, Beijing Festival 161; BQFFOC (organize within this environment) 161; BQFF organizers 162, 164; foreign, subtitling and distribution
      of 150
    


    
      rap 69; barrier to mainstreaming of 70; challenges to break into mainstream cultural spaces 61; as cultural practice 64; gangster 56; in local dialects 59; practices of diss through 67; love of 65; lyrics 68–9;
      promoted to wider public 65; songs 59; at Spring Festival Gala 178; stars 60
    


    
      rap, Chinese 57; art form matured 58; artists 59; commercial operation of 66; may find place
      in mainstream culture 61; scene 68
    


    
      Rap of China (RoC) 55–6, 64, 66, 69;
      contestants 56, 67; fame 60; introduction of 61; New Rap of China 69; online reactions to 70; public reflections
      on 59
    


    
      rappers 60; black 60; build artistic expressions on hardship and desperation 67; carving out spaces on Internet 65–6; common theme to reflect on life changes
      65; dissed pop idol trainees 65; female 69; harbor ambitions for mainstream recognition 70; legit, from underground scene 64; new
      generation of 67; personal agency and identity 57; pride in street credit accumulated 65; self-censorship among 57; struck by scandals 61; tension
      between underground/mainstream 64; trappings of being
      67; underground 55–6, 65; voice of 68
    


    
      rappers, Chinese 58, 69–70; coming off as tough 67; declare identity 59; emerging 60; ethnicity of 57; relative lack of brashness 57; underground 65; young 63
    


    
      rapping 55; culture in smaller niche
      venues 65; confrontational nature and tough façade built
      into DNA of 63; explicit content 61; incorporated into mainstream cultural works 67; initial introduction to 66; platform invested in drama and gamification of 65; push from underground to mainstream status 65; skills showcased 64; stereotypes 67; world of 65
    


    
      rapping career: difficult to revive 69; underground
      64
    


    
      rapping in local dialect: political implications of 58;
      specialty of 56
    


    
      rebellion 8, 42, 46, 66; anthem of 51n4; cultural 206; political 78; youth culture 59; see also uprising
    


    
      recognition: aim to achieve 153; beauty and illusionary
      innocence of an era 213; experiences of non-recognition
      179; feeling of 245; implicit 242; issues of 237; for LGBT+ people, explicit legal 160; mainstream 70; of migrant workers 176; need of
      modernization for China 40; politics of 181; politics of voice and 171; struggle for 242; voice 221
    


    
      reinvention: as means of cultural resistance 126; of
      musical genre born in the West 12; of a place 9; of sociability through participation 125; of themselves, site for young people’s 45
    


    
      resilience 63, 67, 118, 128
    


    
      resistance 13, 136, 143; binary of suppression and
      70; change that does not happen through 158; cultural 126; discourses of 98; masked protests as
      136; officials barricade public squares/station police to
      prevent 138; online poetry of 127; opportunistic 119; against parental/local State authorities 76; passive, against government control 119;
      playful 12, 158–9, 162, 164, 245n2; playfulness can imply 244; political 14; retro as 212; rightful, politics of
      183n4; romance of 239; slow and peaceful 159; unruly
      146; in Uyghur 120; Uyghur discursive 119; workshop on youth
      culture and 112; youth culture as unique ways of 57; to youth online practices 245n2
    


    
      resistance, forms of 164; covert 119, 127;
      decelerations as 212; defiant 146; reminiscent of State amnesia 215
    


    
      retro 210–11; displays lost objects 212; frenzy
      207, 217n2; as resistance 212; trend, readings of
      213
    


    
      retro-imaginary 210–11; revivalist 211
    


    
      retro/vintage frenzy 205; movie 207; wave 11
    


    
      revolution 4, 42, 137, 215; entertainment 95n10;
      micro-sociological level 120; silent, peaceful and slow
      164; versus indifference 158; wild public protests not limited to 144; youth culture is not about 144
    


    
      revolutionary cause 205; dance form yangge
      83; era of Mao 43; fervor aroused 79; mobilization strategies,
      mixed-gender 81; networks 4; past 224; spirit 204; times 48
    


    
      rhizomatic contemporary movements 138, 145, 199
    


    
      rural China 4; contours of youth cultural spaces in
      235; entertainment revolution in urban and 95n10; temple festivals revived in 90; youth culture in 75
    


    
      rural migrants 2, 7; female 170; labor, cultural politics
      of 171; school for children of 174–5
    


