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Abstract 

 

In the past few decades, contemporary Chinese art has witnessed a tendency emphasizing 

the importance of artists’ participation in society. Artists conducted their projects by 

collaborating with local residents in both marginal communities in metropolitan cities and rural 

villages. These participatory practices engage with a wide range of social issues in China, 

including ideology criticism, environmental activism, cultural and creative industries in urban 

regeneration, rural reconstruction, migrant workers, women, and left-behind children in 

undeveloped rural regions. I term this type of art “new mass art.” New mass art suggests the 

involvement of many people in art practices and the connection to the history of “art for the 

masses” in socialist China. It moreover echoes cultural transformations of post-socialist China in 

which neoliberalism and socialism coexist and have a strong influence on the complex dynamics 

of the categories of the collective and the individual in aesthetic experiences. Centered around 

the “new mass art” movement in post-socialist China, this dissertation explores how new mass 

art is created; who created it; for what purpose; who are the intended audiences; how it moves 

and interacts in different social milieus; and how it responds to emerging political identity in 

post-socialist China. 

Focusing on three overarching concepts—“the new masses,” “participation” and “the 

institution”—this work examines their variations in different historical moments of China. It 

specifically explores how historical, socio-political and cultural contexts of post-socialist China 

affect the changing aesthetic value of new mass art, and how this aesthetic value redefines the 

connotation of the three concepts. It also captures the complex dynamics of the categories of the 

collective and the individual in contemporary China within the phrase “the new masses,” and 
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examines how new mass art practices have become integral to the emergence of these people—

enabling them to define themselves as individuals as well as members of a political collective; as 

consumers and producers simultaneously; as both the audience and the medium of new forms of 

participation in art.  

This dissertation argues that new mass art in post-socialist China demonstrates a hybrid 

aesthetic value that is profoundly associated with the social, political and cultural characteristics 

of China’s post-socialism in which socialist and capitalist systems exist alongside each other and 

mutually inform one another. In post-socialist China, the hybrid aesthetic value is embodied in 

the visual formats of both “art for the masses” and “art as the avant-garde.” The former is a type 

of art which uses mass participation as means to work in, with and for the institution. The latter 

emphasizes civic participation as a subversive power to attack the institution and challenge 

authoritarian discourses. The two visual formats are ever-changing in new mass art practices. 

They have been shown in different approaches of participation, the “art-institution” relation they 

deal with, and the new identity of the people the artworks engender.  

The main contribution of the project lies in seeking alternative ways of conceptualizing 

and configuring our conventional understanding of participation and “art-institution” relation 

through the lens of new mass art. By concentrating on the hybrid political and aesthetic meanings 

of “the new masses” in art practices of post-socialist China, I attempt to provide an alternative 

perspective to examine how new mass art have become central to the negotiation of the newly 

established political identity.
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Introduction 

 

In the Gansu province, a village composed of only thirteen households was transformed 

by artist Jin Le (靳勒) into a site-specific museum. This museum— the “Shijizei Art Museum” 

(shijiezi meishuguan 石节子美术馆)—encourages villagers to participate in their social life. 

Through various art activities including film festivals, Spring Festival Galas and creative 

workshops. The museum enables the county government to pay more attention to this small 

village. As a result, the mud country road has been paved in concrete, street lights and running 

water systems have been installed. It is art that makes the government hear the voices from the 

villagers. In the Guangdong province, Beijing-based artist Qu Yan (渠岩) revitalized Qingtian 

Village, a traditional Cantonese-style village, through preserving its traditions and customs with 

art. He invited architects to remodel old houses, organized local handcraft workshops, and 

launched contemporary art festivals. Qu named his project the “Qingtian Plan” (qingtian jihua青

田计划). Collaborating with local government, it aims to link folk culture, tourism, agriculture 

and other industries together. In Dinghaiqiao area, a migrant village in the city center of 

Shanghai, curator Chen Yun (陈韵) and a group of young social activists rent a shabby house in 

an alley and established a space - the “Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society” (dinghaiqiao huzhushe 

定海桥互助社). In this space, Chen and the activists initiated a series of projects including talks 

by artists and scholars, guided tours, collaborative cooking, film screenings, artists’ residencies, 

and inter-city exchanges. Through the strategy of mutual aid, they aim at promoting a sense of 

community belonging.  
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These projects are just a sample of the surge of artistic interest in working with the 

masses of people in China since 2008. These practices currently go under the names of: socially 

engaged art, public art, “participatory art” (canyushi yishu 参与式艺术), “interventional art” 

(jieruxing yishu 介入性艺术), “symbiosis practice”(gongsheng shijian 共生实践) and so on.1 

They also echo the overwhelming international art trend which has already been described by 

scholars as relational art, participatory art, dialogic art, collaborative art, activist art, strike art 

and social practice.2 I will refer to this tendency with the analytical term “new mass art.” This 

term, firstly, suggests the involvement of many people.3 Secondly, it refers back to the history of 

art for the masses in revolutionary and socialist China, which aimed at mobilizing the vast 

                                                
1 See Meiqin Wang, Socially Engaged Art in Contemporary China: Voices from Below (New 
York: Routledge, 2019); Bo Zheng, “The Pursuit of Publicness: A Study of Four Chinese 
Contemporary Art Projects”, PhD diss., University of Rochester, 2012; Hai Ren, “Socially 
Engaged Art in Contemporary Art: The Yangdeng Art Collective”, in canyu de yishu: yangdeng 
yishu hezuoshe 2012-2017 参与的艺术：羊磴艺术合作社 2012-2017 (Socially Engaged Art in 
Southwest China: Yangdeng Art Cooperatives 2012-2017), eds. Jiao Xingtao 焦兴涛 and Wang 
Ziyun 王子云(Chongqing: Chongqing Press, 2019), 20-29; Zhou Yanhua 周彦华, yishu de jieru: 
jieruxing yishu de shenmei yiyi shengcheng jizhi 艺术的介入：介入性艺术的审美意义生成机
制 (Artistic Engagement: The Aesthetic Paradigm of Socially Engaged Art) (Beijing: China 
Social Science Press, 2017); Wang Zhiliang 王志亮, “jinnianlai zhongguo dangdai yishu zai 
xiangcun de gongsheng shijian”近年来中国当代艺术在乡村的共生实践 (Practice of 
Symbiosis between Chinese Contemporary Art and Rural Areas in Recent Years), in canyu de 
yishu, 324-328.  
2 See Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics (Paris: Les Presses du reel, 1998); Claire Bishop, 
Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (London: Verso, 2012); 
Grant H. Kester, Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern Art 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004); Grant H. Kester, The One and The Many: 
Contemporary Collaborative Art in A Global Context (Durham and London: Duke University 
Press, 2011); Nato Thompson, Seeing Power: Art and Activism in the Twenty-first Century 
(Melville House, 2014); McKee Yates, Strike Art: Contemporary Art and the Post-Occupy 
Condition (London: Verso, 2017); Tom Finkelpearl, What We Made: Conversations on Art and 
Social Cooperation (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013). 
3 Claire Bishop has used this feature to describe participatory art. See Bishop, Artificial Hells, 11. 
I use Bishop’s idea as the first feature of new mass art.  
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majority of people in national salvation and socialist construction. 4  Third, it reflects cultural 

transformations of post-socialist China in which neoliberalism and socialism coexist and have a 

strong influence on the complex dynamics of the categories of the collective and the individual. 

This dissertation is therefore organized around a definition of “new mass art” and asks: How is 

new mass art created? Who created it? For what purpose? Who are the intended audiences? How 

does it move across and interact with different social milieus? How does it respond to emerging 

political identities in post-socialist China?  

First, I examine how art practices interacted with the three key concepts the “new 

masses,” “participation,” and the “institution” in different historical moments of China. Second, I 

explore how historical, socio-political and cultural contexts of post-socialist China affect the 

changing aesthetic value of new mass art, and how this aesthetic value reformulates those three 

concepts. Third, I capture the complex dynamics of the categories of the collective and the 

individual in contemporary China within the phrase “the new masses,” and examine how new 

mass art practices have become integral to the emergence of this new identity by enabling people 

to define themselves as individuals as well as members of a political collective; as consumers 

and producers simultaneously; as both the audience and the medium of new forms of the 

participation in art practices. The main contribution of the project lies in revisiting the traditional 

approach of “participation” in art and its ever-changing “art-institution” relationships through the 

lens of new mass art. Through concentrating on the hybrid political and aesthetic meanings of 

“the new masses” in art practices of post-socialist China, I attempt to provide an alternative lens 

                                                
4 I will elaborate in detail in Chapter 1. Regarding the issue of “art for the masses”, see Joshua J. 
H. Jiang, “The Extermination or the Prosperity of Artists?,” Third Text 18, no. 2 (2004): 169-
182.  
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for examining how new mass art have become central to the negotiation of the newly established 

political identity.  

 

The New Masses 

I use the term “new masses” as a rhetoric concept to reflect the new identity of people in 

post-socialist China. I use this term in a rhetoric sense instead of a realistic sense, because I 

intend to show how new mass art practices provides a nostalgic condition rather than an actual 

condition in the process of identity formation, since this is how art and literature usually function 

in a real word. Svetlana Boym defines nostalgia as not only a sentiment of loss and displacement, 

but also a romance with one’s own “phantasy.”5 Fantasy here implies a long distance from the 

real. In this sense, new mass art is also a nostalgia that is composed of Chinese people’s fantasy 

of an ideal post-socialist world, even though there is a long distance to the ideal one. In this 

dissertation, I consider the new masses the subject of new mass art. The “new” here refers to a 

different social and political environment in post-socialist China which provides people a new 

context to reconstruct their ideal identity based on the old one - the masses. What was the 

“masses”? Who occupied it?  

In both European and North American scholarship, “the masses” was a negative term, 

because it conjures up the loss of individuality in an indistinct crowd of people.6 For example, 

Gustave Le Bon uses the term “the masses” to refer to collections of individuals who is “an 

automaton whose will has become powerless to guide.”7 He considers the masses a group of 

                                                
5 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001). 
6 Lin Chun, “Mass Line,” in Afterlives of Chinese Communism: Political Concepts from Mao to 
Xi, Christian Sorace, Ivan Franceschini, and Nicholas Loubere eds (London: Verso, 2019), 121. 
7 Gustave Le Bon, Psychologie des foules (Paris: PUF, 1991), 14.  
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blind and passive people who take the obedience of the collective through sacrificing the 

individual.8 Le Bon’s idea of the masses was translated to Chinese intellectual circle when China 

was in the face of the profound threat of disintegration due to the weakening Qing Empire (1644-

1911) and Western encroachment. However, when this term was circulating, Chinese 

intellectuals attempted to integrate this vocabulary into Chinese lexicon in order to secure 

positive connotations, because they thought that it was more effective to express political 

capacity of Chinese people. 

After the founding of Chinese Communist Party (hereafter CCP) in 1921, Chinese 

Communists popularized the concept of “the masses” as qunzhong 群众 in various mass 

movement. In 1928, the “Resolution on the Constitution of the Chinese Communist Party” of the 

Sixth Congress of the CCP clearly indicated that “the general line of the Party is acquiring the 

support from the masses.”9 Thus, “the masses” officially became the subject in communist 

revolutionary projects. In his article “An Analysis of All Classes in Chinese Society” (1925), 

Mao Zedong integrated the theories of the masses in class analysis. By dividing friend and 

enemy, he highlighted a clearer class orientation of “the masses” which regarded “the masses” as 

the state’s political representation of its people.10 When Mao became the leader of the CCP, he 

developed the “Mass Line” (qunzhong luxian 群众路线), a political, organizational and 

leadership method in public administration, dealings with “the masses” who have not yet bought 

                                                
8 ibid. 
9 The Central Archives, Selected Documents of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist 
Party 4 (Beijing: The Central Party School Press, 1989), 314. 
10 Mao Zedong, “An Analysis of All Classes in Chinese Society,” Selected Works of Mao Tse-
tung, accessed May 1, 2020, https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/mao/selected-
works/volume-1/mswv1_1.htm. 
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into the people.11 The core contents of the Mass Line, “from the masses, to the masses,” entailed a 

dynamically bottom-up and top-down interaction. 12  As Lin Chun indicates, it relates to the 

cadres “collects scattered views from below and turns them into systematic positions and 

experimental policies.”13 

The “new masses” which this dissertation features is the masses conceptualized by a new 

political agenda. Specifically, this political agenda refers to a post-socialist politics in which 

socialist cultural and social effects interacts with the free market and neoliberal policies.14 In post-

Socialist China, Maoist socialism is replaced by Dengist socialism. That is to say, socialism is no 

longer a political system. Rather, it has become an administrative system in which socialism only 

works in institutional arrangement such as state-owned enterprises and a minimum of welfare. 15  

On the other hand, people’s everyday life is full of various neoliberal characteristics. One of 

them is the emerging social norm of new citizenship, such as the middle class.  Because 

neoliberalism measures every citizen’s conduct as economic behavior, citizenship takes on the 

moral form of an entrepreneurial subject.16 This results in a self-sufficient logic of individual life-

building: people are expected to rely on themselves in their life-building process. This self-

sufficient logic, on the one hand, intensifies the precarity of the Chinese society, and on the other 

hand, reintroduces a neoliberal understanding of being an individual, which adds new aspects to 

                                                
11 Arthur H. Steiner, “Current ‘Mass Line’ Tactics in Communist China,” The American Political 
Science Review 45, No. 2 (June, 1951): 422-436. 
12 David Quentin and Brian Baggins, “The Mass Line,” Quotations from Mao Tse Tung, Mao Tse 
Tung Internet Archive, accessed May 1, 2020, 
https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/mao/works/red-book/ch11.htm.  
13 Lin, “Mass Line,” 121. 
14 Martin Müller, “Goodbye, Postsocialism!,” Europe-Asia Studies 71, no. 4 (April 21, 2019): 
533–50. 
15 Hai Ren, Neoliberalism and Culture in China and Hong Kong: The Countdown of Time 
(London: Routledge, 2010), xvi.  
16 ibid. 
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the existing conception of the “socialist masses” (qunzhong 群众). If the masses referred to the 

“collective body of the people” in socialist China, the masses in post-socialist China implies “the 

individual body of the citizen.”17 In this dissertation, I term this new political identity “the new 

masses.” It is contextualized in the specific historical moment of post-socialism, in which 

culture, subjectivities, and everyday life either radically breaks from or carries on socialist 

agenda, and in which the two systems exist alongside each other and mutually inform one 

another. 18  

New mass art aims to establish the subject of “the new masses.” As I will more 

specifically address in the case studies of Chapters 2, 3 and 4, compared to the art practices for 

the masses, new mass art faces a different subject of the Chinese people. In both revolutionary 

and socialist China, “the masses” was the only subject which art practices aimed to engender. 

Artists promoted popular cultural forms such as the new woodcuts, cartoons, propagandas, 

spoken dramas in order to mobilize the masses and encouraged them to devote themselves to the 

revolution. In post-socialist China, when mobilizing the masses gives way to promoting self-

awareness of every individual citizen, art requires a new strategy. In fact, through retracing the 

transformation from “the masses” to “the new masses,” I will show how artists worked through 

different strategies.  

 

                                                
17 Hai Ren, The Middle Class in Neoliberal China: Governing Risk, Life-building, and Themed 
Spaces (London: Routledge, 2013), 34. 
18 Kevin Latham, “Rethinking Chinese Consumption: Social Palliatives and the Rhetorics of 
Transition in Postsocialist China,” in Postsocialism: Ideals, Ideologies and Practices in Eurasia, 
ed. C. M. Hann (London: Routledge, 2001), 218–219. 
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Participation 

I group these strategies under the umbrella term “participation” and will show how 

variations of the concept of “the masses” demonstrates the ever-changing boundary between 

civic participation and mass participation.  According to Michael Delli Carpini, civic 

participation is a process in which people take collective action to address issues of public 

concern and is instrumental to democracy.19 However, since the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, 

political scientists have turned their attention to critically examine modern democratic system in 

their home countries, especially where neoliberalism becomes the ideology at the root of their 

problems, including financial meltdown, environmental disaster, and the rise of authoritarianism. 

In most western democracies, citizens’ trust and interest in politicians and political institutions 

have declined. People increasingly see politics as a remote arena populated by powers beyond 

their control pursuing interests that do not reflect the needs of the public at large. Political 

cynicism is widespread and it is often accompanied by a withdrawal from politics.20 The 

transformation of the global political and economic structure in the last few decades has made 

our democratic system problematic. The disillusionment with actually existing Socialism, the 

utter collapse of truly leftist parties, and the emergence of the contemporary “post-political” 

consensus have been continuously diminishing the efficacy of civic participation.  

The “social turn” of global contemporary art over the last two decades is a critical 

response to this situation. According to Claire Bishop and Nato Thompson, this “social turn” 

signifies a rupture within contemporary art that has been entirely appropriated by commercial 

                                                
19 Michael Delli Carpini, “Gen. com: Youth, Civic Engagement, and the New Information 
Environment,” Political Communication 17 (2000): 341-349.  
20 Shawn W. Rosenberg, Deliberation, Participation and Democracy: Can the People Govern? 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 1.  
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world, and, thus, forces art to create counter institutions, alternative spaces, collective 

environments—new kinds of space are essential in the production of what Gramsci called 

counter hegemony.21 In fact, what Bishop and Thompson allude to is that the “social turn” 

requires art to facilitate civic participation.  

While I emphasize China’s historical, social and political contexts of new mass art, it is 

worth noting that this type of practice is also a part of the “social turn” of global contemporary 

art. Since the early 2000s, Chinese contemporary art has witnessed this “social turn.” Many 

Chinese art critics and curators have attempted to incorporate this idea into their own practices. 

For example, Wang Chunchen situates his study of the “social turn” in the rapid changing 

realities of China and the development of art since 1978. He named this phenomenon “art 

intervenes in society” (yishu jieru shehui 艺术介入社会). He defines this term as “not simply 

corresponding to the society, or making illustrations or descriptions of the society, but applying 

artistic freedom and thought to social phenomena, the social environment, social issues and the 

social system.”22 Another example can be seen in a series of curatorial practices conducted by 

Wang Nanming. He encouraged artists to directly interact with society. He also suggested that 

artists who employ their artistic training to investigate current Chinese social problems and 

initiate local-specific strategies of intervention and real social changes are the avant-garde in 

contemporary China.23  

                                                
21 See Bishop, Artificial Hells, 11. See Thompson, Seeing Power, viii. 
22 Wang Chunchen 王春辰, yishu jieru shehui: yizhong xin yishu guanxi 艺术介入社会：一种新
艺术关系 (Art Intervenes in Society: A New Artistic Relationship) (Hong Kong: Timezone8 
Limited. 2010), 1. 
23 Wang Nanming 王南溟, “meigeren chixude zuoyigong, zhejiushi yishu” 每个人持续地做义
工，这就是艺术(Everyone Continues to Volunteer, This is Art), in zhanlan gaibian yishu: 
cezhan de kenengxing 展览改变艺术：策展的可能性 (Exhibition Changes Art：Possibilities 
of Curation), ed. Ma Lin 马琳(Shanghai: Shanghai University Press, 2013), 1-2. 
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In recent years, art historian Meiqin Wang uses “socially engaged art” to describe the 

“social turn” of Chinese contemporary art. She argues that what shapes the development of 

socially engaged art in China is the rising bottom-up desire for civic participation. Meiqin 

Wang’s argument portrays a perspective on civic participation which is the most popular scope 

art historians use in recent years. In fact, what these scholars (including Wang Chunchen and 

Wang Nanming) are concerned with is not how these artistic practices reflect sociopolitical 

reality, but how they address social problems, create new public spaces, facilitate various forms 

of participation, and consequently, encourage the development of China’s civil society. 

Undoubtedly, this perspective is essential. However, I want to point out another perspective by 

recalling mass participation in our socialist history.  Indeed, mass participation constitutes 

another genealogy of participation in art today, and its legacy in contemporary Chinese art 

practices is still observable. Nonetheless, only a few scholars have touched upon these 

approaches.24  

Mass participation here refers to the Chinese word qunzhong canyu 群众参与, rather 

than that which is usually understood in liberal democratic system. Unlike civic participation, 

mass participation does not take “citizen” as the starting point, and therefore, it does not refer to 

bottom-up mass movement. By contrast, it advocates a cadre-based responsibility system in 

                                                
24 Zheng Bo points out, social practice art has a socialist legacy, which is somewhat a reversal of 
the export-oriented era of Chinese contemporary art beginning in the 1990s when it targeted a 
foreign audience. See Zheng Bo’s Moocs on the website SEACHINA: Socially Engaged Art in 
Contemporary China, accessed March 31, 2020. http://seachina.net/seachina-intro.html. Chang 
Tan observes that in the first decade of the twenty-first century, some artists started taking a 
more analytical approach toward the legacy of Communist art. They set out to investigate how 
history was manipulated and rewritten through visual experiences. To some extent, they 
revitalized what has kept this legacy alive in the first place, namely its alleged ability to engage a 
wide variety of common people as audience members and participants. See Chang Tan, “Art 
for/of the Masses,” Third Text 26, no. 2 (2012): 177-194. 
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which officials take the initiative to go deep to the masses and stimulate their participation.25. 