    
      Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity/Expression (SOGIE) 160, 165n1
    


    
      shopping malls 9–10, 21, 129n4; in Beijing, proliferation of 32; in China, new 48, 52n20; Cosplay contest 29; Cosplay practices 33, 35; Cosplay visibility in 22, 24;
      cultural events 31; Erciyuan spaces 25, 34; GMCC
      competition system 30
    


    
      Sina Weibo (Xinlang weibo) 56, 61–2,
      69, 162–4
    


    
      slang: Chinese or English 45; Internet 105, 107,
      109; terms 45; use of 50; utterances of 78
    


    
      sociability 3, 98, 110, 241; altering urban modes of 117; collective laughter contributes to enhance 128; diffusion to digital environments 227;
      gather in public spaces for 111; of Millennials in
      cyberspace 112; networks 199; new modalities of 200; reinventing 125; seriousness as
      mode of 240; skill for Shaanbei men 86
    


    
      socio-political: changes 244; climate, Chinese 56–7;
      confines, China’s 70; environment 43, 55;
      matters 205; provocation 66; void 216
    


    
      spatial 164; approach to youth
      cultures 2–3; appropriation 13, 236; awareness 59; boundaries of tolerance 164; constraints
      243; construction of youth cultures 3; correlation between fictive/experienced spaces 125; dimension 11; dimensions of youth 7; evolution
      initiated by cultural practices 21; form 101; means 241; practices 236–7; process of assertion of youth 7; representations of the Ming Dynasty 198; scales of visibility 13, 171; shift of Cosplay 21, 29,
      35; strategies 161; strategies adopted by youth 11; turn
      235
    


    
      spatiality 12; Cosplay and 21, 24; for
      Cosplay practices, shift of 35; critical reflections on
      235; diffusion to digital environments 227; fan-based activities and 25; highly constrained for migrant workers or experimental performances 236; levels of 189; patterns of 7; relationship between
      youth cultures and 2; serves double purpose 237; temporal dimension analyzed in relation to 13; of youth cultures 8
    


    
      square 10, 47–8, 52n20; public 136; Tianfu 140–1
    


    
      tactics 136, 143; adopted by Cosplayers 27; adopted by youth
      21; audience, to assert themselves 50; develop 41, 142; focused on avoiding censorship gaze
      161–2; used by Cosplay enthusiasts to negotiate spaces 26
    


    
      tactics, creative: employed to shape Internet 139;
      essential to circumventing censorship 142
    


    
      Taiwan 196; BBS forum of Taiwanese National Cheng Kung
      University 190; China’s interaction with 13; Cosplay arrived via 6; development of yangge troupes 82; elections in 198; grasslands of 225; markets, nostalgic products overwhelm 210; music from 51n9; organizations and artistic formations from 174; Pili, glove puppetry show from 36n13; pirated Japanese manga from 22; popular
      music, sitcoms, and cyberliterature from 11; rap judges
      from 64; relationship between Chinese power and 198; video and music tapes from 6; Wayi International Digital Entertainment 29
    


    
      talent shows: close scrutiny by Chinese regulators 69;
      Internet 47; popular mainstream 56
    


    
      temple festivals 10, 78, 80–1, 82, 85,
      89, 235; opera at 91, 92; rambling about 94; revived in rural China 90; village world of
      94; yangge dance troupes sent to perform at 83
    


    
      Temporary Autonomous Zone (TAZ) 12, 40, 49,
      50n2, 239
    


    
      theater: canons 209; cinema 207; of Cultural Hall of Chaoyang District 178; group, Japanese 36n14; Haidian 33; performances 175; Picun’s local 178; plays 4–5; threats of forced closure or demolition 173, 183n4;
      troupe 15n3
    


    
      The Cream of the Queer Crop 154–5, 159
    


    
      third places 12, 21, 25, 30–1;
      commercial 25, 31–2; existing, rediscovered and reinterpreted
      by Cosplayers 34; scenic 35; of socialization outside work or home 125; spectacular 25, 31, 33; in urban Beijing, rereading and reinterpreting 35
    


    
      three no’s policy (no approval, no disapproval, no promotion) 160, 164
    


    
      Tian’anmen massacre 4, 6, 8,
      41–4,
      46–7,
      51n4, 51n7, 90, 144, 215
    