Mao Zedong theoretically developed the concept of mass participation in his theory of the Mass 

Line, the political, organizational, and leadership method developed by him during the Chinese 

Communist revolution. As Mao claimed in his talks “Decisions on Leadership Methods” at the 

Central Committee of the CCP in 1943, the Mass Line signifies that “in all the practical work of 

our Party, all correct leadership is necessarily from the masses and to the masses.” 26 Technically, 

cadres should take the ideas of the masses (scattered and unsystematic ideas as they are) and 

concentrate them (through study, turn them into concentrated and systematic ideas), then go to 

the masses, propagate and explain these ideas until the masses embrace them as their own, hold 

fast to them and translate them into action, and test the correctness of these ideas in such action. 27   

In fact, Mao’s Mass Line emphasizes the method of cadres rather than the spontaneous 

participation of the masses. This is why mass participation always refers to a series of tactics. 

Scott Harrison has analyzed the methods of the Mass Line and the strategies of Maoist mass 

participation.28 For Harrison, the method shows that the crux of Mass Line is the Party’s 

reiterative method of getting accesses to the masses. 

                                                
25 Wang Shaoguang王绍光, “buyinggai danwang de gonggong juece canyu moshi: qunzhong 
luxian” 不应该淡忘的公共决策参与模式：群众路线 (A Participation Mode of the Public 
Decision-Making that Should Not be Ignore: The Mass Line), in qunzhong luxian dajiatan 群众
路线大家谈 (Talk about the Mass Line), ed. Li Zhu 李朱 (Beijing: Huawen Publishing House, 
2013), 337 ． 
26 This article was edited in maozedong xuanji 毛泽东选集 (Collection of Mao Zedong’s 
Writings) with the name “guanyu lingdao ganbu fangfa de yixie jueyi” 关于领导干部方法的一
些问题 (Some Questions Concerning Methods of Leadership). See English Version in Mao 
Zedong, “Some Questions Concerning Methods of Leadership, ” Selected Works of Mao Tse-
tung, accessed Jan 2, 2021, https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/mao/selected-
works/volume-3/mswv3_13.htm. 
27 Ibid. 
28 According to Harrison, first, the Mass Line requires cadres to gather the scattered and 
unsystematic ideas of the masses; and then, to concentrate these ideas into a correct line capable 
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I argue that unlike civic participation, the structure of “mass participation” is actually the 

“Party-mass” participation (“dang-qunzhong” canyu “党—群众”参与). It is generated in the 

mutual relationship between the Party and “the masses.” As Wang Shaoguang points out, mass 

participation sees the masses ass a partner of the government, rather than its opponent. In this 

mode of participation, NGOs are required to play an active role in society. Nonetheless, solving 

social problems still ultimately depends on governmental policies.29 Wang regards mass 

participation as a “mode of reversed participation” (nixiang canyu moshi 逆向参与模式). 30  I 

agree with Wang who believes that mass participation is “a supplement to civic participation.”31  

How did artists in socialist China approach mass participation? In the Talks at Yan’an 

Forum on Literature and Art (hereafter Talks), Mao Zedong called on artists to go to the 

countryside “to observe, experience, and study” in order to “serve the masses.”32 He encouraged 

artists to incorporate leftist popular cultural forms into rural content. Since Talks, mass 

participation emerged as a major strategy in various forms of art such as woodcut and yangge 

opera in Yan’an period, New Year’s Painting in the early years of the People’s Republic of 

                                                
of advancing the revolutionary struggle; finally, to take this line back to the masses, propagating 
it broadly and persistently and leading the struggle on this basis. See Scott Harrison, The Mass 
Line and the American Revolutionary Movement, online publication, accessed Sep 10, 2020, 
http://library.redspark.nu/The_Mass_Line_and_the_American_Revolutionary_Movement. 
29 Wang Shaoguang 王绍光, “Shehuijianshe de fangxiang: gongmin shehui haishi renmin 
shehui?” 社会建设的方向：公民社会还是人民社会？(Directions of Social Construction: 
Civil Society or People’s Society?), Kaifang Shidai 开放时代 6 (2014): 26-48.  
30 Wang, “Buying danwang de,” 337.  
31 ibid. 
32 See English version Mao Zedong, “Talks at Yenan Forum on Literature and Art,” Selected 
Works of Mao Tse-tung, accessed May 2, 2020, 
https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/mao/selected-works/volume-3/mswv3_08.htm. See 
Chinese version Mao Zedong, “Zai Yanan wenyi zuotanhui shang de jianghua”在延安文艺座谈
会上的讲话 (Talks at Yan’an on Literature and Art), Mao Zedong xuanji 毛泽东选集
(Collection of Mao Zedong’s Writings) 3 (Beijing: The People’s Press, 1966), 84.  
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China (hereafter PRC) and Red Guard Art in the Cultural Revolution. These forms will be 

explored in detail in Chapter 1.  

These socialist visual legacies shed new light on participation in contemporary art. In 

new mass art, mass participation often interacts with civic participation, and the two modes of 

participation are employed alternatively by artists. The coexistence of these two modes 

demonstrates the complexity of new mass art, and expands our understanding of the art practices 

with social engaged implications. Nevertheless, the crux of this dissertation is not about 

considering which mode of participation better fits into new mass art, but how the changing 

boundaries between the two modes affect artistic strategies that artists choose when engaging 

with the society of post-socialist China. This furthermore touches upon another issue: how do 

different modes of participation result in different “art-institution” relations in new mass art.  

 

The Institution 

I regard “the institution” as the third significant concept in this dissertation because new 

mass art always works in and against institutional settings. What is the institution? This term has 

been exhaustively discussed by Peter Bürger in his The Theory of Avant-Garde. Bürger regards 

the term “institution” as a series of principles of aesthetic autonomy which fulfills the needs of 

the bourgeoise.33 It establishes an aesthetic apparatus that determines the visible and the invisible. 

Matei Călinescu develops Büger’s avant-garde theory and categorizes the avant-garde into two 

types. One is the artistic avant-garde, the other is the political avant-garde. The former is similar 

to Büger’s avant-garde, which places emphasis on producing “inorganic” artworks following the 

                                                
33 Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde (University of Minnesota Press, 1984).  
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principle of aesthetic autonomy. The latter is more like ideology determined by state apparatus. 34  

In political avant-garde, according to Călinescu,  

Artists are assigned a special “vanguard” role, but this vanguard role is contradictory: On 
the one hand, artists enjoy the honor of being at the forefront of the movement toward 
social prosperity; On the other hand, they were no longer free; on the contrary, the 
political philosopher, who had generously declared himself a leader, had given him a 
whole program to fulfil, which was entirely didactic.35 
 

The division between artistic and political avant-garde sketches out two different types of 

institution. I name them “art” and “political” institutions separately, and each respectively refers 

to aesthetic apparatus and state apparatus. I argue that the institution of new mass art is a 

combination of the art institution and political institution. We can observe throughout the history 

of art in the twentieth century that these two institutions were either integrated or remained 

discrete in different historical moments. Here I use two examples. One is historical avant-garde 

in the early twentieth century, the other is the mass art in Stalinist era.36  

                                                
34 It has been explored as “ideological state apparatuses” by Althusser, which include people’s 
social practices in the social domains such as the family, the media, religious organizations and 
most importantly in capitalist societies, the education system and the received ideas that they 
propagate. See Louis Althusser, On the Reproduction of Capitalism: Ideology and Ideological 
State Apparatuses, trans. G. M. Goshgarian (London: Verso, 2014). It is investigated by Foucault 
as “various institutional, physical and administrative mechanisms and knowledge structures”, 
which enhance and maintain the exercise of power within the social body. See Michel Foucault, 
Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the College de France 1977-78 (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007). George Agamben also alludes it to “a thoroughly heterogeneous set 
of discourses, institutions, forms, regulations, laws, statements or moral propositions.” See 
George Agamben, What Is An Apparatus? (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 2009). 
35Matei Călinescu, Five Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-garde, Decadence, Kitsch, 
Postmodernism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1987), 111. 
36 I suggest that historical avant-garde has two origins. One was established in late 19th century 
Europe and developed by Clement Greenberg in North America as an elite culture against kitsch 
in post-War period; the other was Russian avant-garde which was based on the European one, 
expanded by Russian artists after the October Revolution (1917) and was eventually absorbed by 
Stalinist mass culture in the early 1930s.  
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Although the strategies of historical avant-garde were different in Europe and Russia, the 

two kinds of avant-garde culture had a common purpose in attacking the institution. European 

avant-garde aimed to secure “low visibility” in art by endowing its pursuit of utopia with abstract 

forms. 37 The reason for the “low visibility” is that artists in the early time attempted to create 

spiritually unfamiliar forms to distance themselves from established art institution. 

Paradoxically, such “unfamiliar forms” eventually became accessible in art institution due to its 

increasing commercial value in the post-War period. By contrast, Russian avant-garde in the 

early twentieth century proposed to merge art with reality by directly engaging with life. In this 

sense, political institution was the major target it attacked. This is because, first, bourgeois art 

institution was not well-developed in Russian at that time, and second, avant-garde artists found 

that they and the newly established Bolshevik regime have similar political ideals. Therefore, 

artists adopted the basic political concepts of this newly established regime, such as “anti-

elitism” and “popularization,” as means to question capitalist institutional settings. No matter in 

what ways these two types of historical avant-garde challenged art institution, we can still 

conclude that in historical avant-garde art movements, art institution and political institution 

were separated.  

By contrast, the two institutions were integrated in mass art movement in socialist 

countries. More precisely, art institution in mass art was under the control of political institution. 

This is because according to Boris Groys, free art market was strictly prohibited in socialist 

countries, and the production, evaluation and distribution of art were highly related to the 

political agenda of socialism.38 Take Socialist Realism as an example. Socialist Realism emerged 

                                                
37 See Boris Groys, In the Flow (London: Verso, 2016), 119.  
38 Ibid.,7. 
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at a time when American commercial mass culture achieved its global breakthrough. In this 

historical background, Socialist Realism was created as a counterpart to American mass culture. 

Soviet artists tried their best to keep art away from free market. As Groys argues, socialist 

artworks were never commodities, especially under the rules of the Soviet type of socialist 

Economy, because there was little market.39 Moreover, Socialist Realism had a very clear 

political mission—creating a socialist new world. It was an art style which was “oriented toward 

something which has not yet come into being but should be created.”40 Therefore, it staged reality 

by depicting a utopian world rather than merging art and reality, which Russian avant-garde used 

to do.  

The separation and integration of the two institutions alternatively impacted avant-garde 

art practices in China since the May Fourth Movement, unfolding a complex landscape of 

Chinese avant-garde art. For the Chinese avant-garde artists, their purpose was breaking the old 

world and establishing a new world. What did the new world look like? As the manifesto of the 

avant-garde organization the “Juelan Club” (juelan she 决澜社) shows, the avant-garde artists in 

the early twentieth century were pursuing a new atmosphere by “constructing a world with pure 

forms.” 41 This context was very different from European avant-garde, since, as Xiaobing Tang 

observes, it was not an attempt to reject the discourse of aesthetic autonomy in bourgeois society; 

rather, this historical context orientated a different purpose of the Chinese avant-garde, namely 

returning art to the praxis of life. 42 I agree with Tang that Chinese avant-garde is different from 

                                                
39 Ibid. 
40 Boris Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism: Avant-Garde, Aesthetic Dictatorship, and Beyond, 
trans. Charles Rougle (London: Verso, 2011), 55.  
41 Lin Wenxia 林文霞, Niyide meishu lunwenji 倪贻德美术论文集 (Essays Collection on Fine 
Arts of Ni Yide) (Hangzhou: Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts Press, 1993), 44-45.  
42 Xiaobing Tang, Chinese Avant-Garde: The Modern Woodcut Movement (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2008), 5.  
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its European contemporaries, because it contains several visual vocabularies of Modernism, such 

as geometric forms and the flatness, which was popular among bourgeois art market and that 

European avant-garde attempted to get rid of. However, what I do not believe is that European 

avant-garde was the only avant-garde genre that influence Chinese avant-garde. The difference 

that Tang points out was not because of the different social backgrounds between China and the 

Europe at that time, but because Chinese avant-garde was fundamentally influenced by another 

avant-garde genre - the Russian avant-garde. This genre believed that the geometric forms were 

not fulfilling the taste of bourgeois society but symbols of deconstruction the existing society.43   

In the early twentieth century, when Russian avant-garde was first introduced to China by 

Japanese leftists, this idea was accepted by Chinese leftists and applied to Left-Wing art 

practices, such as the New Woodcut Movement. 44  I term this avant-garde movement “Chinese 

avant-garde.”45 It had the same mission and approach as Russian avant-garde. Therefore, as a 

newly established art concept in the revolutionary period, it challenged both traditional art 

institution as well as political institution, and the two institutions were separated. With the 

development of the CCP, especially when the Chinese Communists moved to Yan’an, Chinese 

avant-garde were gradually incorporated into the cultural strategies of the CCP through several 

political campaigns. I coin the term “institutionalized avant-garde” to explain the specific 

                                                
43 Groys, In the Flow, 63. 
44 Although there are little historical materials manifesting whether Chinese artists learned avant-
garde concepts and practices directly from Russia, it is very convincing that this Russian avant-
garde mission was learned by Chinese artists from Japanese leftists and was circulated in China 
around the late 1920s and early 1930s. Thanks to this international exchange, China had 
established a new aesthetic order in its revolutionary time.  
45 Xiaobing Tang regards woodcut movement in the early twentieth century as Chinese avant-
garde movement. See Xiaobing Tang, Chinese Avant-Garde: The Modern Woodcut Movement 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), 5. Based on Tang’s articulation, I coin the term 
“Chinese avant-garde” as an umbrella term to describe all the Chinese Left-Wing art movements 
in early twentieth century.  
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relationship between art and institution in Yan’an era. It was “institutionalized” because art 

practices were fundamentally under the control of the political institution of the CCP. It was 

“avant-garde” because when compared with the art in the Kuomintang-ruled areas, the art of 

Yan’an had certain pioneering characteristics embodied in its rural taste, amateurism and 

collective working method. To some extent, these characteristics also attacked established art 

institutions in Kuomintang-ruled areas. In other words, the “institutionalization” referred to the 

internal institutionalization of the CCP. It was the institutionalization within the CCP, the 

revolutionary Party. Therefore, in Yan’an we can see a very complex relationship between art 

and political institutions. The two institutions were integrated within the CCP, but remained 

separated in the areas where the Kuomintang was the establishment.  

This institutionalized avant-garde is temporary. After the founding of the PRC when the 

CCP transformed from a revolutionary Party to a ruling Party, art was fundamentally 

institutionalized. I coin the term “mass art” to describe the avant-garde attempts in the socialist 

period. Like in the Stalinist era, art institutions in socialist China was integrated into political 

institutions. The production, evaluation and distribution of socialist mass art were decided by 

governmental controlled art institutions (also known as “national arts administrators”), such as 

the “Chinese Artists Association” (meixie 美协).46 In post-socialist China, these national arts 

administrators still operated as part of the mainstream art discourse.47 However, the rising avant-

garde awareness in the mid-1980s and the prosperity of art market in China in the 1990s divided 

the institutions into art and political institutions again. I term the avant-garde practices in post-

                                                
46 Julia Andrews, “Appendix I National Arts Administrators, 1949,” in Painters and Politics in 
the People's Republic of China, 1949-1979 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 
407-409.  
47 Andrews, “Appendix III National Arts Administrators, 1949,” in Painters and Politics, 413-
415.  
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socialist period “postmodern avant-garde,” because it encouraged an avant-garde awareness in 

the forms of promoting humanism and free speech in a postmodern context.48 By appropriating 

socialist visual formats, postmodern avant-garde practices rethink the authoritarian political 

system of socialist period. Simultaneously, it reintroduced the concept of the institutions of art to 

China. The reopened institution of art forced art to be institutionalized again. Unlike art in the 

socialist era, the institutionalization in the post-socialist period did not function in a political 

sense, but in an artistic sense. To be institutionalized means to be accepted by art market.  

I argue that new mass art emerged after 2008, because that year witnessed a sharp decline 

of the global art market. In this post-market context, new mass art embraced all types of art–

institution relations. The cases I analyze in Chapter 2, 3 and 4 will show how different types of 

relations affected different artistic tactics in new mass art, and also how these artistic strategies 

together shaped the new relationship between art and the   institution in the recent decade.  

 

The Organization of Dissertation  

I conducted research for this dissertation through a series of fieldwork and archival 

investigation, including twelve months of fieldwork between 2016 and 2019 in Gansu, Guizhou, 

Guangdong Provinces and Shanghai, as well as three months of archival research at the National 

Library in Beijing, the Library of the Central Academy of Fine Arts, and the Library of the 

                                                
48 I coin the term “postmodern avant-garde” to describe avant-garde art in post-socialist period. 
Although several art historians, such as Minglu Gao, regard avant-garde art in post-socialist 
period as “Chinese avant-garde”, I coin the term “postmodern avant-garde” instead, because 
first, I intend to distinguish this genre from what I call Chinese avant-garde in the early 20th 
century, and second, I want stress the postmodern potential of Chinese avant-garde art in the late 
20th century. I will explain this idea further in Chapter 1. Regarding Gao’s research of the 
“Chinese avant-garde,” see Minglu Gao, Total Modernity and the Avant-Garde in Twentieth-
Century Chinese Art (MA: The MIT Press, 2011).  
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Sichuan Fine Arts Institute. Chapter 1 focuses on four critical historical moments – the Left-

Wing Movement in the early 1930s, the Yan’an period, the founding of the PRC, and the Reform 

and Opening Up. I categorize four genres - Chinese avant-garde, institutionalized avant-garde, 

mass art and postmodern avant-garde. I examine how the concept of participation in these four 

art genres interacted with both art and political institutions in different historical moments and 

how their interactions have shaped the changing political identity from “the masses” to “the new 

masses.”  

The remaining chapters are composed of a series of case studies. These cases represent 

different modes of new mass art in post-socialist China. Together, they show how the 

coexistence of socialist and neoliberalist contexts impacts the ever-changing relationship 

between art and the institution, how they affect the multiplicity of participatory modes, and how 

in turn they shape the diverse political identity of the New Masses. Chapter 2 analyzes the 

institutionalized mode of new mass art. “Institutionalized mode” refers to a type of new mass art 

that embeds itself in a series of national art policies such as “Rural Revitalization through Art” 

(yishu xiangcun zhenxing艺术乡村振兴). In 2015, artists Qu Yan launched the Qingtian Plan in 

a traditional Cantonese-style village in Shunde County, Guangdong Province. He placed the 

Qingtian Plan in the new context of Xi Jinping’s “strategies of rural revitalization” (xiangcun 

zhenxing zhanlve乡村振兴战略), aiming to rebuild public welfare and local residents’ identity 

and to promote cultural industry and local tourism. I argue that this project furnishes a sample of 

Rural Revitalization through Art and demonstrates an institutional discourse of how new mass 

art practices participate in rural revitalization in China in recent years.  

Chapter 3 reveals how avant-gardism is still operative in new mass art. I explore this 

theme through the case study of the Shijiezi Art Musuem in a village of Gansu Province and the 
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“Yangdeng Art Cooperatives” (yangdeng yishu hezuoshe 羊磴艺术合作社) in a rural township 

of Guizhou Province. Although both of them are in the rural areas, the rural is not their main 

context. This is different from the Qingtian Plan. Therefore, they do not have any direct 

dialogues with official rural discourse. What they are concerned with is transforming the 

everyday life of local residents through art. The Shijiezi Art Museum promotes a collective 

awareness of wo’men 我们 (we, us, or ours), in order to diminish artists’ subjectivity in their 

creative process and rebuild a dialogical identity of local residents. The Yangdegn Art 

Cooperatives focuses on the “ordinary affects” in local residents’ everyday life. Artists apply art 

to reshape local people’s everyday affects, transform their subject awareness and make them 

affective. I argue that the everyday transformation purpose prevents the two projects from being 

institutionalized, and highlights two avant-garde aspects - merging art and life praxis and 

challenging the institution – in new mass art.  

Chapter 4 revisits the socialist legacy and its contemporary appropriation and 

transformations in new mass art, featuring the art project the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society as 

its primary example. It is a self-organized group located in a historical migrant neighborhood in 

Shanghai with a new and vibrant migrant population. In recent years, its program includes talks 

by artists and scholars, guided tours, collaborative cooking, film screenings, artists residences, 

and inter-city exchanges. By exploring various ways of gathering and producing art/knowledge, 

this project pursues interaction, assistance, and cooperation among neighbors with a series of 

socialist tactics, such as the “mutual aid” and the “Mass Line.” I argue that reactivating and 

appropriating socialist legacies, in the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society, do not mean a return to 

the art practices under the control of socialist institutional settings. Rather, they demonstrate how 

to rebuild human relations by approaching socialist legacies in a neoliberal era. 
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The conclusion summarizes the characteristics of new mass art. These characteristics 

challenge traditional notions and strategies of artistic participation in society, revisit the changing 

institutional settings of art and politics in post-socialist China, and reconstructs political and 

aesthetics meanings of an emerging categories of political identity in China—the new masses.  
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Chapter 1 From the Masses to the New Masses: Participation and the Institution 

of Art in China (1930s-2000s) 

 

Introduction 

This chapter focuses on four key moments in the history of how art participated in the 

society that anticipate the historical references of new mass art. Each of them shows a different 

approach of how art participated in society, and a distinct relationship to the institution. The first 

concerns Chinese avant-garde in the early 1930s. It was the time when Chinese Left-Wing 

Movements emerged in literature, drama, and fine art. In order to motivate the masses to 

participate in national salvation and revolution, Chinese leftist writers and artists advocated for 

the “popularization of literature and art” (wenyi dazhonghua文艺大众化) as their main purpose. 

Drawing upon Russian post-revolutionary avant-garde, the idea of “popularization” (dazhonghua 

大众化) was adopted by artists in various Left-Wing cultural practices such as the New Woodcut 

Movement and proletarian drama. I group these culture practices under the umbrella term 

“Chinese avant-garde,” since it gives voice to a radical critique of both existing art and political 

institutions and aimed at integrating art into the praxis of life. The second moment I study is the 

Yan’an era. My major focus here is how aesthetic factors of the Chinese avant-garde was 

transformed in Yan’an and how art was institutionalized step by step. I use the term 

“institutionalized avant-garde” to describe art practices in Yan’an era, and regard 

institutionalized avant-garde as Yan’an aesthetics which fostered an awareness of mass 

participation in cultural practices. My third study concerns “mass art” in socialist era. Mass art, 
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here, is not the art that is associated with capitalist “mass culture,” 1 but the umbrella term of 

various art practices after the founding of the PRC, such as New Year’s Painting, Huxian 

Peasant’s Painting, and propaganda posters. All the forms aimed to invite the “masses” 

(qunzhong群众) to participate in socialist state-building. Through mass art, Maoist aesthetics 

was established and became institutionalized, resulting in all art and cultural practices of socialist 

China gravitating toward the ambition of “serving the masses.” My last case is the postmodern 

avant-garde practices in post-socialist China. I consider art practices in post-socialist China 

“postmodern avant-garde” because they revived avant-gardism in a series of new art movements 

in the 1980s, and at the same time, reshaped the “art–institution” relation and provided the 

masses with a new identity in postmodern context. Collectively, the participation modes, the art–

institution relations of the four case studies, and the political identities they engendered function 

as a microcosm of subsequent chapters in this dissertation. 

 

Chinese Avant-Garde and Popularization of Literature and Art 

In his book Chinese Avant-Garde: The Modern Woodcut Movement, Xiaobing Tang 

traces the origin of Chinese avant-garde back to the New Woodcut Movement, which emerged in 

the early 1930s. He makes this argument because he believes that the woodcut, a work of art in 

the age of “mechanical reproduction,”2 deployed an avant-garde rhetoric–merging the boundary 

between art and life and showing a radical critique of the institution.3 I adopt Tang’s terminology 

                                                
1 For example, pop art in the 1960s was recognized as “mass art” because it was produced based 
on the capitalist logic of mass production and mass consumption, showing capitalist social and 
economic orders.  
2 Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (New York: 
Penguin, 2008).  
3 Tang, Chinese Avant-Garde, 5. 
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“Chinese avant-garde” to describe avant-garde art practices in the 1930s. In my opinion Chinese 

avant-garde was not limited to the New Woodcut Movement. Instead, it also included all the 

cultural practices that engaged with the Chinese masses. As means of national salvation and a 

revolutionary impulse, these culture activities together shaped the political identity of the 

Chinese masses in the revolutionary time (Fig. 1.1).  

How did Chinese avant-garde engage with the masses? What was its approach? Who 

inspired it? As a response, I will first focus on the basic concepts and theories produced in the 

Left-Wing Literature and Art Movement, by particularly exploring the theory of “popularization” 

(dazhonghua大众化). Then, I will analyze how art practices rendered the theory of 

“popularization” by focusing on proletarian art and proletarian drama, two cultural practices 

advocated during the Movement.4 Between 1930 to 1937, the “popular literature and art” 

(dazhong wenyi大众文艺) practices mobilized thousands of people to devote themselves to the 

revolution.  

After the establishment of China Leftist Writers League (CLWL) in 1930, the first issue 

discussed and studied was the popularization of literature and art. In his 1931 article “The New 

Task of Chinese Proletarian Revolutionary Literature,” Chinese Left-Wing theorist Qu Qiubai 

pointed out: “Only aiming at the masses, that is, the realization of the popularization of their 

movement and organization, and the popularization of art works, criticism…can we create a real 

                                                
4 Why did the Left-Wing movements develop so quickly throughout China? As the efficacy of 
the Republic of China, this period was military compromised by regional warlords, many 
intellectuals committed to liberal values made the difficult choice of siding with the increasingly 
beleaguered Kuomintang government. On the other hand, supported by newly established Soviet 
Union, local Soviet government were set up by the Communists at the mountainous border 
region existing as an antagonist regime. See Tang, Chinese Avant-Garde, 99. 
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Chinese proletarian revolutionary literature.”5 Qu inaugurated the “Movement of Popular 

Literature and Art” (dazhong wenyi yundong大众文艺运动). Since then, Chinese leftists held 

the belief that engaging with the masses was “the first major issue” in the development of 

revolutionary literature. Lu Xun, the leader of CLWL, defined the task of engaging the masses as 

“writers should have ideas for the masses, and try their best to write works that are easy to 

understand.”6 In the “Resolution on the Current Concrete Work of CLWL,” adopted at the 

expanded meeting of CLWL Secretariat on March 9, 1932, Chinese leftists further clarified the 

methods of popularization: “The league should be open to the masses! We should try our best to 

carry out the transformation—the most urgent task at present is to popularize literature and art—

to agitate and organize mass struggles by means of revolutionary mass works, such as wall 

posters, communicators, lectures, and story-telling. ”7   

Similarly, in his 1938 speech “The Issue of the Popularization of Literature and Art” in 

Hankou Liangcai Library, the leftist writer Mao Dun argues that using local dialects and folk-art 

forms to write and create is the current task of literary and art workers.8 From the aforementioned 

texts we can see that the first task of “popularization” is to ask intellectuals to step out of the 

“ivory tower,” participate in the praxis of life of the masses, and adopt the taste of the masses as 

                                                
5 Qu Qiubai瞿秋白, “Zhongguo wuchanjieji gemingwenxue de xinrenwu” 中国无产阶级革命
文学的新任务 (The New Task of Chinese Proletarian Revolutionary Literature), Wenxue 
Daobao文学导报 (Literature Review) 1, no. 8, November 15, 1931.  
6 Lu Xun鲁迅, “Wenyide Dazhonghua”文艺的大众化 (The Popularization of Literature and 
Art), Dazhong wenyi大众文艺 (The Popular Literature and Art) 2, no.3, March 1930.  
7 “Guanyu ‘zuolian’ muqian juti gongzuo de jueyi” 关于“左联”目前具体工作的决议
(Resolution on the Current Concrete Work of CLWL), Mishuchu Xiaoxi 秘书处消息(Secretariat 
Information) 1, March 15, 1932.  
8 Wen Zhenting 文振庭,Wenyi dazhonghua wenti taolun ziliao文艺大众化问题讨论资料 
(Discussion Materials on the Popularization of Literature and Art) (Shanghai: Shanghai 
Literature and Art Press, 1987), 383. 
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the basic aesthetic purpose of literary and art creation. In this sense, the popularization here first 

requires the popularization of intellectuals. However, this task was not carried out thoroughly, 

and it was quickly replaced by a second popular task—to promote class consciousness. In fact, 

“the masses” in this Movement do not encompass the entire population. In “The Emerging 

Understanding of Popular Literature and Art,” the writer and literature theorist Guo Moruo 

clarified that “Popular art, you must recognize that your masses are the proletariat, the workers 

and peasants of the whole China, and the workers and peasants of the whole world!”9 Here “the 

masses” have a clear class orientation, the term refers to the proletariat, the masses of workers 

and peasants, and the groups that constitute the Chinese proletariat. Therefore, the 

“popularization of literature and art” actually means the “proletarianization of literature and art,” 

that is, the creation of proletarian literature and art.  

Proletarian art and proletarian drama were the specific art practices that evolved from the 

theory of popularization. In order to reflect the taste of the proletariat, visual artists discovered 

woodcut as a proper medium. Influenced by German Expressionism, artists turned the traditional 

woodcut into a new style, by enlarging the black and white contrast, strengthening the shadow, 

exaggerating the figure’s shape, and highlighting the conflict of composition (Fig. 1.2., Fig 1.3).10 

Artists chose the realistic themes to highlight the narrative of the image, showing the hatred of 

war, hunger and suffering. Promoted by Lu Xun, the new woodcut style became the major art 

genre which resulted in the New Woodcut Movement in the 1920s and 30s.11 New independent 

                                                
9 Guo Moruo郭沫若. “Xinxing dazhong wenyi de renshi” 新兴大众问题的认识 (The 
Understanding of the New Popular Literature and Art),  Dazhong Wenyi 大众文艺 2, no. 3 
,1930. 
10 New woodcut style was mainly influenced by paintworks made by German woodcut artist 
Käthe Kollwitz (1867-1945).  
11 Lu Xun is the leading figure of Chinese woodcut movement in early 1920s. He began 
purchasing a large number of foreign art book on western woodcut in 1924. The purpose was 
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woodcut art groups, such as the “Eighteen Art Society” (yiba yishe 一八艺社), were developed 

in Shanghai and Hangzhou which pushed the movement to a more political level.12 Since the 

1930s, the New Woodcut Movement was integrated in the cultural practices of the League of 

                                                
looking for illustrations for Lu’s new journals xinchao新潮 (The Current) and dazhong wenyi大
众文艺 (Public Literature). He took great care in selecting visual elements to accentuate the 
main content of every issue, emphasizing translation and introduction of western revolutionary 
literature. Lu also co-organized a series of woodcut classes for the young students in August 
1931 with Japanese printmaker and a primary school art teacher Uchiyama Kakichi (1900-1984). 
On August 17, 1931, thirteen young men from the “Shanghai Eighteen Art Society” (shanghai 
yiba yishe 上海一八艺社), the “Shanghai Fine Arts Academy” (shanghai meizhuan 上海美专), 
the “Shanghai Art College” (shanghai yida 上海艺大), and the “White Goose Painting Society” 
(baie huahui 白鹅画会) showed up at a Japanese language school on North Sichuan Road. 
Kakichi demonstrated basic techniques, commented on various types of prints, and assigned 
regular homework. Lu served as a patient interpreter. On several occasions, to aid Kakachi’s 
instructions, he brought to the workshop his collection of traditional Japanese ukiyo-e color 
prints, modern sōsaku-hanga prints, and British wood engravings. He also showed the War series 
by German woodcut artist Käthe Kollwitz (1867-1945). See Lu Xun鲁迅, “Weile wangque de 
jinian”为了忘却的纪念 (In Memory of Forgetfulness), Luxun quanji 鲁迅全集(Collection of Lu 
Xun’s Writings) 4 (Beijing: Beijing Daily Press, 2014), 482. See also Uchiyama Kakichi 内山嘉
吉 and Nara Kazuo奈良和夫, Lu Xun yum muke 鲁迅与木刻 (Lu Xun and Woodcuts) (Beijing: 
The People’s Fine Arts Press, 1985), 1-4. 
12 Supported by the “National Art Academy in Hangzhou” (hangzhou guoli yizhuan 杭州国立艺
专), Eighteen Art Society was first founded in January 1929, Hangzhou. The name “Eighteen” 
referred to the eighteenth year in the Republican calendar. As the first group to publicly exhibit 
creative woodcuts, the Eighteen Art Society presented a complex picture of how a new art 
practice was articulated and then acquired recognition. It also revealed the tremendous shifts in 
cultural politics and artistic vision at the beginning of the 1930. The society soon split into two 
groups because of the different political positions from its members. As Communist Youth 
League organization which established at academy in 1930 attracted leftist members of the 
original group. In the following spring, Jiang Feng江丰, the printmaker and revolutionary artists 
who later on became an influential bureaucrat in the CCP, launched the Shanghai Eighteen Art 
Society. Compared to the West Lake Eighteen Art Society (xihu yiba yishe 西湖一八艺社), the 
first Eighteen Art Society founded in Hangzhou two years earlier, the one in Shanghai had a 
more leftist orientation. In fact, since the 1930s, the woodcut movement had intertwined with the 
Left-Wing movement. 
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leftist Artists (CLAL) advocating a leftist political mission—opposing the taste of bourgeoisie 

and propagating proletarian culture.13  

In addition to woodcut, playwriters were also active to engage in the proletarian culture. 

In August 1930, the League of Left-Wing Dramatists (CLDL) was founded in Shanghai. The 

league was based on thirteen local art troupes, and it had the initial goal of performing for the 

workers and assisting workers in organizing “Blue Collar Troupe” (lanling jushe 蓝领剧社), an 

amateur self-organized art troupe. At that time, two distinct modes of Russian performance, 

“Proletkult theatre” and “mass spectacle,” had been introduced to China. Both of them insisted 

on the collectivism of theater and anti-hierarchical participation by removing the proscenium, 

introducing different stage levels, attempting to create a unity of action between actors and 

audience.14 Some of them encouraged the use of public space by performing in square, streets, 

                                                
13 In July 1930, the League of leftist Artists (CLAL) were founded at Shanghai Art College. The 
league was made up of art students from the Shanghai Fine Arts Academy, the “New China Art 
College” (xinhua yizhuan 新华艺专), the Shanghai Art College, the White Goose Painting 
Society from Shanghai and the Eighteen Art Society from Hangzhou. The meeting adopted ten 
resolutions of CLAL:  
• To organize practical actions for participation in all revolutions. 
• To provide painting materials for friendship groups. 
• To organize factory and rural sketching group and photography team. 
• To organize seminar sessions. 
• To organize fine arts research centers. 
• To lead various schools and groups. 
• To promote cultural groups and associations. 
• To publish fine arts magazines 
• To hold large-scale exhibitions for Proletarian art. 
• To hold a number of exhibition tours.   
As an organization of Chinese leftist artists, the purpose of CLAL was to promote proletarian art 
and cultural in order to organize the masses to engage within the revolution. Quoted in Zou 
Yuejin 邹跃进 and Zou Jianlin邹建林, Bainian zhongguo meishushi, 1900-2000 百年中国美术
史(One Hundred Years of Chinese Art History, 1900-2000) (Changsha: Hunan Fine Arts Press, 
2014), 87.           
14 Platon Kerzhentsev, “The Proletarian Theatre,” in Bolshevik Visions, ed. William G. Rosenberg 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1990), 131. This article was first reported and 
discussed at the First All-Russian Conference of the Proletkult, September 17, 1918.  
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factories, schools, and so on. These two forms of Russian performance were quickly accepted by 

the CLDL. The CLDL actors and playwriters believed that this in-situ performance provided the 

masses with a direct sense of site and that they would be more effectively in organizing the 

masses. Chinese drama critic Cao Shujun observes that the workers’ performance carried out by 

the CLDL had far-reaching significance:  

First, through their own performance, the workers received a vivid education that 
improved their class consciousness. Second, the workers also trained the league 
members, so that they could contact the workers directly and understood the masses. 
Through practice, the league members realized that the proletarian drama must serve the 
laboring masses. They learned to use legal struggle to carry out work, to adjust measures 
to local conditions, and to promote performance under any conditions. Thus, they 
improved the skills of playwriters, directors and various stage technologies in practice. 
Third, organizing the workers to perform, the league members cooperated with the 
activities of national salvation in various schools. In this sense, the CLDL trained 
revolutionary cadres for the newly established the CCP.15  
 

Both proletarian art and proletarian drama were theoretically framed by the notion of 

“popularization.” This approach was to stimulate mass participation, while their goal was to 

promote proletarian culture, especially class consciousness. This class consciousness not only 

resulted from the particular social and political conditions of revolutionary China, but also was a 

response to the international avant-garde movements in the early twentieth century. As Xiaobing 

Tang suggests, “it sought to address a new public that had never been fully appreciated before—

a public that was at once national and international.”16 Nevertheless, as I mentioned in the 

introduction, the avant-garde rhetoric borrowed by the leftist cultural practitioners was not from 

Europe. It comprised neither the anarchist consciousness of Dadaism and Surrealism nor 

bourgeois’ taste of modernism. Rather, it was profoundly influenced by Russian avant-garde.  

                                                
15 Cao Shujun曹树钧, “Julian” yu zuoyi xiju yundong “剧联”与左翼戏剧运动 (The League of 
Left-Wing Dramatists and the Left-Wing Drama Movements) (Shanghai: Shanghai People’s 
Press, 2014), 25. 
16 Tang, Chinese Avant-Garde, 162. 
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Russian avant-garde after 1917 responded to the question of social reality and art by 

rejecting bourgeois, individually-produced forms of art, which was catered to the taste of a 

patron market. It replaced favored practices that were integrated into industrial production and 

designed for collective reception. According to Groys, the post-revolutionary avant-garde aimed 

to produce a brand-new culture – proletarian culture – as the counterpart of any taste of 

bourgeois.17 After 1917, the Proletkult (an acronym for “proletarian cultural-educational 

organization”) was formed as a coalition of working-class interest groups. In 1918, it had 

become a national organization dedicated to defining new forms of proletarian culture in keeping 

with collective doctrine. The Proletkult sought to revolutionize culture on three fronts. Through 

blurring the boundary of authorship between artists and the workers, it aimed to revolutionize 

culture in labor. Second, through blurring the boundary of location between home and work, it 

sought to revolutionize culture in lifestyle. Third, by creating a revolutionary consciousness, it 

attempted to reform culture in feelings and sentiments. 18 As the founding theorist of Proletarian 

culture Aleksandr Bogdanov (1873-1928) considered, art, literature, theater and music were all 

subject to a reorganization that aimed to bring cultural production in line with collectivist ideals.19 

Influenced by Russian avant-garde, Chinese avant-garde mobilized the masses to 

participate in revolution through the means of “popularization.” On the one hand, it 

demonstrated how Chinese leftists attempted to find alternative ways to save the nation. On the 

other hand, it also voiced a critique of the bourgeoisie culture by propagating proletarian culture. 

Therefore, Chinese avant-garde which launched by progressive intellectuals mobilized the 

                                                
17 Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism.  
18 Zenovia A. Sochor, Revolution and Culture, The Bogdanov-Lenin Controversy (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1988), 134.  
19 Aleksandr Bogdanov, “The Proletarian and Art” (1918), in Russian Art of the Avant-Garde: 
Theory and Criticism 1902-34, ed. John Bowl (New York: Viking Press, 1976), 177.  
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masses to participate in society through popular literature and art, and more importantly, in this 

movement, the “masses” obtained a class identity, that of the proletariat.20 In Chinese avant-

garde, we can see how participation as an art action interacted with the revolutionary masses. As 

an avant-garde strategy, it challenged both institutional settings of elite art and the 

authoritarianism of the Kuomintang government. At this stage, participation was very much like 

civic engagement, and “the masses” here was very much like the citizen in liberal democratic 

context.   

However, avant-gardism had not been internalized into the unique cultural and historical 

context of China until the outbreak of Anti-Japanese War. The Anti-Japanese War was the 

watershed of the Chinese Left-Wing Movement. The change of social and political atmosphere 

under the control of Nationalist government forced the first wave of Chinese leftist intellectual to 

Yan’an, a small county at the border of Shanxi, Ningxia, and Gansu in Northwest of China. This 

spatial transformation also changed the aesthetic order established by the Left-Wing Movement.  

 

Institutionalized Avant-Garde and Yan’an Aesthetics  

Between 1934 and 1936, through the Long March, the Communists ended up in Yan’an, 

Shaanxi, in flight from Chiang Kai-Shek’s attempt to exterminate them. The base area provided 

an idealistic refuge for Left-Wing young intellectuals whose arrival portrayed a backward 

countryside undergoing an exciting social and cultural transformation.21 They mapped the border-

                                                
20 Yanhua Zhou 周彦华, “Qunzhong canyu: zhongguo xiandai meishu yundongzhong de yishu 
canyu” 群众参与：中国现代美术运动中的艺术参与 (Mass Participation: Artistic 
Participation in Modern Chinese Art Movements), Zhongguo Tushu Pinglun 中国图书评论
(China Book Review) 9 (2020): 24-42.  
21 Ding Ling丁玲, one of the most important writers in Chinese Left-Wing Movement arrived at 
Yan’an in October 1936. Her arrival encouraged a number of Leftist writers and artists. 
Subsequently, Leftists such as Ai Qing艾青, Zhou Yang周扬, Ai Siqi艾思奇, Zhou Libo周立
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region culture as the future culture of all China. Did Left-Wing artists continue their belief in 

Chinese avant-garde? How and why was the Chinese avant-garde institutionalized step by step in 

Yan’an? How did the institutionalized avant-garde form the Yan’an aesthetics? What was its 

strategy? How was this strategy applied to art practices? In this section, I will first analyze Mao 

Zedong’s “Talks at Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art” (hereafter the “Talks”) to investigate 

theoretical transformations of participation in art practices and “art-institution” relation from 

Left-Wing Movement to Yan’an practice. Then, I will focus on the transformed visual 

vocabularies of woodcut and drama to show the change in specific mediums. I will conclude this 

section by investigating the aesthetic significance of the term “institutionalized avant-garde” and 

the Yan’an aesthetics it formed right after.  