    
      Tian’anmen Square 4, 6, 8,
      41–4,
      46–7,
      51n4, 51n7, 90, 144, 215
    


    
      Tianya Club 26
    


    
      time travel 191, 194–5, 206–7;
      collective time traveling 196; might be described as a
      dream 216; narrative trick of 205; Story of Time Traveling 197; time bridge between two generations 214
    


    
      time travelers 190, 194–7; quasi-industrial society built
      by 199
    


    
      transnational: cosmopolitan turn in barrage subtitling 99;
      cultural flows 3, 11; cultural products 209; discourses 152–3; forces 152, 157; funding 152; Japan-China approach 100; mass media 76; nature of Chinese
      youth cultures 11; perspective 13; pink economy 152
    


    
      underground 5; band considered 47; battle 70n2; battle scene 65; boundary between
      mainstream and 58; churches, student participation in
      235–6; division between mainstream and 70; hip hop
      culture remained 55; and mainstream, breaking through barrier between 69; performance
      48; rappers 55–6, 64–5; scene 65, 69;
      status 70; youth cultures moved from 10
    


    
      uprising: in a shared space 47; social, government
      suppressing any trace of 66; which does not engage with the
      State 41, 49
    


    
      urban China 84; contours of youth cultural spaces in
      235; film clubs 99; governmental, official and market agents in 49; new public spaces in 9; youth cultural
      activities 78
    


    
      Ürümchi 12, 116; checkpoints in public spaces 118;
      intensified residential segregation 120; lack of cohesion
      within population of 123; public spaces 124; rival communities 118; squares or restaurants of 241
    


    
      Ürümchi streets 241; Anar Pishti scenes shot in
      streets 125; encounters in 117; under surveillance 120, 128
    


    
      utopian bodies 190; country, virtual 198; framework 98; imaginaries 200; kingdom, creating
      196; political ambition of the series Lingao
      qiming 199; projects 190, 199;
      see also dystopian framework, heterotopian
    


    
      utopias cyber 198; digital indexation 212; fragments, debris of 200; versus the golden age 214; see
      also heterotopias
    


    
      Uyghur: community 117, 126; contacts with foreign-based scholars cut off 127; covert forms of resistance 119; culture, crackdown on 120; daily life, State surveillance overwhelms 123; discriminations against 123; ethnic
      division of labor and discrimination toward 121;
      Han-Uyghur relations 120, 122, 128;
      impact of bureaucratic crisis 123; names 121; native land 124; population 124; present
      feelings/frustrations through joking 119; randomly checked
      124; region specialties 127; society 121; speaking 120; tight control over
      interactions 118–19
    


    
      Uyghur, Anar Pishti series 128; cast interacting in
      Mandarin 128; characters speaking in Uyghur language
      129n1; names 129n2, 129n5; population, State policies
      toward 198; society 116–17; web series 244
    


    
      Uyghur language: cultural production Anar Pishti 116; increasingly marginal 128; intra-ethnic
      interaction promoted through use of 127; online-shopping
      programs in 129n3; schools 120; websites 116
    


    
      Uyghur youth/young Ughurs 235; able to appropriate
      virtual or physical spaces seized by the State 127–8; cultural producers 116; experience 128; facing challenges to express discontent publicly 119; feeling of unity among 126; men 121; narrative, space impacts on 13; new forms of communication among 117; perception of shared experience 126; produce alternative discourses in cyberspace 127; team.produce/perform Anar Pishti 116; use of the Internet among 127; Uyghur-speaking viewers in Xinjiang targeted in Anar
      Pishti 117
    


    
      virtual: channels 237; communication 112; cyberspace 189; engagement with fellow Internet users 238; gathering places 70; material sharing
      25; networks, dispersed 242; personae 163; places 24; third place 25; universe of Lingao qiming 199; utopian country 197–8
    