When artist and dramatists first arrived at Yan’an, they made efforts to innovate their 

styles in order to match the taste of the masses. Nevertheless, most of them never had a clear idea 

of who were the masses and how to get along with them. Although artists attempted to represent 

the masses, they did not realize that they still enjoyed a bourgeois life-style. According to Yang 

Jie and Li Jiefei, in early Yan’an age, writers and artists tried to preserve their Shanghai lifestyle. 

Cultural clubs, entertainment spaces for intellectuals were set in brand-new yaodong窑洞, a 

cave-shaped house popular in Northwest China, in which luxury furniture and decorations such 

as sofa, carpet, hanging lamp, and phonographs were installed. 22 For an impoverished border 

region like Yan’an, the clubs were richly decorated. In terms of literary and art creation, they 

continued Left-Wing literature and art style. As Paul Clark and David Holm have demonstrated, 

                                                
波, Tian Jian田间, Xian Xinghai冼星海, Xiao Jun萧军, Jiang Feng江丰, and Wang Zhaowen 
王朝闻 came to Yan’an. See Li Jiefei 李洁非 and Yang Jie杨颉, Jiedu yan’an: wenxue, 
zhishifenzi he wenhua 解读延安：文学、知识分子和文化 (A Reader to Yan’an: Literature, 
Intellectual and Culture) (Beijing: Dangdai zhongguo Press, 2010), 43-46. 
22 Li and Yang, Jiedu yan’an, 47-48. 
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the elite artists into Yan’an fueled a craze for Western style spoken drama.23 This style did not 

appeal to the dusty farmers and did not have any effect in mobilizing the masses. 

In the spring of 1942, Mao Zedong organized massive program of investigating the 

activities and ideological beliefs of party members in Yan’an. For Mao, these purges were most 

significantly a consolidation of his control over the Communist Party. 24  The Rectification 

Campaign, a thought reform against the bourgeois intellectuals that subsequently established 

Mao Zedong’s ideological preeminence in the CCP. In accordance with the Rectification 

Campaign, Mao spoked in Yan’an at a conference devoted to literature and art in the spring of 

1942. His remarks, later published as the “Talks at the Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art.”  In 

my opinion, although the main theme of the “Talks” was centered in the theory of 

“popularization,” it codified an ideology requiring the dominative role of the CCP in the 

production, evaluation, and distribution of art. This intensified the institutionalization of art 

practices.  

In the introduction of the “Talks,” Mao first affirmed the contribution of the 

revolutionary writers and artists. Then, however, he criticized that they have not “integrated 

themselves completely with the masses of the people here.”25 These problems, according to Mao, 

was caused by “the class stand of the writers and artists, their attitude, their audience, their work 

and their study.”26 For Mao, the purpose of the speech is to completely reverse the dominant 

values of intellectuals and systematically rebuild cultural leadership of the Communist party.27 In 

                                                
23 Paul Clark, Chinese Cinema: Culture and Politics Since 1949 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
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24 Li and Yang, Jiedu yan’an, 81. 
25 Mao, “Talks. ” 
26 ibid. 
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his first speech (May 2, 1942), Mao raised the issue of the stand of revolutionary literature and 

art “Our stand is that of the proletariat and of the masses. For members of the Communist Party, 

this means keeping to the stand of the Party, keeping to Party spirit and Party policy.”28 Later, he 

distinguished three kinds of people - the enemy, the allies in the united front, and the masses and 

their vanguard and identified that members of Communist Party “need to adopt a different 

attitude towards each of the three.”29 As Mao stated,  

With regard to the enemy, that is, Japanese imperialism and all the other enemies of the 
people, the task of revolutionary writers and artists is to expose their duplicity and cruelty 
and at the same time to point out the inevitability of their defeat, so as to encourage the 
anti-Japanese army and people to fight staunchly with one heart and one mind for their 
overthrow. With regard to our different allies in the united front, our attitude should be 
one of both alliance and criticism, and there should be different kinds of alliance and 
different kinds of criticism. We support them in their resistance to Japan and praise them 
for any achievement. But if they are not active in the War of Resistance, we should 
criticize them. If anyone opposes the Communist Party and the people and keeps moving 
down the path of reaction, we will firmly oppose him. As for the masses of the people, 
their toil and their struggle, their army and their Party, we should certainly praise them.30 
 
Mao found that the audiences of revolutionary literature and art in Yan’an were very 

different from those in the Shanghai and the Kuomintang-controlled areas, because the audiences 

in the base areas were workers, peasants, soldiers and revolutionary cadres.31 That means that the 

revolutionary literature and art should work for workers, peasants, soldiers and revolutionary 

cadres. In his second talk (May 23, 1942), Mao referred to the workers, peasants, soldiers, urban 

petty bourgeoisie as the “the broadest masses of the people” and pointed out that literature and 

art should be for the four kinds of people.32 In the “Talks,” Mao stated explicitly and forcefully 

the basic party mission for literature and art. According to him, the party was to oversee all 
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29 ibid 
30 ibid. 
31 ibid., 806. 
32 ibid., 813. 



 49 

cultural activities, and literature and art should unswervingly serve revolutionary causes. It was 

the task of writers and artists, Mao pronounced, simultaneously to “popularize” their products 

and “raise the standards” of the people.33   

In fact, he “Talks” was a summary of the Rectification Campaign among the Yan’an 

literary and art circles. It integrated the theory of “popularization” into the Party’s literary and art 

institution, and made it clear that literary and art workers should work for the masses and should 

be led by the Party. It not only highlighted the idea of going to the masses among intellectuals, 

but also promoted the idea of “going to the masses” as the cadres’ working methods. It is worth 

noting that the year after the Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art, Mao Zedong’s article 

“Decisions on Leadership Methods” (hereafter the “Decisions”) for the CCP central committee 

was adopted by the politburo and published in the June 4 Issue of the Liberation Daily.34 In this 

article, Mao proposed his theory of the “Mass Line” As he claimed “in all the work of our Party, 

the correct leadership must come from the masses and go to the masses.”35  

Arguably, the “Decision” not only summarized relevant experience in the Rectification 

Campaign, but also echoed the “Talks.” Four months after the publication of the “Decisions,” the 

“Talks” in its entirety was formally published in Liberation Daily. It can be seen that these 

articles published from May 1942 to October 1943 dealt with the issue of “the masses.” In this 

sense, if the purpose of the “Talks” was to encourage literary and art workers to go deep into the 

masses, the “Decisions” was to incorporate what the “Talks” advocated into the actual working 

methods of cadres. Collectively, the Rectification Campaign, Forum on Literature and Art, as 

                                                
33 Chang-Tai Hung, War and Popular Culture: Resistance in Modern China, 1937-1945 
(Berkeley: University of California Press,1994), 229. 
34 Mao, Zedong, “guanyu dangde lingdao fangfa de jueding”关于党的领导方法的决定 
(Decisions on Leadership Methods), Jiefang Ribao 解放日报(Liberation Daily), June 4, 1943. 
35 Mao, “Some Questions.” See the Chinese version in Mao, “guanyu,” 854. 
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well as a series of articles such as the “Decision” and the “Talks” gradually formed a set of 

discourse of the mass participation of art, which gradually institutionalized art in the process of 

implementing cadres’ working method. In this sense, participation in Yan’an became an 

institutional task of the CCP in accompany with the Mass Line rhetoric — “from the masses,  to 

the masses.”36 In fact, the core of this rhetoric was the latter part, “to the masses,” because it 

portrayed a two-way interaction between the Party and the masses. On the one hand, the Party 

leaders should collect scattered views from the masses; on the other hand, they should motivate 

the masses by turning those views into systematic positions and experimental policies.37  

In order to motivate the masses, artists and writers are required to incorporate folk and 

rustic resources into their art practices. Thus, artists should leave their schools and factories and 

work directly for and with the peasant masses. This folk and rustic orientation in art 

distinguished itself from the popular literature and art movement of the 1930s. Jiang Feng, the 

printmaker who participated in Lu Xun’s 1931 woodcuts lecture, became one of the leaders of art 

in Yan’an after his arrival in February, 1938. He encouraged the incorporation of folk art into a 

new woodcut style. His student Gu Yuan, for example, developed a personal artistic vocabulary 

that made his prints unmistakably rustic in both spirit and tempo. The countryside depicted by 

Gu was a land of hope and happiness, thriving under the rule of an enlightened CCP government.  

Compared to the Left-Wing woodcuts, Gu Yuan’s works were visually different. The 

shade has been removed to highlight the flatness of each visual figure. The shape was decorative 

and the composition did not precisely obey the perspective rules (Fig. 1.4). In the early days of 

the Yan’an period, the works brought to the countryside were greatly influenced by German 

                                                
36 Mao, “Some Questions.” 
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Expressionism which emphasizes the shadow and the three-dimensional pictorial effects.38 

However, peasants did not understand this visual vocabulary. They were confused with the 

shadow on the characters’ faces and thought they were like ghosts with “yin and yang faces.”39 

Thus, artists had to modify their techniques for the practical purposes to which their work was 

put. Indeed, a profound challenge for many urban artists who joined the Communists at Yan’an 

was to discover the most effective visual vocabulary for communicating with the largely illiterate 

peasantry. Unlike the dark tones and socially critical subject matter of most young printmakers 

elsewhere, the Yan’an works were limited to uplifting depictions of the virtues of the Communist 

army and administration, and were depicted in an extremely simple outline style.  

On the other hand, “Year’s Painting” (nianhua年画), which traditionally depicted the 

auspicious folk iconography associated with deities of the earth and home, were modified by 

artists such as Jiang Feng, Wo Zha, Hu Yichuan, Chen Tiegeng, Luo Gongliu, and Yan Han (Fig. 

1.5). These artists tried to incorporate images of the Eighth Route Army into the traditional New 

Year’s motif as the people’s protectors.40 For example, an unsigned print by Yan Han replaced 

the traditional door guardian with a Red Army soldier, his sword raised in a protective gesture. It 

exhorts: “The Troops and People Cooperate.” Designed to spiritually protect double doors of a 

traditional gated peasant home, it was paired with another image emblazoned with: “Victory in 

the of Resistance” (Fig.1.6). Such works, which replaced religious images with propaganda and 

                                                
38 This was because many of the artists at Yan’an were previously trained as modernists at the 
urban art academies in Hangzhou and Shanghai. 
39 Lu Yanjuan卢燕娟, “cong wenyiqiang dao gongnongbing yuyan: yan’an wenyi zuotanhui 
qianhou yuyanfengge zhuanxing zaitaolun”从文艺腔到工农兵语言：延安文艺座谈会前后语
言风格转型再讨论 (From Literary Tone to Ordinary People’s Language: A Reexamination of 
Style Changes after the Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art), Shoudushifan Daxue Xuebao 首都
师范大学学报(Journal of Capital Normal University) 5 (2015): 111-119.  
40 Andrews and Shen, The Art of Modern China, 132. 



 52 

could be easily understood by peasants, encouraged the faith of the local populace in the 

Communist army.41 What made Yan’an woodcuts and Year’s Painting especially effective was 

that their visual vocabularies incorporated local folk-art style, and themes which were simple and 

drawn directly from local experience.  

In addition to these visual art practices, revolutionary troupes also played an important 

role in encouraging mass participation. As Brain James DeMare argues, the political life in 

Mao’s China can be characterized as a unique mode of mass participatory theater.42 How did the 

Communist dramatists get into the masses in Yan’an? Frist, they created new types of drama by 

rejuvenating existing local performance traditions and infusing them with new ideas. 43 As 

DeMare specifically points out, by adapting traditional cultural forms to help draw audiences, 

actors staged performances using new rhetoric and new ritual, teaching audiences the very 

political culture that was needed to navigate life under the Communist rule.44 Second, they 

established drama clubs such as the “Northwest Front Service Corps” (xibei zhandi fuwutuan 西

北战地服务团)and “Mt. Taihang Drama Club” (taihangshan jutuan太行山剧团) organizing 

rural cadre training classes, teaching peasant activists and basic theater directing, makeup, and 

singing techniques, thereby producing scores of trained or semi-trained personnel for grass-roots 

activities.45 Moreover, “model drama troupes” were established in different border areas, charged 

                                                
41 ibid. 
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43 Hung, War and Popular Culture, 222. 
44 DeMare, Mao’s Cultural Army, 8. 
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with the task of teaching the peasants performance techniques, helping the village drama clubs to 

train directors and actors, and supervising their performances.46  

The most significant drama reform was the reinvention of “rice-sprout songs” (yangge秧

歌), a song-and-dance form of folk entertainment from north China. When the Chinese 

Communists arrived at Yan’an, they turned this popular folk art into a political and social 

medium to promote revolutionary consciousness. Before 1943, dramatists from Lu Xun 

Academy of Fine Art have experimented with yangge dance.47 A series of new yangge plays were 

created which systematic reform the old yangge. In sharp contrast to what the Communists 

repudiated as old-fashioned yangge which focused on deplorable servility to landlords, a new 

type of “struggle yangge” emerged as reshaping the mind of the people.48 This new type defined 

the image of the common people. However, its erotic gestures and love dances were likewise 

eradicated in favor of heroic stories of unstinting patriotic service to the nation (Fig. 1.7).  

The drama movement involved more than just the production of yangge plays. By 

incorporating yangge into Western operatic techniques, the dramatists created a new type of 

                                                
46 Li Bozhao李伯钊, “Dihou wenyi yundong gaikuang” 敌后文艺运动概况 (General Situation 
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drama known as “new opera” (xingeju新歌剧) emerged. The phenomenal success contributed to 

the popularity of this new opera type and reaffirmed Mao’s notion of developing a new national 

form of art.49 This popularity was achieved through collective creation and communication with 

the peasants. One of the typical examples was the opera The White-haired Girl (Baimaonv白毛

女, 1945). It features the story of a servant girl who, after being forced by a tyrannical landlord 

to flee to the mountains where her hair turned white, returned to take her revenge with the help 

of the Red Army. Notably, while the playwrights of The White-haired Girl were He Jingzhi and 

Ding Yi, their names never appeared as the “author”; instead, they appeared as “by-liner” as a 

way of diminishing the authorship and underscoring a collective mode of creation.50 In addition, 

the script was revised many times according to local people’s comments. For example, a dance 

was inserted to express Xi’er’s joy when Xi’er heard that the landlord Huang Shiren would 

marry her. However, at the time of the performance, the local people were unsatisfied with the 

routine, saying “Xi’er, our peasants’ daughter should have backbone.”51 Therefore, according to 

the opinions of the local people, the script writer deleted this dance to highlight Xi’er’s struggle 

and more intensively to express class struggle consciousness of peasants.52 

Notably, the drama movement in Yan’an highlighted that the revolutionary drama was 

not a passive reflection of the reality of people’s everyday life by artists, but a step-by-step 

revision in the process of active consultation with the audiences. This, in turn, mobilized the 
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masses for revolution in a way that brought them closer to the people. As part of the Yan’an 

mass campaign, revolutionary troupes mobilized thousands of people in the countryside in only a 

few years.53  

In both visual art and drama movements, we can observe that art practices in Yan’an was 

fundamentally transformed theoretically and practically. This series of aesthetic transformations 

helped establish the Yan’an aesthetics. I argue that the transformation lies in three points. First, 

the subject was transformed. Although artists in both the Left-Wing Movement and at Yan’an 

period advocated “serving the masses”, the connotation of the masses was different. In Left-

Wing Movement, the masses were constituted by the proletariat who mainly referred to the 

workers in factories. In Yan’an, especially after the “Talks”, the masses had explicit components 

which were workers, peasants and soldiers. Second, the participation approach was transformed, 

especially when the Mass Line was proposed by Mao as the method of the Party leadership. 

Mass participation (qunzhong canyu群众参与), which generated in the mutual relationship 

between the Party and the masses emphasizing that cadres should go into the masses and 

facilitate their participation in the revolution, then became the basic method of artistic 

participation in social revolution. Last but not the least, “art–institution” relation was 

fundamentally changed. After the “Talks,” art activities were strictly under the control of the 

CCP, and were institutionalized as the Party culture.54 The institutionalization was in a more 

invisible way.  
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However, to argue that art in Yan’an was no longer avant-garde was too simplistic. In 

fact, we can still observe an avant-garde impulse. Notably, “to the masses” was the most popular 

propaganda of the CCP. It was accepted by the masses in the rustic-base area of Yan’an, because 

it sounded as peasant-friendly, which the Kuomintang-controlled areas would never achieve. 

Therefore, art in Yan’an, on the one hand, belonged to the CCP institutional settings. On the 

other hand, it was avant-garde, due to its Communist connotations which was placed as a counter 

discourse to Kuomintang government. In other words, as a cultural means of the CCP, the avant-

garde practices in Yan’an were institutionalized, while as a counterculture to the authoritarian 

government where Kuomintang as the establishment, it was avant-garde. In this sense, I regard 

the art in Yan’an as the “institutionalized avant-garde.” It was avant-garde, because it contained 

avant-garde motif of mass participation and rejecting cultural elitism and the authoritarianism. 

Simultaneously, it was institutionalized, because the avant-garde factors were manipulated by the 

institution of the CCP. Nonetheless, this institutionalized avant-garde only existed in Yan’an 

period. After the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), when the CCP changed 

from a revolutionary party to a ruling party, the institutionalized avant-garde was ultimately 

integrated in mass art practices.  
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Mass Art in Socialist China 

I coin the term “mass art” to describe art practices in socialist China. It featured as mass-

focused, institutionalized, and it was produced through mass participation. I will frame this 

section by investigating how the three characteristics of mass art were embodied in art 

movements and genres after the founding of the PRC. In so doing, I will first begin my analysis 

through examining the “art–institution” relation after the founding of the PRC. I argue that this 

“art-institution” relation is very important for us to understand mass art, because it established 

the order of all the cultural production, evaluation and distribution and shaped the ideology 

apparatus in socialist China. Arguably, as I mentioned in the introduction, in socialist China, art 

and political institutions were integrated and were under the control of the CCP. In this sense, 

although hundreds of art institutions were established in Beijing as well as other provinces and 

cities, they were different from those found in Europe and North America, because there was 

little free market in socialist China and all the institutions were founded by the government and 

under the control of the Party. In this sense, the founding of the PRC in 1949 started the national-

wide institutionalization of art.  

On June 30th 1949, the China National Congress of Literature and Art Workers was held 

in Beijing. After the National Congress, the leadership of the CCP among literature and art 

circles was established. A number of national and provincial art institutions affiliated to the 

China Ministry of Culture and the Central Propaganda Department were established. These 

institutions included All-China Federation of Literary and Art Circles (FLAC), All-China Art 

Workers Association (AWA), Chinese Artists Association (CAA), and other provincial art 

organizations, institutions and administrators. At the same time, the Central Academy of Fine 

Arts (CAFA) was founded on April 1, 1950. After the founding of the CAFA, provincial art 
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academies were subsequently founded in Hubei, Sichuan, Shaanxi, Guangdong, Tianjin, and 

Liaoning. These art academies together framed art education system of the PRC. At the same 

year, The Journal of The People’s Fine Arts (renmin meishu人民美术)—later known as Fine 

Arts (meishu 美术), the official journal of the CAA—was issued, establishing the evaluation and 

research system of socialist art. Moreover, the first National Art Exhibition was held in Beijing 

on July 2, 1949, which served as a model for socialist art practices and curation.  

These art institutions advocated that artwork should be educational and should take its 

contents from life, serve the masses, inspire their participation, and encourage their enthusiasm 

for labor.55 In order to strive toward the purpose of making art available to everyone, fine art was 

to be replaced by posters, comic books, and pictorial magazines. Moreover, these institutions 

also stressed the aim of socialist state building via Socialist Realism and the “nationalization” 

(minzuhua民族化) of this genre.56 The latter shaped Maoist aesthetics.  

                                                
55 Zou and Zou, Bainian zhongguo, 135.   
56 Socialist Realism is a style of idealized Realism that was developed in the Soviet Union and 
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was required by Stalin in the Soviet Union following the First Congress Writers in 1934. In 
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importation of Soviet models in art. By the end of the five-year plan in 1958, European academic 
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The circulation of Soviet Socialist Realism in early 1950s witnessed the establishment of 
the scientific and systematic art education. This Soviet-leaned art system was strongly based on 
the Sino-Soviet relation. After 1956 when Soviet new leader Nikita Khrushchev took the power 
and the positive Sino-Soviet relation was broken, this art system was reformed by Mao. In his 
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This socialist “art–institution” relation regulated the masses as the subject of art practices. 

This is the second characteristic of mass art. I focus on two art movements here. One is the New 

Year’s Painting and the other is Huxian Peasant Painting. Between 1949 and 1952, a systematic 

reform of “old art” was attempted. Among various artistic reform, the New Year’s Painting 

(xinnianhua 新年画), namely the peasant art genre from northern China featuring simple outline 

and flatness, was considered the most suitable art form for art’s didactic purposes. This reform 

was not new. As mentioned earlier, during the Yan’an woodcut movement, artist Yan Han had 

attempted to incorporate revolutionary content in his innovative adaptation of the traditional door 

guardians. The New Year’s Painting was based on Yan’an styles in many ways but was on a 

larger scale. As a state-building project, the New Year’s Painting not only incorporated 

revolutionary themes, but also depicted what kind of socialist utopia the new regime would 

bring, by emphasizing representing the happy and uplifting new life of the people under the 

leadership of the new regime. As a visual propaganda aiming to unite the people and to rebuild 

the state after the war time, the New Year’s Painting was the first mission for Chinese arts and 

culture institutions (Fig. 1.8).  

On November 27, 1949, Shen Yanbing, then Minister of Culture, published an article 

entitled “Instructions on the New Year’s Painting Movement” in People's Daily. In this article, 

Shen standardized the purpose, task and requirements of the New Year’s Painting: 

In terms of content, the emphasis should be placed on the new, happy, struggling life of 
the people and their heroic and healthy image; in terms of the painting technique, artists 
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must make full use of folk forms to suit the aesthetic habits of the masses; in terms of 
printing, they must avoid pomp, reduce costs, take into account the purchasing power of 
the masses, and avoid excessive pricing; In regards to the distribution, sellers must use 
the distribution channels of traditional Year’s Painting, such as incense shops, small 
bookstalls, merchants, and so on, in order to embrace the vast market of traditional year’s 
painting. 57  
 

In fact, the publication of this article was significant in a number of ways. First, it was one of the 

earliest documents on cultural policy issued by the newly established government indicating the 

importance and urgency of the New Year’s Painting. Second, delivered in the name of the 

Ministry of Culture and in unambiguous language, it instructed local governmental agencies to 

spread specific official messages through a popular print medium. 58 Supported by the central 

government, almost all artists, regardless of their specialization—including oil painters, woodcut 

artists, traditional-style painters, cartoonists, and illustrators—were enlisted in the project of 

designing the New Year’s Painting during the three years after the founding of the PRC. The 

New Year’s Paintings were reproduced as posters and magazine illustrations. In 1950, alone four 

hundred New Year’s Painting designs were published. In 1952, 570 new images were issued in 

forty million copies.59  

As the Great Leap’s populist fervor mounted, artists started to pay more attention to the 

creative efforts of the peasant masses themselves. Under such circumstance, the Huxian Peasant 

Painting, a painting style which was developed in the Huxian county and focused on the 

countryside, popular enthusiasm and the creative power of the masses, emerged and became 

national-wide known in the 1970s. The painting adopted the strategy of the exaggerated 
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deformation style in the folk art to actively reflect the agricultural production, rural society and 

peasants’ everyday life. The mass participation and popularization of Huxian Peasant Painting 

was a primary means of announcing the arrival of the socialist “new peasants” who, according to 

Julia Andrews, were no longer victimized by predatory capitalists or tyrannical landlords, on the 

contrary, they acted in the service of the community and never hesitant to sacrifice themselves 

for the people.60 Indeed, the Huxian Peasant Painting visually constructed the new identity of the 

peasants under Socialist China. The new peasants were visualized as dedicated, intelligent, and 

politically active masses (Fig. 1.9.).  

Although both New Year’s Painting and Huxian Peasant Painting were mass-focused— 

which means they regarded the masses as their primary viewer —they had different working 

methods. Unlike the New Year’s Painting, the Huxian Peasant Painting, firstly, established an 

amateur style - peasants became artists rather than the materials or objects of artistic creation. 

The artists who created these new images were themselves lauded as a cultural innovation, the 

fact that peasants, proletarians, and educated youths creating work in areas that had previously 

been the province of professional artists. Secondly, Huxian Peasant Painting encouraged a 

collective working method, including collective authorship and collaborations in the production 

process, during which a collective identity was asserted.  

In fact, amateurism and collectivism specified how mass participation worked in mass art 

production, and constituted the third characteristic of mass art. This characteristic was embodied 

in several artworks in socialist China, including the relief panel and architectural design of the 

public Monument to the People’s Heroes sited in Tiananmen Square, the sculpture pair 

Celebrating the Harvest at the entrance to the National Agricultural Exhibition Center in Beijing, 
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the Rent Collection Courtyard, a monumental sculptural assemblage begun in 1960 as a museum 

diorama, and the posters, banners, murals, and other ephemera, many of which were ascribed to a 

propaganda work team in the Cultural Revolution. As Christine Ho argues, these artworks 

manifested manifold forms of amateurism and collectivism in art production. 61 The Monument to 

the People’s Heroes were produced through a collective process and ultimately signed by an 

engraved calligraphic inscription by Mao Zedong. The Celebrating the Harvest and Rent 

Collection Courtyard were identified as a departmental creation by artists from Lu Xun 

Academy of Fine Arts and Sichuan Fine Arts Institute respectively. The propaganda works in the 

Cultural Revolution was created by thousands of people. In my opinion, such propaganda works 

in particularly demonstrated these two characteristics and embodied mass participation in art 

practices.  

The vast demand of Red Guard posters during the Cultural Revolution, forced the non-

professional students to learned to draw and paint in the process of making a works of art. 

Technically, there were many aesthetic principles mandated during that decade, and the most 

prominent of which was the rule of the “Three Prominences” (san tuchu 三突出), stipulated that 

“among all character the positive characters must stand out; among all positive characters the 

heroic characters must stand out; and among all heroic character the major heroic characters 

must stand out.”62 Complementary to the “Three Prominences” were the aesthetic techniques of 

“Tall, Big, and Complete” (gao, da, quan高、大、全) and “Red, Bright, and Shining” (hong, 

                                                
61 Christine I. Ho, “The People Eat for Free and the Art of Collective Production in Maoist 
China,” The Art Bulletin 98, no. 3 (2016): 348.  
62 Wenhuabu pipanzu 文艺批判组(Ministry of Culture Criticism Group), “Ping ‘san tucu’” 评“三
突出”(Criticism of the “three prominences), Renmin Ribao 人民日报 (People’s Daily), May 18, 
1977.   
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guang, liang红、光、亮), explicitly stating how the major heroic figures had to be presented. 

These principles resulted in a rigid concept of composition, demanding the inflexible 

presentation of different types of figures.63 Both the “Three Commences” and the “Three 

Prominences” were actually the simplification of painting techniques, so that the non-

professional students could paint and draw Mao’s portraits.  

Based on these aesthetic principles, many artists were amateurs who learned to draw and 

paint entirely by making the Cultural Revolution propaganda and by decorating architectural 

spaces for the frequent political rallies. The most frequently seen, yet transitory, amateur art form 

of the period was the big-character posters (dazibao大字报) handwritten in bold calligraphy to 

attack a person or policy to be discredited (Fig. 1.10.). Young people who had learned the 

traditional skills of calligraphy were much sought after, and they are encouraged to use their 

skills in this campaign. Of course, the messages conveyed by the posters were intended to take 

pride of place, but the less revolutionary style seems to have been appreciated as well, as 

witnessed by the many stories of posters written by well-known calligraphers disappearing 

almost as quickly as they were displayed.64  

Moreover, as the Red Guard posters tended to be extraordinarily large and required to be 

produced within tight deadlines, the young artists would often plan and execute their 

compositions collaboratively.65 Therefore, during the first part of the Cultural Revolution, most 

artworks, including paintings, posters, sculptures, and political cartoons, were created 
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Cultural Revolution, 1966-76, ed. Richard King, (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2010), 33 
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anonymously and collectively. Personal contribution and credit were not recognized, and thus a 

work was usually attributed to an organization or a collective rather than to an individual artist.66  

The amateurish and collective art production underlined the mass participation of art in 

the Cultural Revolution in a wide range. Notably, mass participation was enacted not only in a 

political sense, but also in an aesthetic sense. As Pang Laikwan observes, the Cultural 

Revolution was a highly aestheticized period, for not only arts produced by professionals were to 

be distributed to the masses, but the masses themselves also became artists.67 Indeed, the big-

character posters, the slogans, the wall paintings and prints on the broachers posters were 

involved in the collective production of art and visualized collective affects of various mass 

campaigns in socialist China. 

The three characteristics of mass art shows how art under the authoritarian institutional 

settings of socialist China became one of the most powerful means to unite, educate, and 

motivate the masses. Indeed, mass art demonstrated its non-western features of how people 

participated in art production and how this type of art engaged in society, as it sought to promote 

mass participation, rather than civic engagement. To this extent, mass art pushed the mass 

participation in art to the highest stage. It contributes to a socialist format of participation in art.  

The end of the Cultural Revolution in 1976 opened up a new era for China. It is a period 

of significant political uncertainty. Deng Xiaoping, the second generation of the PRC leaders, 

announced the policy of “Reform and Opening Up” at the Third Plenary Session of the 11th 

Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party in December 1978, which brought China a 
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new moment of reform. Since then, China witnessed economic prosperity and a series of political 

reforms. Participation in art was transformed alongside this social and cultural context.  

Postmodern Avant-Garde in Post-Socialist China  

I use the term “post-socialist” China to describe this period in which socialist cultural and 

social effects interacted with the free market and neoliberal policies. Art of post-socialist China 

shaped the emerging identity of new citizenship, appropriated socialist legacy in art production, 

and negotiated with both art and political institutions. I propose “postmodern avant-garde” as an 

umbrella term for art practices before 2008. It includes avant-garde practices emerged around 

1985, known as ’85 Avant-Garde Art Movement, through which artists rediscovered the social 

criticality of arts. They revisited avant-garde gestures in order to criticize the ultra-left politics of 

socialist China and its suppression of the freedom of art. Moreover, it also suggests a rethinking 

of “Chinese contemporary art” from 1989-2008, when the art market played a significant role in 

art production and consumption. 68 Through examining two historical stages of postmodern avant-

garde in this section, I will explore how the strategies artists used, the “art–institution” relation 

they dealt with, and the political identity that art practices engendered affected the practices of 

new mass art. 

In response to repeated and increasingly strident challenges to its authority, under Deng’s 

leadership in late 1979, the CCP initiated a series of political campaigns aimed at quelling public 

                                                
68 I treat “Chinese contemporary art” as a specific terminology to describe art in the 1990s to 
highlight the difference between “contemporary Chinese art” and “Chinese contemporary art.” 
The former is a general term to describe art in contemporary China (the post-socialist period). 
The latter particularly emphasizes the market-orientated feature of the production, evaluation and 
consuming of contemporary Chinese art.  



 66 

criticism of its policies.69 As a result, all unofficial public activities within the PRC were (in 

principle) suspended, including those associated with the production and exhibition of art. With 

the abrupt ending of the Anti-Spiritual Pollution Campaign, in February, 1984, a new situation 

developed within the PRC in which many of the prevailing restrictions on the production and 

exhibition of art outside the country’s state-controlled system were effectively curtailed. In 

response to the qualified freedoms after the two campaigns, a new generation of artists came to 

be known as the ’85 Avant-Garde generation, who opted to work openly outside the PRC’s state-

controlled system. They were empowered to develop artistic techniques and critical thinking that 

departed markedly from the socialist cultural discourses.70 

Let us take Xiamen Dada as an example. Organized by Huang Yongping, Xiamen Dada 

produced various avant-garde projects including the exhibition titled “Xiamen Dada: A Kind of 

Postmodernism?” in which artists burned some of their works at the end of the exhibition as an 

act of self-liberation. Painting the slogan “Dada is dead” on canvases in the format of “big 

character posters,” artists showed their avant-garde attitude against any institutional settings (Fig. 

1.11.). In another project “Moving the National Art Gallery,” Huang designed ropes which were 

supposed to installed on the top of the National Art Gallery in Beijing to capture the gesture of 

moving the gallery building (Fig. 1.12.). The two projects incorporated both gestures of public 

engagement and critiques of institutions, through using avant-garde strategies such as bringing 

everyday life and art together. Artists at the time perceived avant-garde as a necessity. As Huang 

Yongping suggested, modern art produced and exhibited in China between 1983 and 1986 was 

                                                
69 These campaigns included a government crackdown on the Democracy Movement and the 
Democracy Wall in 1979, the Campaign against Bourgeois Liberalism (fan zichan jieji ziyou hua
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yundong反精神污染运动) from 1983 to 1984. 
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evidently “Dada” because it had turned the art establishment upside down and contributed to the 

emergence of a new generation.71  

The ’85 Avant-Garde Movement mapped the first stage of postmodern avant-garde. At 

this stage, artists rediscovered social criticality of art to rethink ultra-Left politics of socialist 

period and resist institutional settings. In these avant-garde practices, civic engagement was 

brought back as a strategy of pursuing publicness, since the artists and their allies strove for free 

expressions in public as individual citizens. 72 The conclusion of the ’85 Avant-Garde Art 

Movement was marked by the officially sanctioned exhibition “China/Avant-Garde” at the 

National Art Museum in Beijing and the Tiananmen crackdown that followed.73 Although it was 

suspended, artists in the 1990s carried on these avant-garde strategies and tactics as a means of 

responding to the international art market. This is the second stage of postmodern avant-garde. 

At this stage, socialist legacy was reactivated by artists as a way to expand the connotations of 

“avant-garde.” Artists who wished to keep distance from the market began to take a more 

analytical approach toward this historical legacy. They set out to investigate how history has 

been manipulated and rewritten through visual experiences. To some extent, they revitalized 

what has kept this legacy alive in the first place, namely its alleged ability to engage a wide 

variety of common people as audience and participants.  

A typical example is the “Long March” project co-curated by Lu Jie and Qiu Zhijie 

which involved over one hundred artists from China and overseas. For four months in 2002, the 
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group walked the trek of the historical Long March which was a military retreat undertaken by 

the Red Army of the Communist Party of China to evade the pursuit of the Chinese Nationalist 

Army. Under the leadership of Mao Zedong, the Red Army marched through nearly six thousand 

miles in one year (1934-1935), passing through the Southern Chinese provinces of Jiangxi, 

Guangxi, Yunnan, Guizhou and Sichuan. Artists in the “Long March” project performed 

themselves as the Red Army, marching, producing and displaying artworks on the road. 

According to the curators, their action not only followed the route of the historical Long March, 

but also adopted its method, in spirit and ethics. It aimed to revisit the most idealistic aspects of 

the Chinese Communist legacy through an attempt to re-experience and reconstruct memories 

left by the revolutionary era in its original context (Fig. 1.13, Fig. 1.14). Art historian Chang Tan 

observes that the method of participation artists used were inspired by Mao’s field research 

strategy, which was to analyze the local social structure, formulate policies that would meet the 

needs of peasants, and continue to learn from them while guiding them towards common goals.74 

It was, in short, the method of mass participation. Therefore, socialist legacy was tactically 

reactivated in the participation process of the “Long March” Project.  

It is worth noting that reactivating socialist legacy does not mean the return of mass art. 

Rather, these socialist legacies were revisited in a postmodern context. This context considers 

socialism a commercial product consumed by people in neoliberal societies. Therefore, the 

second stage of postmodern avant-garde demonstrated a complex “art-institution” relation. On 

the one hand, it was institutional critique, because avant-garde practices attacked institutional 

settings in socialist period as well as the political institution in post-socialist period. On the other 
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hand, it was restricted by the undeveloped art institution manipulated by the art market. <= many 

claims are made in this paragraph but it is unclear on what basis. 

This complex “art-institution” relation shows the precarity of neoliberal transformations 

in post-socialist China in which the institutional structures associated with socialism are no 

longer legitimate or empowering tools. In this cultural context, a new category of Chinese people 

was formed. I call them “the new masses.” This neoliberal citizenship means citizens are 

expected to rely on themselves in their life-building process which is related to the 

entrepreneurial way of living or the self-reliable and self-responsible way of life, a radical 

departure from the standard mode of life-building practices under socialism.75 

 

Conclusion 

As a background of subsequent chapters, this chapter sketches a genealogy of 

participation of art mainly in the 20th century, by examining Chinese avant-garde in the Left-

Wing Movement, institutionalized avant-garde in Yan’an period, mass art in socialist era, and 

postmodern avant-garde in post-socialist era. The four types of art portray a series of discursive 

practices in popularization of literature and art, Yan’an aesthetics, Maoist aesthetics, and the 

postmodern logic of Chinese contemporary art. I focus on the variations in not only the 

approaches of artistic participation but also how this approach resulted from/in different 

relationships between art and the institution, and how it helped to establish the identity of the 

Chinese people in different historical moments. The participation of art in China initially 

emerged as a means of engaging with national salvation and revolution in revolutionary time. 

Then, its connotations were extended to state building in socialist era. In this sense, the changing 
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political and aesthetic concepts of participation in revolutionary and socialist China witnessed a 

process of institutionalization through which avant-garde practices began to gravitate toward the 

ambition of “serving the masses.” In the post-socialist era, the concept of participation was 

incorporated into western context which refers to the individual participating in a broader range 

of social roles and relationships. At this stage, avant-garde was reactivated in a postmodern 

context to criticize the ultra-Left politics of socialist period as well as to meet the expectation of 

art market. In 2008, when the global financial crisis impacted art market, the emerge of new 

mass art seemed as a solution to this market-driven logic, because it rediscovered participation in 

art practices as a gesture of institutional critique. Under this circumstance, the relationship 

between art and institution had more uncertainties. 
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Chapter 2 Institutionalized New Mass Art: The Qingtian Plan and Rural 

Revitalization Through Art 

 

Introduction 

In the past decades, working in the countryside and dealing with the rural issues have 

emerged as important features of new mass art. This is due to the trend of “going back to the 

countryside” (fanxiang 返乡) after 2008 and the Movement of Rural Revitalization trough Art 

(yishu xiangcun zhenxing yundong艺术与乡村振兴运动) which has been promoted by the 

Chinese government in recent years. Early in 2011, artist/architect Ou Ning 欧宁 and curator 

Zuo Jing 左靖 purchased two antique, Hui-style houses in the villages of Bishan and Guanlu of 

Yi County, Anhui Province, to start their project the “Bishan Commune” (bishan gongtongti碧

山共同体). Knowing that like many villagers in China, young laborers of Bishan have moved to 

cities to look for a better life, the two initiators believed there was an urgent need to rebalance 

the country and the city and to find a way to reconstruct the countryside so it can draw people 

back home. They adopted the intellectual resources of China’s traditional agricultural industry 

and philosophies of the nature, as well as leftist and anarchist ideas to reconstruct the Bishan 

village.1 They decided to use art and culture as the first point of entry and ultimately hope to 

                                                
1 Ou Ning 欧宁 first paid attention to China’s urban-rural relations when he was doing research 
and making documentary film in Guangzhou’s urban village San Yuan Li from 2002 to 2003. He 
realized urban villages and slums were actually rooted in the failure of the rural economy. From 
then on, he became interested in studying rural issues, learned about Wen Tiejun’s theories and 
work, and read the biography of James Yen 晏阳初 as well as works on the rural reconstruction 
movement of the Republican era. Before starting his own project, he spent years studying rural 
society and social movements and visited the closed James Yen Rural Reconstruction Institute, 
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influence politics and economics in the rural areas. To be specific, the two initiators restored 

traditional Hui-style houses, organized traditional agricultural festival, built public libraries, held 

exhibitions and provided artists residencies which invited a number of artists, designers, 

architects to make works of art based in this village. They proposed to recover the local economy 

in a more sustainable way which might attract the young people to go back to their homeland. 

Although the project was unexpectedly shutdown by the local government,2 the Bishan 

Commune is now recognized as one of the most famous rural new mass art projects in China, not 

only because it manifested the tension between artists’ idealism of rural reconstruction and the 

authoritarianism of the Chinese government, but also because it offers “right” or “wrong” 

prototypes for artists to portray “grey areas” in governmental policies.  