    
      virtual spaces 21, 199, 231; accelerated diffusion of
      Erciyuan culture 35–6; actors in 14; aesthetics of 227; alternative form of
      political participation 110; in BBS, popular for Cosplay
      24; collective 125–7; create, prolong, and expand utopian
      projects 190; cultural flows in 3; GMCC 31; highly participatory and interactive 24;
      including into the domain 25; of Nico Douga and
      Bilibili 100, 109; operate alongside real spaces 229;
      public 110–11; serve as complementary third space 31;
      serve as places of nostalgia 232; translocal and
      transcultural 49; youth manage to carve out 221; see also physical and virtual
      spaces
    


    
      virtual world 25, 199; capitalistic 211
    


    
      visibility 13, 157; of Cosplay 27; dynamics around
      scales of 184n15; of Erciyuan culture 30; external 11; increased societal, of LGBT+ people 160;
      increasing, of the Gala 182; in parks, growing 22; politics of 183n4; queer subjects are allowed 242;
      reducing 237; spatial scales of 171; stages for 29, 35; subjected to
      regulation and control 237; varying degrees of 182
    


    
      visibility, public 22, 152; linked with issues of recognition and identity 237; politics of 152
    


    
      Wang Shuo 6, 217n1
    


    
      Wayi International Digital Entertainment (Taiwan) 29
    


    
      WeChat 118, 170, 222; groups, exchanges and observations
      sourced from 172; group discussion 182; groups 150, 223, 226–7,
      232; platform 226, 229
    


    
      wild public 13, 147n6; networks 143, 147; protests 137, 139, 141–3, 145–7
    


    
      World Trade Organization (WTO) 22
    


    
      youth cultural production 94n2, 95n5; articulate with rural cultural production 76; Chinese 12; close examination of 13; enabling
      80; institutions involved in 94; itinerant, unfixed 11; lack of spaces 11; opportunities
      for active participation in 94; participation in many forms
      of 78; provide opportunity for investigation of collective
      values 125; relationship with public spaces in China
      8; role individual plays in 77; rustic forms of Shaanbei 94; sites of rural 79, 88; spaces of 7, 88, 91; temples/temple festivals provide setting for 80
    


    
      youth cultures 1–4, 95n3, 95n5, 99,
      235; activism engaging 138; affinity of LGBT+ (organizational) cultures with 151; aspects derivative of metropolitan pop culture 76; borderless 12; bridge between the past and present 217;
      centered around entertainment 58; circulatory and
      transnational nature of 11; in collective spaces
      7; competition for legitimacy 55; construction of 3, 6–7; contemporary 209; in cyberspace,
      nature of 98; definition of 76; Duckweed (coming of age story) 213–14;
      emergence of 76; at end of youth 203; existing scholarship on 236; exit strategy from 216; flowering during Maoist era 80;
      formation of 5, 13; forms of 23; fragmentation of
      7; Internet-facilitated 84; leading figures of 6; mirrors official and lived cultures 14; moved from underground and peripheral urban areas 10; multiple, moving, and complex 146;
      multiplicity of 55; new Beijing, rise of 45; not necessarily countercultures 14; between official and non-official 14; primary ways negotiated 61; produced under communes 79; product
      of interaction 13; rebellion against establishment and
      social hierarchies 59; reformation of 4; rural 94; research investigating 57; role of hip hop
      in 56; rural 75–6; self-conscious 75; Shaanbei 75, 94; spaces are multi-layered 181; spatiality of 8; study of 209; translocal/mass 84; translocal metropolitan 84; urban 12, 75; Western 75; see also Erciyuan culture
    


    
      youth cultures in China/Chinese 3, 7, 10,
      14, 23, 99, 112n1, 146, 217; assertion in 236; before the Cultural Revolution 3;
      complexity of 14; contemporary 214, 245;
      Cultural Revolution as turning in creation of 4;
      elaboration and development 13; Erciyuan culture
      23; historical shift in formation of 5; as lines of flights 13; literature on 2; multiple and
      multifaceted forms of expression and creativity 2; new
      urban 47; not about revolution 144; oscillation between control/being controlled 181; product of interaction 13; research investigating 57; role of hip hop in 56; sources of
      influence and audiences 11; spatial approach to
      2; transformation 2; transnational nature of 11;
      twenty-first century 1
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      Zhang Shouwang 43–4, 46–8
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