                                                
Qiu Jiansheng’s project in Fujian and He Huili’s workplace in Henan. He also attended the 
“Ecology and the Revival of Rural Culture” seminar hosted by Wen Tiejun 温铁军, talked with 
intellectuals engaged in rural movements in Taiwan, and examined the diverse body of literature 
on Chinese rural society. His research has been turned into a critical review on Chinese rural 
reconstruction titled “Social Change and Rediscovering Rural Reconstruction in China,” and was 
published in the in the book New Worlds from Below: Informal Life Politics and Grassroots 
Action in Twenty-first Century Northeast Asia. See Ou Ning, “Social Change and Rediscovering 
Rural Reconstruction in China,” in New Worlds from Below: Informal Life Politics and 
Grassroots Action in Twenty-first Century Northeast Asia, eds. Tessa Morres-Suzuki and Eun 
Jeong Soh (Sydney: Australian National University Press, 2017).  
2 Early in the project, Ou Ning attempted to revitalize the Harvestival (fengnianji丰年祭), which 
had been a local agricultural festival in the village of Bishan. By reactivating the festival as part 
of the project, Ou aimed at creating a public platform where people from all over the world could 
interact and exchange ideas. However, the Harvestival drew attention from local officials 
because the event was slated to involve several cultural activists from outside mainland China. 
The Harvestival was canceled in 2012 due to its “negative public influence.”  This cancellation 
also initiated disputes in intellectual circles and provoked criticism. Ou Ning was forced to leave 
China and their cultural activities faced a restrict censorship. Ou Ning’s house was turned into an 
Airbnb hostel. When I visited Bishan in 2018, I found CCTVs were installed in Ou and Zuo’s 
house. According to one of the former staffs in Bishan Commune, the after the heavy censorship, 
Bishan Project has to turn to a more consumer-oriented direction. Even the terms such as 
“commune” and “culture” were prohibited by the local government. In 2016, after Ou Ning’s 
quit, Zuo Jing had to shut down the Bishan Commune due to the political pressure.   
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One of the strategies of working with and in the “grey areas” is self-institutionalization in 

order to make participation into what the government wants to see. This chapter will focus on 

this issue through examining how new mass art embeds itself in the Movement of Rural 

Revitalization through Art by looking at the specific case of the “Qingtian Plan.” In 2015, due to 

his success in the “Xucun Project” (xucun jihua 许村计划), artist Qu Yan was invited by 

Guangdong University of Technology to take on a similar project in rural Guangdong. Qu found 

Qingtian Village, a traditional Guangdong-style village in which traditions and customs are well 

preserved. In 2017, after one-year field research with sociologists and anthropologists from 

Peking University, Qu launched his “Qingtian Paradigm” (qingtian fanshi 青田范式) aiming to 

demonstrate an artistic model of China’s rural revitalization. Unlike the Bishan Commune which 

had a clear purpose of establishing a utopian in a village and because of this purpose it opened 

the project up to easy critique by the CCP due to its potential confrontation with the government, 

the Qingtian Plan showed willing to collaborate with the government, through institutionalizing 

the project itself within governmental policies. Therefore, the local government is willing to 

offer support, because the officials believed that the Qingtian Plan provided a sample of the rural 

revitalization through art. In this chapter, I will show how and why this new mass art project was 

involved in this governmental discourse of the rural revitalization through art and how artists 

attempted to incorporate contemporary art into local community by cooperating with county 

government and community cultural institutions. I argue that collaborating with local 

government, the Qingtian Plan demonstrates an institutionalized mode of new mass art. 
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Fanxiang and Rural Revitalization through Art 

In March 2019, an exhibition titled “Art Engaging with Rural Reconstruction” was held 

at the World Art Museum of the China Millennium Monument in Beijing. Curator Fang Lili 

indicated that this exhibition brought an invisible phenomenon to a visible status. In her 

interview with Chinese People’s Political Consultative Web, Fang introduced the context of her 

curation,  

Any culture must stay alive, can be passed from generation to generation. The power of 
art is through the form of the infectious to arouse and activate the rural culture. This is the 
value of artistic engagement in rural revitalization. Taking art as a bridge, we will build, 
protect and restore the cultural and natural systems in rural areas, so that people will 
move from an industrial civilization to an ecological one and have a new understanding 
of our traditional culture.3 
 

This exhibition aimed to explore the significance of artistic participation for China’s current rural 

strategy, and the ways for the artists and designers getting involved in the construction of the 

countryside.4 The Qingtian Plan was selected as one of the samples concluding a trend of new 

mass art practices in recent years, which is known as fanxiang.  

 

Fanxiang: Reasons and Practices 

Fanxiang, literally means going back to the countryside in Chinese. In this dissertation, it 

refers to the art movement of creating artworks in the rural areas based on the needs of the rural 

residents. It is worthy to note that going to the countryside is not only an art movement in China 

but also a global art trend of artists’ interventions in the rural context since the 1990s. In other 

                                                
3 Fang Lili 方李莉, “Yishu jieru xiangcun jianshe dujie” 艺术介入乡村建设读解 (An 
Interpretation of Engaging with Rural Reconstruction through Art), Renmin Zhengxie Wang 人民
政协网 (Chinese People’s Political Consultative Web), Accessed from May 30, 2020, 
http://www.yidianzixun.com/article/0LXRjLo8.  
4 ibid. 
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words, after 2008, the trend of fanxiang in China was not caused by a single reason but by the 

reasons entangling with China’s historical, social, political and international atmosphere. First, 

like Ou Ning, who researched rural experiments by artists and intellectuals in different parts of 

Asia before initiating Bishan Commune, many early initiators were strongly influenced by the 

international rural art trend. 5 Since the late 1990s, artists from different areas of the world have 

been working on the theme of the “rural,” and the “countryside” has become the imagery site for 

artists to engage. In 1998, artists Rirkrit Tiravanija and Kamin Lertchaiprasert initiated the Land 

Foundation in Chiang Mai, Thailand. Exploring a self-sustainable rural environment by using 

natural renewable resources for electricity and gas, the Land Foundation launched a number of 

ecological and environmental projects related to the land and the rural, and provided residency 

for artists around the world.6 In the early 2000s, Mumbai-based artist Navjot Altaf and his 

colleagues built a small, independent art center in Kopaweda, India, to develop projects with the 

Adivasi and peasant communities.7 In 2009, the project INLAND was initiated in Spain, aiming to 

create a system of a symbiotic balance between the countryside and art.8 The most recent attempt 

                                                
5 Ou Ning researched rural experiments by artists and intellectuals in different parts of Asia, 
including Rirkrit Tiravanija and Kamin Lertchaiprasert’s the Land Foundation in Chiang Mai, 
Thailand, the Echigo-Tsumari Art Triennale held in the mountain villages of Niigata Prefecture, 
Japan, and Indian author Arundhati Roy’s opposition to the Narmada dam project and support 
for Maoist farmers. In Ou’s opinion, rural reconstruction is always an international issue rather 
than an issue only in China. He studied these Asian rural socially engaged practices, because he 
believed that focusing on collisions between globalization and local politics, economies, culture 
or traditional lifestyles, these practices explore alternative art systems and culture-based 
strategies to promote social movements and the revitalization of overlooked agricultural regions 
of Asia where rice is grown for food. See Ou Ning, “The Bishan Project: Restarting the Rural 
Reconstruction Movement” in Arts Electronica 2015: Festival for Art, Technology, and Society, 
ed. Jutta Schmiederer (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz Verlag, 2015), 44.  
6 See the official website of The Land Foundations: https://www.thelandfoundation.org/about 
7 Grant H. Kester, The One and the Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art in A Global Context 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 78-80.  
8 Myvillages, The Rural (Mass: MIT Press, 2019), 176. 
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was the exhibition, Countryside, The Future, held at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in 

New York, in Feb, 2020. The project presented investigations by architect/ urbanists Rem 

Koolhaas and Samir Bantal, with students from the U.S., China, and Europe.9  It contested the 

assumption that ever-increasing urbanization is inevitable and explores radical changes in the 

rural, remote, and wild territories collectively identified as the “countryside.” 10  

The rise of this international art trend is partly due to growing economic recession and 

the increased severity of rural problems. In 2019, the Whitechapel Series published the book The 

Rural questioning and frustrating the current cultural hegemony of the urban. It declares the rural 

a place of and for contemporary cultural production.11 For the author, the rural is a shared and 

common cultural space and people use art and their thinking as artists as one way of addressing 

continued and disrupted relations, feelings of belonging, longing and indifference.12 In other 

words, the rural is also a site for proper social engagement negotiating current social problems 

that caused by excessive urbanization and it accompanying rural-urban dichotomy.  

In fact, the emergence of these projects responded to the global rural movements. From 

the post-war depeasantization movement of Western Europe and North America to the Saemaul 

Undong (New Village Movement) of South Korea in the 1970s, the rural movement in the post-

war period expressed what Farshad A. Araghi observed “experience of the Third World 

peasantries between 1945 and 1990, when an increasing number of people who were involved in 

agriculture with direct access to the production their means of subsistence became rapidly and 

                                                
9 “Countryside, the Future,” Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, accessed Jun 30, 2020, 
https://www.guggenheim.org/exhibition/countryside. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Myvillages, The Rural, 12. 
12 Ibid. 
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massively concentrated in urban location.”13 Since 2000, rural issues have been pushed to the 

forefront of the political agenda in countries across the developing world. Agricultural reform, 

income levels, hunting and field sports, housing and road developments, and the future of rural 

services came under threat and provoked the mobilization of a new wave of rural protests and 

campaigns.  In response to the unsustainable rural development, art and creativity have been 

considered a more sustainable rural development strategy. 14 In recent years, a range of research 

has been conducted to guide policy, strategies, and investments in the arts (or culture) in rural 

areas. For instance, in 2015, Arts Council England suggested that rural areas should demonstrate 

greater engagement with art, although funding for creative practices remains more limited 

compared to urban areas.15 Likewise, in 2019, the U.S. National Governors Association (NGA) 

published a rural action guide titled “Rural Prosperity through the Arts and Creative Sector” for 

governors. According to its Rural Establishment Innovation Survey (REIS), the creative sector 

can help state economies thrive.16 

Since the 1990s, China, on the one hand, has been involved in this international rural 

context economically. On the other hand, there are specific cultural legacies in history 

encouraged artists to work on rural issues in which the peasant was a major subject. This is the 

second reason of fanxiang. As Alexander Day points out, the modernization of this country could 

not be successful without rural reform, and peasants were a major political force. According to 

                                                
13 Farshad A. Araghi, “Global Depeasantization, 1945-1990,” The Sociological Quarterly 36, 
no.2 (Spring, 1995): 337-368. 
14 Julie Crawshaw and Menelaos Gkartzios, “Getting to Know the Island: Artistic Experiments in 
Rural Community Development,” Journal of Rural Studies 43 (2016):134-144.  
15 Arts Council England, 2015. Rural Evidence and Data Review. Analysis of Arts Council 
England Investment, Arts and Cultural Participation and Audiences. 
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/media/uploads/pdf/Rural_evidence_and_data_ review.pdf. 
16 National Governors Association, Rural Prosperity Theory, The Arts & Creative Sector: A Rural 
Action Guide for Governors and States, 2019, 7-8. 
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Day, the peasant has always been a centerpiece in Chinese history and politics, and political 

stances within China are closely related to the way one views the peasant’s role in history. 17 In 

order to educate the peasants, diverse experiments that focused on self-government, mass 

education, and agricultural development were implemented through the “Rural Reconstruction 

Movement” (xiangcun jianshe yundong乡村建设运动) during the 1920s and ’30s in rural 

counties, townships, and villages in Hebei, Shandong, Fujian, Zhejiang, and Chongqing. Among 

them, art was used art as a source of education. In Northwest China, Mao Zedong and his 

Communist Party set up an agricultural production committee in Yan’an, then capital city of the 

CCP, to experiment with small scale self-sufficient agricultural development and overcome 

economic blockades by the Japanese Army. They believed that art and literature should serve the 

workers, peasants, and soldiers. Thus, the CCP sent woodcut teams, revolutionary troupes, and 

literature groups to the countryside to observe and learn from the peasants in order to use art to 

mobilize the peasants to serve the Party. As I have discussed in Chapter 1, the concept of 

“serving the workers, peasants, and soldiers” has been rooted in Chinese art, and the countryside 

has been tied with it since the Yan’an period. As Wu Ka-Ming indicates, “after Talks at the 

Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art, Chinese art has been fundamentally ruralized.”18 In the view 

of the CCP, art should be ruralized because the countryside is the origin place of the masses who 

constitute a major portion of the Chinese people.  

Third, in addition to the historical factors, fanxiang, today, aims at providing a solution to 

China’s rural decline. In 2000, Li Changping, a rural cadre from Hubei Province, wrote an open 

                                                
17 Alexander F. Day, The Peasant in Postsocialist China: History, Politics and Capitalism 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 2.  
18 Wu Ka-Ming. Reinventing Chinese Tradition: The Cultural Politics of Late Socialism 
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2015), 14. 
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letter to Premier Zhu Rongji, which later on was published in the magazine Nanfang Zhoumo, 

titled “I Spoke Truth to the Premier” (wo xiang zongli shuo shihua 我向总理说实话). In this 

letter, Li claims “The peasants are really suffering; the villages are really poor; and the 

agriculture is really in a crisis.” 19 Calling attention to the sufferings and grievances of the peasant 

population, the letter instilled a nationwide debate and pushed intellectuals’ to critique the issues 

of sannong 三农, a term proposed by Chinese sociologist Wen Tiejun, which could either 

literally refer to “agriculture, peasants, and rural societies” or allude to the decline in the three 

categories.20 According to Wen, the sannong issues were caused by the economy-focused rural 

modernization beginning in the 1980s which resulted in the dramatic decline of peasant living 

conditions and rural society, the violence of rural activism, and resource expropriation.21 Indeed, 

the CCP focused on urban development during the Reform and Opening Up, and as a result, 

China faced dramatic rural decline with numerous problems such as industrial pollution, 

governmental corruption, rural-urban divide, migrant crisis, and so on. These problems increased 

the burden on peasants and caused a large amount of rural activism. Under such circumstances, 

Chinese artists in the last two decades have been involved in the development of countryside to 

criticize globalization and over-urbanization, reiterate the importance of local problems, and try 

to explore an alternative path of development in China. 22 

                                                
19 Li Changping 李昌平, “Wo xiang zongli shuo shihua” 我向总理说实话 (I Spoke Truth to the 
Premier), Nanfang Zhoumo 南方周末 (Southern Weekend), August 24, 2000.  
20 See Wen Tiejun 温铁军, “Xiandaihua weiji yu zhongguo xin nongcun jianshe”现代化危机于
中国农村建设 (Crisis of modernization and new countryside construction in China), Zhongguo 
xiangcun faxian wang 中国乡村发现网 (China Rural Observation),  accessed May 5, 2019, 
http://www.zgxcfx.com/Article/51702.html.  
21 ibid. 
22 Meiqin Wang, “Place-making for the People: Socially Engaged Art in Rural China,” China 
Information 32, no. 2 (2018): 244-269. 
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Last but not the least, fanxiang offered an alternative mode for Chinese contemporary art 

and released pressure from the recession of art market after 2008. With the depression of the 

global art market caused by the 2008 global financial crisis, artists who used to work and live in 

Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou, where domestic and international art markets and galleries 

were located, returned to their homeland to keep their expenses low. At the same time, they 

pursued creation in social dimensions and distanced themselves from market-oriented art 

production. The rural, the margins of politics, economics, and culture of mainland China, 

provides artists with a proper site to avoid the political “Red Line,” a term used as a metaphor for 

the authoritarian ideological control exerted by the CCP.  

 

Practices and Discourses of Rural Revitalization through Art 

In addition to the trend of fanxiang, the rise of new mass art in countryside is also 

connected to the national Movement of Rural Revitalization trough Art. It includes art and 

academic activities which actively respond to recent rural and cultural policies. Similar to the 

exhibition “Art Engaging with Rural Reconstruction,” the “Yearbook Exhibition of 2018 

Chinese Contemporary Art” held in Beijing Minsheng Art Museum in 2019. It opened a section 

of “Art and Rural Revitalization” (yishu yu xiangcun zhenxing艺术与乡村振兴). This 

exhibition documented rural art projects and their research showing a rural turn of Chinese 

contemporary art. Almost at the same time, seminars and forums were organized by Chinese art 

historians, anthropologists, and cultural researchers in Beijing and Chongqing such as “Art and 

Rural Reconstruction Forum” held by China Art Academy in March 2019, “Public Art and 

Community Renewal” co-organized by the University of Arizona and Sichuan Fine Arts Institute 

in November 2018, and “100 Year, 100 Academies, and 100 Villages: China Rural Art 
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Education Project” held by Sichuan Fine Arts Institute in April 2019. Collectively, these art 

exhibitions, academic forums, seminars and conferences have responded to China’s changing 

cultural policies in rural areas. One is China’s president Xi Jinping’s Talks at Literature and Art 

in 2014, which positively responded to Mao Zedong’s Talks at Yan’an Forum on Literature and 

Art (1942), emphasizing the social function of literature and art is serving the people. The other 

is the “Rural Revitalization” (xiangcun zhenxing 乡村振兴) policy proposed on the 19th 

National Congress of the Communist Party of China in 2018 which highlighted the importance 

of art and culture activities engaging with rural societies and the increasing attention to the rise 

of Chinese creative economy. 

In fact, the two policies are coherent. The former declared that artists, film-makers, and 

TV personalities will be sent to live among the masses in rural areas to “form a correct view of 

art,” which echoes Mao Zedong’s policy of “sending down” intellectuals to labor among the 

peasants.23 The Xinhua News Agency, the media administration of the Communist Party, 

analyzed that the move “will be a boost in helping artists form a correct view of art and create 

more masterpieces.”24 The latter facilitates the former providing the proper context for 

implementations. Many scholars believe that the series of cultural policies imposes tight controls 

over art and culture. For example, Joseph Cheng, a scholar of political science, described the 

                                                
23 Xi Jinping 习近平, “Zai wenyi zuotianhui shang de jianghua”在文艺座谈会上的讲话 (Talks 
at the Forum on Literature and Art), Xinhuawang新华网(Xinhua Net), Oct 14, 2015, accessed 
from May 30, 2020, http://www.xinhuanet.com//politics/2015-10/14/c_1116825558.htm. 
24 Zhou Wei, Shi Jingnan and Wang Sibei, “fenli shuxie zhonghuaminzu xinshishi: xiezai Xi 
Jinping zongshuji wenyi gongzuo zuotanhui fabiao wu zhounian zhiji”奋力书写中华民族新史
诗：在习近平总书记文艺工作座谈会发表五周年之际 (Strive to Write A New Epic for the 
Chinese Nation: On the Occasion of the Fifth Anniversary of General Secretary Xi Jinping’s 
Important Speech Delivered at the Symposium on Literature and Art), Xinhuawang新华网
(Xinhua Net), Oct 14, 2019, accessed from May 30, 2020, 
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/leaders/2019-10/14/c_1125103020.htm. 
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move as a Mao-style “rectification campaign” aimed at silencing potential critics as Xi leads a 

far-reaching anti-graft sweep.25 Simultaneously, the Guardian News commentator Oliver 

Wainwright believes that these projects are the outcomes of Xi’s new rural policies. Revealing a 

pessimistic attitude, he comments that how Xi’s initiative develops remains to be seen, but many 

see it as a reactionary move, the latest step in consolidating his iron grip on the country, as the 

strongest leader since Mao.26 

In my conversations with the artists and cultural workers, they all admitted that the tight 

control gradually shaped a “governmental discourse of rural revitalization” (zhengfu xiangjian 

huayu政府乡建话语).27 However, in my opinion, this does not indicate a thorough return of 

Mao. The reasons are as follows. First, despite the very purposeful echoing of Mao’s policies, 

these ways of engaging with the people are radically different in context, conditions, and 

political aim. Mao’s was inscribed in the mass line and in a characterization of the peasants as 

“revolutionary.” Although Xi claimed that artists should engage in the masses, the masses here 

have a completely integrated global economy in decades in which “peasants” have lost their 

political status. Second, the policies in Xi’s period are always obscure when they have been put 

into practice and the boundary of governmental policy keeps moving back and forth according to 

cultural reactions. For instance, reexamining the history of Rural Reconstruction Movement in 

the Republic of China became a major issue in contemporary rural revitalization. This return 

                                                
25Joseph Cheng, “China to Send Artists to Countryside: Report,” Business Insider, Dec, 1, 2014, 
accessed from May 30, 2020, https://www.businessinsider.com/afp-china-to-send-artists-to-
countryside-report-2014-12?IR=T. 
26 Oliver Wainwright, “Our Cities Are Insufferable: Chinese Artists Go Back to the Land,” The 
Guardian, Dec 2, 2014, accessed from May 30, 2020, 
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/dec/02/chinese-artists-rural-rebellion-xi-
jinping. 
27 I discussed these issues in my formal and informal interviews with artists Jiao Xingtao焦兴涛, 
Qu Yan渠岩, Zuo Jing左靖 and his assistant Xing Rui邢睿.   
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could never happen in Maoist era. In November 2018, the exhibition “Pioneering Experiences of 

Rural Reconstruction” was held in Southwest University in Chongqing, China, showing the 

genealogy of China’s rural reconstruction. It traces the history of Rural Reconstruction 

Movement back to late Qing Dynasty and the early Republic of China and suggests that the two 

periods brought significant rural movements to the public. As co-curator Wen Tiejun states in the 

exhibition catalogue, 

The 19th National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party has put forward the 
comprehensive implementation of the rural revitalization strategy. However, you may not 
be aware that the century-long rural reconstruction movement since the end of the Qing 
dynasty has accumulated profound historical experience for the rural revitalization 
strategy in the new era.28  

Wen’s statement summaries the contributions of the Rural Reconstruction Movement in the 

Republic of China. It also showed that the CCP began to accept rural reconstructions which were 

not conducted by them and much earlier than what they did. In fact, holding this exhibition and 

successfully passing the censorship signified that China’s central government has been accepting 

new perspectives on rural reconstruction. This provides arts freedom to some extent, and became 

the major reason for the rise of “Rural Revitalization through Art” phenomenon in new mass art 

practices.  

 

                                                
28 Wen Tiejun温铁军 and Pan Jia’en 潘家恩, Zhongguo xiangcun jianshe bainian tulu 中国乡村
建设百年图录(The Documents of the One Hundred Years History of China’s Rural 
Construction) (Chongqing: Southwest Normal University Press, 2018), 1.  
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Qu Yan and the Qingtian Plan 

Qu Yan belongs to the first generation of Chinese avant-garde artists. He was active 

during the ’85 Avant-Garde Art Movement and left for Eastern Europe in 1992. After five-year 

teaching at the Academy of Fine Arts in Prague, Czech Republic, Qu returned to China and 

settled in Beijing as an independent artist and photographer. In 2008, Qu arrived in Xu Village, 

located in Heshun County, Jinzhong City, Shanxi Province, to conduct a photographic study of 

rural rights, beliefs, and lifestyles. After publishing photograph series “The Space of Power,” 

“The Space of Faith” and “the Space of Lives,” he was asked by a native and high-ranking 

official in the county of Heshun to turn some of the local old and dilapidated buildings into an art 

studio (Fig.3.1, Fig. 3.2). After his participatory observation, Qu has been getting along well 

with the villagers. Thus, he decided to focus on creating works of art that deals with social issues 

of this rural community and which should be made in the specific public areas of this village.29 In 

the same year, he launched the Xucun Project exploring cultural and artistic approaches to rural 

reconstruction. The Xucun Project aimed at reformulating the local culture through activities 

such as restoring endangered residential houses, organizing international art festival, and 

building the Xu Village art square.30  In the project manifesto, Qu and his collaborators thus 

proposed “The New Village Restoration Project”,  

On the premise of respecting the tradition and cultural style, we hope to restore the 
traditional folk houses and villages with contemporary techniques. On the basis of 
collecting and sorting out the traditional handicrafts, we hope to find the relevant parts of 
today’s life and promote them, so as to integrate tradition in contemporary life. To revive 
and inherit traditional festivals and ceremonies and integrate them in contemporary 
lifestyle and “cultural habits” (wenming xisu 文明习俗), we hope to establish a new and 
complete system of activity space and “East Asian lifestyle” (dongfang shenghuo fangshi 

                                                
29 Qu Yan渠岩, interviewed by Yanhua Zhou, online interview, April 26, 2020. 
30 ibid. 
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东方生活方式). We aim to restore a spiritual, ethical, caring and humane modern 
Chinese village.31 

In 2011, Qu Yan initiated the first Heshun International Art Festival (Fig. 3.3). Every two 

years, he invited twenty international and domestic artists to participate in the festivals. They 

have restored residential houses, delivered talks, organized seminars, held music concert, and so 

on. Collaborating with villagers, the art festivals have intensified mutual understandings between 

artists and villagers, and at the same time, each festival has attracted tens of thousands of visitors 

to Xu Village and together with the commune, it has boosted business for family-run 

guesthouses in the area and provided a sales outlet for local artisans.32 

In December 2015, because of the success of the Xucun Project, Guangdong University 

of Technology invited Qu to take on a similar project in rural Guangdong. After field research, 

Qu chose Qingtian Village, located in Xingtan Town, Shunde, one of the most affluent counties 

in Guangdong and mainland China, and the birthplace of Cantonese cuisine. I first arrived at 

Qingtian in July 2019. It was much more urbanized than I imagined. Commercial apartments and 

factories surrounded the village. The whole Xingtan Town was like a city. Compared to the 

surroundings, Qingtian Village was much more traditional. Fish farming was their major 

industry; therefore, fish ponds were scattered outside the village. The fish ponds belonged to the 

village collective. If contracted to outsiders, each villager could earn 4000-5000 RMB year-end 

bonus. Young people here still worked away from home, but because Shunde is rich, they did not 

go far. They worked and run businesses nearby, and sometimes they came back to live in the 

                                                
31 Qu Yan渠岩, “Qingtian xiangmu keti shenbao shu” 青田项目课题申报书 (Grant Proposal of 
the the Qingtian Plan), by courtesy of Qu Yan, Jul 10, 2019. 
32 Qu Yan渠岩, “The Case for an Artistic Revival of Rural China,” Sixth Tone, Jul 24, 2019, 
accessed from May 31, 2020, http://www.sixthtone.com/news/1004264/the-case-for-an-artistic-
revival-of-rural-china. 
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village or visited their parents on weekends. Because there was no school in the village, children 

lived with their parents in town. Therefore, there were few left-behind children.33  

The size of the village was not large, covering an area of only 50 mu. While the census 

listed 100 households, there were only 60. Many houses built in the 1940s are empty and have 

not been remodeled for a long time.34 The environment was well-preserved (Fig. 3.4). To the 

south of the village was a large fish pond. The village was surrounded by a canal. Some houses 

were lined with stone steps. When there was no running water, people could go straight down the 

canal to wash their clothes (Fig. 3.5). Qu wrote his first impression of Qingtian in his article 

“The Qingtian Paradigm: A Local Ethic and Design Practice Based on the Reconstruction of Life 

Style”: 

Although Qingtian is an ordinary village in Guangdong, the “traditional clues” 
(chuantong de xiansuo 传统的线索) in the village are clearly visible, and the traces of 
history can be followed, presenting a special regional style. It is an organic part of 
Shunde culture. It not only retains the complete physical form of the village, but also 
continues the vivid rural life scene. Small bridge, running water, banyan tree, and 
complete water system around the village… this ordinary little water town contains the 
“code of Chinese civilization” (zhonghua wenming de mima 中华文明的密码).35  
 
Composed of Students from College of Art and Design, Guangdong University of 

Technology, faculties from Rural Reconstruction Research Institute of Southern China, and 

Yungshutou Village Conservation Public Welfare Foundation, Qu Yan’s team spent a year on 

researching Qingtian Village in 2016. After one-year field research, they identified nine key 

cultural elements to be preserved and revitalized, including village customs, ancestral trees, local 

                                                
33 Chen Biyun陈碧云, interviewed by Yanhua Zhou, formal interview/ Qingtian, Jul 9, 2019. 
34 ibid. 
35 Qu Yan渠岩, “Qingtian fanshi: Yizhong jiyu shenghuo yangshi chongjian de xiangtu lunli yu 
sheji shijian” 青田范式：一种基于生活样式重建的乡土伦理与设计实践 (Qingtian Paradigm: 
A Local Ethics and Design Practice Based on Life Style Reconstruction), Zhuangshi 装饰
(Decoration), no. 12, (2019): 96-99. 
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production techniques, and village deities. What Qu had learned from experiences in Xucun and 

Qingtian villages was that, although artists must approach the work of rejuvenating a village 

differently than businessmen or officials, that doesn’t mean they cannot be successful. As Qu 

claims, “In the absence of capital and power, artists can affect change through empathy and the 

rebuilding of emotional connections between villagers and their community.”36 However, he also 

realized the drawbacks of artists doing rural reconstruction. As he indicates,  

Because artists and designers are limited by their “subject knowledge” (zhuguan zhishi 主
观意识), they often fall into the circle of “technical village construction” (jishu xiangjian 
技术乡建) with single knowledge weakness. Their “self-expression” (zhuguan biaoda 主
观表达) has drowned the cultural spirit and emotional appeal of the “subject of the rural 
world” (xiangtu shijie de zhuti 乡土世界的主体). They lack respect for the historical 
context, life tradition and emotional appeal of the rural society, and still continue the 
“beautiful countryside” (meili xiangcun 美丽乡村) reconstruction project.37 
 

He lists three incorrect ways of rural reconstructions. First, “self-expression” which 

breaks away from the “design” routine of cultural spirit; second, “makeup and cosmetology” 

(huazhuang meirong化妆美容) which refers to the “violent aesthetic mode” (baoli meixue 

moshi 暴力美学模式) with immediate effect; third, “subjective concealment” (zhuguan nizao 主

观拟造) which is regarded as whimsical rural “landscape” manufacturing. 38 Qu believes that to 

the hundreds of millions of Chinese who were born in the countryside, their villages are not just 

places where they live or sites of material production. Rather they constitute the “spiritual home” 

(jingshen jiayuan 精神家园) of Chinese people. To protect these places is to give their 

inhabitants the chance to hold on to what makes them special, which means restoring not only 

                                                
36 Qu Yan, “The Case for an Artistic Revival of Rural China.”  
37 Qu Yan, “Qingtian fanshi,” 96-99. 
38 Ibid. 
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their houses, but also their livelihoods, customs, traditions, and faiths.39 Bearing this in mind, on 

March 19, 2017, Yungshutou Village Conservation Public Welfare Foundation, College of Art 

and Design, Guangdong University of Technology and Xingtan township government signed the 

“Agreement on the Co-construction Framework Southern China Rural Reconstruction Research 

Institute” implementing the “Qingtian Paradigm”  

 

The Qingtian Paradigm  

According to Qu Yan, the Qingtian Paradigm is based in the respect for traditional culture 

and local knowledge and emphasizes local specificity. Taking “locality” (difangxing 地方性) as 

its central concern, it unfolds the elements and clues of rural history, politics, economy, belief, 

customs, education, environment, farming, folk art, aesthetics and other aspects to form a new 

cultural value and social formation. It aims to build the rural community in the world and the 

spiritual homeland of Chinese people.40 In doing so, Qu listed nine relationships to explore the 

revitalization of rural China (Fig. 3.6). The nine relationships are as follows:  

• The “Liu clan hall” (liujia citing 刘家祠堂) - the relationship between man and soul 
which refers to traditional clan cohesion (zongzu ningju宗族凝聚). 

• The “Qingli academy” (qingli shuyuan 青藜书院) - relationship between people and 
sages which refers to traditional farming-reading family (gengdu chuanjia耕读传家). 

• The “Guandi temple” (guandi miaotang关帝庙堂) - the relationship between man and 
god which refers to traditional loyalty, propriety and faithfulness (zhongyi lixin忠义礼
信). 

• The “village layout” (cunluo buju村落布局) - the relationship between people and the 
environment which refers to traditional natural geomancy (ziran fengshui自然风水). 

• The “ritualistic society” (lisu shehui礼俗社会) - the relationship between people which 
refers to traditional local rules and conventions (xianggui minyue乡规民约). 

                                                
39 Qu Yan, “The Case for an Artistic Revival of Rural China.”  
40 Qu Yan, “Qingtian xiangmu”. 
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• The “restoration of old houses” (laozhai fuxiu老宅复修) - the relationship between man 
and family which refers to traditional kinship and faith (xuemai Xinyang血脉信仰). 

• The “mulberry fish pond” (sangji yutang 桑基鱼塘) - the relationship between man and 
farming which refers to traditional ecological sustainability (shengtai yongxu生态永续). 

• The “handicraft workshop” (wuchan gongfang物产工坊) - the relationship between 
people and objects which refers to traditional craftmanship (minyi gongzao 民艺工造). 

• The “economic mutual aid” (jingji huzhu 经济互助) - the relationship between people 
and affluence which refers to traditional abundant food and clothing (fengyi zushi 丰衣足
食).41 

 

As anthropologist Liu Shuman analyzes, the nine paradigms can hardly be fully presented in the 

war-torn north. However, because Qingtian has unique environmental conditions, it makes the 

local context relatively intact. She believes that the paradigms aim to promote villagers’ 

subjectivity, respect local knowledge and rebuild their spiritual homeland.42   

Following the nine paradigms, Qu recalled his experiences of contemporary art and tried 

to incorporate it into local folk custom and natural environment. The purpose of this plan is to 

use contemporary art to find the lost folk customs and to promote local industry. 43 In other words, 

the project target is to link the folk culture protection, cultural tourism, organic agriculture, 

leisure vacation and other economic industries together. To do so, Qu organized volunteers and 

professionals to clean the flagstone road, bury the water and electricity pipelines, dredge rivers, 

decontaminate reservoirs, and raise koi fish in order to beautify the pond. He also remodeled old 

residential and dilapidated houses, preserved the appearance of traditional residential houses, and 

                                                
41 Qu Yan渠岩, Jiexian de Muguang 界限的目光 (The Sight of Boundary) (Beijing: Shangwu 
yinshu guan, 2018), 307.  
42 Liu Shuman刘姝曼, “yishu jieru xiangcun jianshe de huishou, fansi yu zhanwang: jiyu 
‘qingtian fanshi’ de renleixue kaocha” 艺术介入乡村建设的回首，反思与展望：基于“青田
范式”的人类学考察 (Retrospect, Reflection and Prospect of Art’s Involvement in Rural 
Construction: An Anthropological Investigation Based on the “Qingtian Paradigm”), Minzu Yilin
民族艺林 (Journal of Ethnic Art), no. 4, (2017): 5-13. 
43 Qu Yan, “Qingtian xiangmu.” 
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improved the public space and sanitary facilities of residential areas. These restorations not only 

retained the unique beauty of traditional Chinese villages, but also adapted to the contemporary 

lifestyle. Moreover, Qu turned the old silkworm factory into the Qingtian Folk Art Museum in 

order to revitalize folkloristic handcraft, and restored two outdoor Mulberry Fish Pond Museum, 

by recovering the “mulberry fish pond landscape” (shangji yutang jingguan桑基鱼塘景观) in 

the northeastern pond and building a sericulture display space outside of the Qingtian Folk Art 

Museum. He also attempted to turn the old factory located in the southeast of the village into the 

“Rural Maker” (xiangcun chuangke 乡村创客), a rural creative industry base. In future, he will 

renovate traditional residential houses to the east of the lotus pond and turned them to Qingtian 

Community Center, in which people can find a traditional classroom, a bookstore, a café and a 

tea house.44  

What Qu first did among these projects was improving the local residential houses, as he 

believed that he had to do something that the local people could see, before they could 

understand what he was doing, even though many villagers did not understand his work in the 

early days and thought he would be one of the real estate developers.45 However, Qu insisted on 

his independence and spiritual development of the village. In addition to physically reconstruct 

village landscape, Qu also focused on spiritual reconstruction. He invited anthropologists and 

sociologists all over China to visit Qingtian and provided long-term residency for artists and 

scholars who want to do research in Qingtian. Collaborating with anthropologists and 

sociologists from Peking University and Renmin University, Qu co-organized a field trip called 

“Transformation and Reconstruction of Villages in Southern China” on May 18-24, 2018. Based 

                                                
44 Chen, interview. 
45 Qu, interview. 



 91 

in Shunde, Guangdong, participants took a long-term participant observation on the rural 

revitalization projects of this region. On December, 13, 2019, the Fifth Cross-Strait Public Art 

Seminar organized by the College of Art and Design and the Institute of Urban and Rural 

Reconstruction through Art, Guangdong University of Technology, was held in Qingtian. This 

seminar invited art historians, anthropologists, artists to have discussions on the urban and rural 

renewal, public art in the urban and the rural, the social value of public art, and the interaction 

between artists and local government in rural reconstruction. All these academic activities were 

integrated in the Qingtian Forum, a long-term academic forum based on the exchange of 

different thoughts and culture.  

As a contemporary artist, Qu also highlightd the importance of contemporary art in rural 

reconstruction practices, as he believed that contemporary art would link the local culture of 

Qingtian with a new cultural system, which might widely draw social attention. Besides, he also 

believes that contemporary artists would be able to rethink urbanization by going to the where 

they could return art to nature and communities, create a new world and facilitate the 

development of contemporary culture. In this sense, he proposed the idea of “reactivating the 

rural with public art” (yong gonggong yishu jihuo xiangcun 用公共艺术激活乡村) and curated 

the Qingtian International Rural Art Festival. The art festival was based on the theme of the 

“water.” It invited artists to create artworks based on the water system of Qingtian over three 

months.  

On June 6-10, 2019, during the traditional Dragon Boat Festival, Qu Yan and Zhang Qi 

co-curated the “The Highest Virtue Is as Good as Water: Contemporary Art Dragon Boat Series 

Activities.” It applied contemporary art to activate the tradition and folk custom, and used the 

environmental protection concept of “loving hometown and protecting water source” to arouse 
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people’s enthusiasm for the countryside and the consciousness of protecting water resources, so 

as to make the folk activities more contemporary and have more cultural significance. The series 

activities included folk music concert, performance art and a dragon boat competition.  

In the evening of June 6, singers Zhao Qin, Zhao Huier, Han Jun and Yan Dong with 

villagers Liu Baoqing and Wu Cuifen sang the ballad “Qingtian Yin,” at Qingtian Cultural 

Square. Composed by Liu Zhifeng, Zhao Qin and Zhao Huier, the ballad depicts the beautiful 

scenery of Qingtian. As it sang “Qingtian is green, water rolls clouds, dew is like jade, fish and 

birds are singing,” the ballad conveyed the feeling of leading wandering children back to their 

homes and calling villagers to cherish their homeland. Qingtian villagers Liu Baoqing and Wu 

Cuifen also wrote ballads “Qingtian Walking and Singing” and “Qingtian Ode” with their 

enthusiasm for their hometown. In their music, the history, landscape, life of Qingtian Village 

was described in different ways. The concert established a platform on which artists could 

interact with villagers to bring music and art into everyone’s daily life and to increase villagers’ 

emotional recognition for their hometown.  

On June 7, contemporary artist Wu Gaozhong invited 20 people from the participating 

artists and local villagers to perform his work “A Mouthful of Water” at the South of Qingtian 

River. By filling river water into bottles, sealing and displaying them for a long time, the 

performance expressed the relationship between individual life and water, and reminded people 

of taking care of local water resources. On June 9, artist Cang Xing’s work “Worship Water 

Ritual” combining thirty villagers was performed in the river and the fish pond nearby. It was a 

series of interactive performance. Artist and several participants jumped into the water, stood in a 

circle and kept silent for a while, expressing the relationship between life and nature as well as 

people’s respect and awe for the water. Other participants worked with the villagers on the river 
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bank. They built an installation by using local soil, water and other natural materials. The strong 

sense of ritual aimed to arouse people’s sense of awe towards nature, so as to enable then to 

consciously cherish and care for their living environment (Fig. 3.7). 

The most thriving activity was the Dragon Boat Competition. It was based on a local 

performance called the “Festival of the Birth of Dragon Mother” (longmu dan 龙母诞) on Every 

Dragon Boat Festival. On June 10, artists, participants and local residents rowed a decorated 

boat. Together with local traditional dragon boats, it was set off from the river around Qingtian 

Village to the Longtan pond to join the local Dragon Boat Competition celebrating the birth of 

the dragon mother. In order to show the best visual format of the dragon boat activities, artists 

designed the traditional boat, uniforms, and banners and the logos in contemporary styles, by 

incorporating popular visual factors such as cartoons and geometric forms into traditional folk 

icons. Thus, the series of contemporary art activities connected the local context, carried forward 

the dignity of “water,” restored the right of “water,” and expressed the artists’ thoughts on 

realistic problems and worries about environmental issues. 

 

Working with/in the Institutions 

Although contemporary art is often considered a critique of the institution, these contemporary 

art practices in Qingtian attempted to imbed themselves into the institutional discourses of “rural 

revitalization through art.” Qu sought funding from both local NGOs and local government. In 

addition to his major financial sponsor - Yungshutou Village Conservation Public Welfare 

Foundation whose capital source is from Qinghetian Cultural Tourism Development Company, 
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Qu is applying for funding from the Shunde county government.46 In his contemporary art 

activities, governmental officials were invited and sometimes they would give a talk at the 

opening ceremony. During this process, Qu established a good relationship with local 

government. Xu Guoyuan, Vice-chairman of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 

Conference (hereafter the CPPCC) of Shunde County, has been very interested in contemporary 

art engaging in the countryside. He believed that this is exactly what Qu did in Qingtian. He 

hopes that more people will help them figure out the knowledge of contemporary art engaging in 

the society.47 Thanks to the support from the local government, the Qingtian Plan has developed 

well and attracted attentions from Beijing. In addition to being selected as a model of “rural 

revitalization trough art” in exhibitions, it drew attentions from the experts in rural development 

and had been a reference of governmental “rural cultural revitalization” (xiangcun wenhua 

zhenxing). As Xu Guoyuan said, “the Qingtian Plan has been incorporated in the project of the 

“Party building” (dangjian 党建).48  

One example of this integration is the Seniors’ Canteen (Fig. 3.8). Like many villages in 

China, the majority of the population in Qingtian Village is elderly. As their children has left for 

the cities to look for a better life, these seniors live alone, with limited mobility and care. Thus, it 

is difficult for them to buy vegetables and cook. Considering the situation of senior people in 

Qingtian, the local government paid closed attention to their problem of putting meals on the 

table. Following an investigations conducted by staffs from the Rural Reconstruction Research 

Institute of Southern China, a branch of Qu Yan’s Qingtian Rural Reconstruction Research 

                                                
46 Liu Yunping刘允平, interviewed by Yanhua Zhou, formal interview/ Qingtian, Jul 9, 2019. 
During my fieldwork in July, 2019, Qu was also negotiating with the Hede Foundation, a local 
private art foundation sponsoring socially engaged art practices in China. 
47 Xu Guoyuan徐国元, interviewed by Yanhua Zhou, formal interview/ Qingtian, Jul 10, 2019. 
48 ibid. 
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Institute, the local government decided to build a canteen for the seniors on the base of Qingtian 

East Distillery and also to provide delivery service for some disabled seniors. In my field trip, I 

found a notice stacked to the wall of the Seniors’ Canteen (Fig. 3.9). The notice showed that in 

principle, twenty people aged over seventy in the village should be provided with food. Among 

the twenty, three to four people were considered physically disabled, with limited mobility, 

lonely and living alone. The remaining voluntary applicants were sorted by age, with the elderly 

being preferred. In terms of standards, the Seniors’ Canteen has strict regulations on service, 

time, quality of meals and subsidies.49 For example, the service and the meals should be 

standardized. Meals are served from Monday to Friday every week, from 11.00am to 11.30am, 

and the cost is 5 RMB per meal. For the elders who are in special difficulty, the Seniors’ Canteen 

provides a meal subsidy. The Canteen also set a rule for the absent dinners in order to make sure 

there is no waste on food. As shown in the notice, senior diners cannot be absent more than five 

times a month. Absence without reasons will be deemed as waiver. The villagers’ group will 

adjust the list over time. 50   

The Seniors’ Canteen is a typical example of governmental rural revitalization. Although 

the community foundation, Qingtian Village Charity Foundation, helped to organize the 

construction of the Canteen, the local government was the major source of the funding and the 

major organizer of this community enterprise. Indeed, as a part of the “Party building” project, 

the Seniors’ Canteen fell under the governmental discourse of rural revitalization. This discourse 

can be seen in propaganda boards associated with the “Party building” in the canteen. When I 

                                                
49 “Guanyu qingtian zhangzhe fantang shiyunying jiucan baoming shiyi de tongzhi” 关于青田长
者饭堂试运营就餐报名事宜的通知(Notice on Registration for the Operation of Qingtian 
Seniors’ Canteen), June 26, 2019.  
50 Ibid. 
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walked in the Canteen, I found several billboards on the east side, on which I saw words like 

“The party committee attaches importance to and highlights the leading role of project 

exploration.” 51  (Fig. 3.10) The propaganda also showed new approaches of rural revitalization. 

According to the propaganda texts, in order to innovate governance, the local government aimed 

to explore a multi-dimensional linkage model of “government + universities + social 

organizations + villagers’ organizations,” in order to change the original one-way administrative 

order and achieve a consensus through interactive dialogue among the government, universities, 

social organizations and villagers.52  

In doing so, they emphasize the effectiveness of the Qingtian Paradigm in three aspect. 

First, it has activated the rural subject and made the villagers consciously assume that subject 

position. The “Qingtian paradigm” takes the fundamental interests of the villagers as the starting 

point and foothold for the construction of the Qingtian community, turning them from spectators 

to participants.”53 Second, it has built a new platform attracting more talents and human 

resources: “Prof. Qu Yan’s team organized and built a large platform for academic exchange and 

cultural interaction, and gathered ‘talents’ (rencai人才) in Qingtian Village realizing President 

Xi’s ‘rural revitalization of talents’ (xiangcun rencai zhenxing 乡村人才振兴).”54 Third, it has 

produced a number of academic outcomes and attracted great attentions from academia and 

media. For example, “the Qingtian Paradigm has attracted follow-up reports from CCTV and 

other media. It has also been showed in World Art Museum of the China Millennium Monument 

                                                
51 These texts are from the propaganda board “Dangjian yingling, duoyuan canyu, zhutui Qingtian 
xiangcun zhenxing” 党建引领，动员参与，助推青田乡村振兴 (Guided by the Party Building 
and Multiple Participation, Promoting the Rural Revitalization of Qingtian), July 10, 2019.  
52 ibid. 
53 ibid. 
54 ibid. 
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in Beijing, proving the contribution of the Qingtian model to the national movement of rural 

revitalization through art.”55 In fact, the propaganda boards showed a great appreciation for the 

Qingtian Paradigm. As it commented, “The effects of the Qingtian Paradigm have been highly 

recognized by the academic, media and social circles. Incorporating the international 

contemporary art concepts into traditional folk culture and natural environment, it has injected 

new culture into the village, and created a famous village culture hometown in China.”56 

The Seniors’ Canteen was a “Party Building” project. It was organized and fully funded 

by the local government. Nonetheless, the project advocated the Qingtian Paradigm in local rural 

public affairs. Simultaneously, the Qingtian Plan also actively got involved in the project by 

providing either theoretical resources and volunteers.57 Here, we can see how the Qingtian Plan 

and the local government collaborated tightly. The government provided financial and political 

support for the Plan, and meanwhile, the Qingtian Plan offered theories of rural revitalization. In 

a series of collaborations, the governmental and civil discourses of rural revitalization were 

integrated. The coexistence of the two discourses unfolds a tendency of new mass art in rural 

China.  

Compared to the Bishan Commune who pursued an anarchist and utopian community in 

Chinese countryside, the political intension in the Qingtian Plan is more neutral.58 It aims to 

preserve valuable folk culture and promote villagers’ life quality, without showing any hostility 

to the government – founding an independent commune or issuing its own currency that Bishan 

                                                
55 ibid. 
56 ibid. 
57 My Cantonese translator Xiao Tan has been working with the Seniors’ Canteen since it was 
established.  
58 Regarding how Bishan Commune pursued its utopia see Mai Corlin, The Bishan Commune and 
the Practices of Socially Engaged Art in Rural China (Singapore: Palgrave, 2020).    



 98 

Commune has done. In contrast, it is very friendly to the government and is willing to cooperate 

with local government. Nonetheless, the close cooperation with local government does not mean 

that the Qingtian Plan has lost its independence. In fact, Qu Yan is always protecting the 

independence of his projects. In an interview, he pointed out the difficulties of being independent 

in rural revitalization and how he navigates between the governmental and civic discourses of 

this movement. As he explained, “we have to persuade the officials and local people. We should 

make them understand what we are doing. This is why we are slow.”59 To preserve its 

independence, Qu applied for non-official funding first. As I mentioned above, the Yungshutou 

Village Conservation Public Welfare Foundation and Qingtian Village Charity Foundation are 

the major capital source. Liu Yunping, the head of Qingtian Village Charity Foundation, 

explained that the Qingtian Plan is basically funded by the government and local foundations. 

For instance, the “Dragon Boat Series Activities” in 2019 was funded by his Qingtian Village 

Charity Foundation.60  

Paradoxically, originated as a practice of institutional critique, the Qingtian Plan evolved 

into a return to the institution. However, the institutionalization of the Qingtian Plan is different 

from the institutionalization of mass art in socialist China which I have explored in Chapter 1. It 

has nothing to do with the ideological obedience. This institutionalization in the Qingtian Plan is 

very much related to artist’s self-institutionalization. However, this self-institutionalization is not 

universally applicable. It more intends to happen in southern China where people are richer and 

less dependent. Qu’s team did a comparative research on the civic engagement in different rural 

areas of China. According to their research, conditions in rural areas in north and south China are 

                                                
59 Qu, interview. 
60 Liu, interview. 
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quite different. In the North, villagers require a secure source of livelihood above all else. 

Villages in the South are comparatively better off, and residents care less about livelihood 

resources. Instead, they care about cultural preservation and civil rights.61  Because south China is 

the richest region and the social capital is very abundant, local governments encourage NGOs as 

a supplement to the daily management of the government. Take Qingtian Village as an example. 

The Qingtian Village Charity Foundation works in most of the local affairs. They hold a feast for 

the senior people every year, inviting them to have a meal together. Children receive red packets 

from the foundation when they go to university.62 Villages in the south are economic developed; 

the communities are more self-organized and people are more independent. This provides good 

environment for the growth of people’s civil consciousness on the one hand, and facilitates a 

more intimate relationship with the people. When collaborating with the government, artists can 

obtain the convenience offered by the officials. 

 

Mass Participation and Participatory Masses in New Mass Art 

Although scholars have worried about that this cooperation may show a return of some 

practices associated with Maoism, and that it might diminish the effectiveness of participation in 

art practices, the Qingtian Plan disproves this theory. It has embedded itself in China’s Rural 

Revitalization Movement and actively provided supplements to the local government. This 

institutionalized practice, in turn, reinforced the effectiveness of artistic participation in society. I 

argue that the participation mode in the Qingtian Plan is “mass participation” which advocates 

                                                
61 Qu Yan, “The Case for an Artistic Revival of Rural China.” a 
62 Liu, interview. 
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that cadres should go to the masses and encourage the masses to participate in the social work. 

First, this mode is adopted by the artists as a basic art strategy. For example, all the projects are 

based on a long-term field research, during which Qu consulted the villagers in order to know 

their history, culture and public demands. He also helped local officials to understand their 

villagers by inviting them to participate in local cultural activities and establishing museums in 

which the officials could know more about this village. Second, this mode also manifests in a 

series of collaborations with the village and county officials and the Qingtian Plan. In the 

Qingtian Plan, the collaborative relationship between local government and artists has 

strengthened the responsibility system of local officials in this project. In the Seniors’ Canteen, 

the Qingtian Paradigm was officially mentioned in the “Party building” billboards. These 

billboards not only showed that the Qingtian Plan had been incorporated into the national 

movement of rural revitalization, but also demonstrated government’s leading role of the whole 

project.  

This mode usually imposes restrictions on the freedom of participation, however, this 

situation never happened in Qingtian. By contrast, it reinforced the effectiveness of participation. 

Because people in the south are richer, independent and have more freedom in their public 

management, they are spontaneously willing to participate in local affairs. In Qingtian Village, 

the decedents found the Qingtian Village Charity Foundation and actively participated in local 

public activities. Although these decedents live outside the village, they are not too far away. 

Instead, most of them live in Shunde County. Therefore, it is very convenient for them to come 

back to Qingtian Village and deal with local public affairs. For those who live inside the village 

are the principle persons in charge of local public affairs. Over the last decade, they showed a 
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huge enthusiasm in helping local government and Qu Yan’s team. Brother Rui (rui ge 瑞哥) is 

one of them.  

Brother Rui is a local fish farmer. After being a constructive worker, he came back to the 

village and has been a fish famer for about thirty years. When the collective ponds were 

contracted by outsiders, he was employed by the company to farm fish. He is now employed by 

Shunde Beitang Company to manage the ecological ponds in front of his house. Brother Rui is 

over sixty. He has one daughter who lives in Daliang town very close to Qingtian, and a son who 

is doing his wood business in Fujian, the neighboring province of Guangdong. Like many old 

villagers, Brother Rui still lives in his old house looking after his fish and doing his business. He 

tries to make his life busy and full. He is fond of literature and calligraphy. (Fig. 3.11) This 

hobby enables him to create a number of poems based on the beautiful scenery of Southern 

China. In the early 2000s, when Brother Rui was selected as the leader of the “Qingtian 

Production Brigade” (shengchandui 生产队), he had the chance to know the local history of the 

village and family stories of each household. In 2003, he selected eight sites as the 

representatives of Qingtian scenes in the village, such as the bamboo forest at the entrance of the 

village, the river in front of the village, the old trees, and the small bridge on the river. He named 

them after the “eight scenes of Qingtian” (qingtian bajing青田八景). He edited the eight scenes 

in a book showing visitors the beautiful scenery of Qingtian. (Fig. 3.12) After the book was 

published, he was interviewed by Shunde Daily, as a typical example of Chinese new farmer. 

This made Brother Rui famous in Shunde area. In 2016, Brother Rui was introduced by the local 

officials to Qu Yan. After knowing that the purpose of Qu Yan’s work was to revival Qingtian 

Village, preserve the historical and cultural heritage, he was willing to collaborate with Qu. He 
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became a local tour guide for Qu Yan’s team, and provided meals and temporary residency for 

them during their field trips.  

Since there was little record of Qingtian’s history, Qu suddenly decided to collaborate 

with Brother Rui on editing a brief history of Qingtian Village. Brother Rui did several 

investigations when editing the “eight scenes of Qingtian.” Therefore, adopting the data of his 

early investigation combined with his personal memory, Brother Rui spent half a year finishing 

the brief history of Qingtian Village. From then on, Brother Rui actively participated in the 

Qingtian Plan. He assisted Qu’s team curating the first exhibition of Qingtian’s history at the 

Qingtian Museum, and collaborated with artists during the Dragon Boat Festival. He taught the 

artists about rowing a dragon boat. When artist Cang Xin performed in the Qingtian River, 

Brother Rui was one of the participants. Thanks to Brother Rui’s assistance, Qu Yan found it 

easier to get along with the local residents, which made the whole project run smoothly. On the 

other hand, the Qingtian Plan also has a positive influence on Brother Rui. As he said,  

The Qingtian Plan changed me personally too much. Before the coming of Prof. Qu, 
Qingtian is like “a pool of stagnant water” (yitan sishui 一潭死水). What could old 
people like us do? We are too idle and bored every day. Now, because of the Qingtian 
Plan, we are in touch with more people and have chances to know the outside world. I got 
to know many artists and professors from Peking University. By talking to them a lot, I 
have learned a lot. 63 

Brother Rui portrays a dimension of the new masses in rural China. They are active and 

spontaneous, and have strong consciousness of participation. In addition to Brother Rui, Liu 

Yunping is another example. Liu was born and raised in Qingtian. He works in Xingtan Town 

where the Qingtian Village is located, and is a volunteer who takes care of public affairs of this 

village. He is also one of the organizers of Qinghetian Charity Foundation which funds the 

                                                
63 Brother Rui, interviewed by Yanhua Zhou, online interview May 21, 2020. 
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Dragon Boat Festival in every year. In an interview, Liu told me his ambition of transforming his 

hometown into a cultural heritage by collaborating with Qu Yan. As he said,  

I was born and raised in this village, my neighbors treated me as their own child. Now, I 
have grown up, and I have the responsibility to take care of this village. This is the 
traditional Chinese culture. Qingtian is a beautiful and traditional Cantonese village. With 
the development of urbanization in Shunde County, these traditional houses and the 
culture, such as the Dragon Boat Festival should be preserved in a timely manner. I am 
happy that Prof. Qu could come to our village and teach us how to preserve them. 
Collaborating with him, we will definitely turn Qingtian to a famous cultural heritage.64  
 
In The Human Conditions, Hannah Arendt introduces the concept of “active life” (vita 

activa) which includes the activities of labor, work and action. According to Arendt, among the 

three, action is the fundamental category of the human condition and constitutes the highest 

realization of the vita activa. It is the means by which humans disclose themselves to other. It is 

always between humans and directed toward them, and generates human relationships.65 The 

public realm is the place where “action” was performed. It is either a space of appearance, a 

space of political freedom and equality which comes into being whenever citizens act in concert 

through the medium of speech and persuasion; or the common world, a shared and public world 

of human artifacts, institutions and settings which separates us from nature and which provides a 

relatively permanent and durable context for our activities.66 According to Arendt, both 

dimensions are essential to the practice of citizenship, the former providing the spaces where it 

can flourish, the latter providing the stable background from which public spaces of action and 

deliberation can arise.67 This section, from the reporting of your sources to the theoretical 

analysis, is very satisfying. If Arendt is a helpful theoretical framework for what you are trying 

                                                
64 Liu, interview. 
65 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 178–
179. 
66 ibid. 
67 ibid. 
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to articulate, then it should be incorporated into your overall argumentation and the introduction 

section. 

As I mentioned, rural public affairs are managed by both local government and the 

NGOs. To some extent, since most of the NGOs are founded by local people who are bonded up 

by kinship, such as the case of Liu Yunping, they are more effective in local affairs. This 

provides a good condition for civic participation. Like many local residents, Brother Rui and Liu 

Yunping have the consciousness of participation. They always participate in the decision making 

of village affairs. Both of them are in charge of the Dragon Boat affairs and village’s 

environmental sanitation. When Qu Yan and his team engaged with Qingtian, Brother Rui 

provides meals and residency, and became a volunteer to discover the history of his village 

without being paid. Liu Yunping collaborated with Qu and assisted him to complete projects. 

Indeed, Qingtian is one of the villages in south China. It is the place that fosters the performance 

of action. It brings the local residents an experience of active life which shapes participatory 

identity of villagers. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter explores the institutionalized mode of new mass art by examining how art 

projects participate in the Movement of Rural Revitalization through Art, a national art 

movement advocated by the central government responding to Xi Jinping’s Talks at Literature 

and Art in 2014 and the policy of rural revitalization proposed on the 19th National Congress of 

the Communist Party of China in 2018. Since 2016, artists Qu Yan has aimed to rebuild the 

public welfare, local residents’ identity and to promote cultural industry and local tourism by 

placing his Qingtian Plan in this new context and. To do so, he actively collaborates with local 
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government in public activities. The government-art collaboration institutionalized the Qingtian 

Plan. For Qu, to work with/in institutions have to learn about negotiating with both governmental 

policies and the independence of art. Fortunately, south China provides a good social condition 

for this negotiation, because the region is economically developed, people are less dependent, 

and the communities are more self-organized. This enables the Qingtian Plan to keep the balance 

between the governmental and civil discourses of rural revitalization. For the government, the 

Qingtian Plan contributes to a perfect sample of rural revitalization through art while for artists, 

it requires mass participation as its basic art strategy. The new masses with whom the art project 

works are the local villagers. They have a strong sense of participation and are willing to 

participate in local public affairs. The social and cultural conditions make new mass art project 

the “Qingtian Plan” quite unique. Although this project is institutionalized, local people who 

participate in art are active and have a strong sense of participation. Their participation enables 

art to navigate between the governmental and civil discourses of rural revitalization; and 

simultaneously, art promotes their enthusiasms of participation. In next Chapter, I will turn to 

another mode of participation in new mass art. I will focus on two art projects in which artists try 

to keep themselves away from being institutionalized. Working closely with local residents and 

focusing on their everyday life, the artists explore a continuing belief in avant-garde. This avant-

gardism transforms local people’s subjective awareness and makes the government hear their 

voices.  
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Chapter 3 Avant-Garde New Mass Art: Everyday Transformations in the 

Yangdeng Art Cooperatives and the Shijiezi Art Museum 

 

Introduction 

In 2008, contemporary sculptor Jin Le formally established the Shijiezi Art Museum, a 

new mass art project in Shijiezi Village located in Qin’an county, Tianshui, Gansu Province, the 

Northwest of China. The Shijiezi Art Museum aims to transform the poor village via 

contemporary art. To do so, Jin installed sculptures in village public areas, took villagers to 

participate in art activities, decorated local residents’ houses in order to make them like ready-

made exhibiting spaces, and invited artists to create artworks with local residents. Four years 

after the establishment of the Shijiezi Art Museum, sculptor Jiao Xingtao焦兴涛 launched the 

Yangdeng Art Cooperatives (Yangdeng yishu hezuoshe羊磴艺术合作社), a long-term socially 

engaged art project in northern Guizhou Province exploring a collaboration format in 

contemporary art practice. From then on, Jiao and his colleagues created collaborative artworks 

with local craftsman, conducted interactive art projects during the village market days, painted 

colorful graffiti on residential buildings, developed “site-specific art museums,” curated 

exhibitions for local craftsman in these museums, and produced land art projects at the river 

bank, on school campuses, in the fields on mountain tops, and on broken bridge foundations.  

The two projects share a number of common features. First, both of them are launched by 

contemporary sculptors. Second, they are situated in rural areas of West China, the poorest part 

of China in which people usually require a secure source of livelihood above all else. Third, as a 

sharp contrast to the Qingtian Plan, artists work outside of any official rural discourses. They 
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don’t think they are rural reconstruction, and they don’t rely on the local government too much. 

Instead, they focus on transforming local residents’ everyday life through facilitating the 

awareness of civic participation, rebuilding new rural communities, and in turn reshaping local 

people’s dialogical identity. The everyday transformations keep the two projects from being 

institutionalized and highlight their avant-garde aspect. This chapter will explore the avant-garde 

aspect of new mass art in the two cases. Collectively, the two long-term new mass art projects 

have rendered avant-garde scenario in their critique of the institution and reconnect artistic 

creativity with the praxis of everyday life. In the two new mass art projects, avant-garde is a 

continual business, not only because it breaks the faith in the market-driven logic of Chinese 

contemporary art, but also because it revives avant-garde legacies of the ’85 Movement by 

critically engaging in changing the everyday.  

 

Public feelings of banshuren shehui  

In this chapter, I investigate the everyday life of Chinese people by contextualizing it 

within the framework of public feelings. As Ann Cvetkovich claims, public feelings projects 

build on the lessons and strategies in an effort to bring emotional sensibilities to bear on 

intellectual projects and to continue to think about how these projects can further political ones 

as well. 1 They constitute a very important dimension of a society. In a Chinese rural society, 

public feelings are associated with the concept of the “society of familiars” (shuren shehui 熟人

社会). In his study of China’s ethic groups, Fei Xiaotong, a pioneering researcher and professor 

of anthropology, uses the imagery of water rippling from a center as a metaphor for the 

                                                
1 Ann Cvetkovich, “Depression Is Ordinary: Public Feelings and Saidiya Hartman’s Lose Your 
Mother,” Feminist Theory 13, no. 2, (2012): 131-146.  
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organization of Chinese rural society. He proposed the term “shuren shehui” which focuses on 

the self with regards to the social relation bounded up with kinship. 2  Fei’s concern indicates that 

the social organization of rural China is not strictly regulated by rationalism and legislation but 

instead determined by the emotional relation.  

With agricultural marketization and rural modernization after the Reform and Opening 

Up, traditionally emotional relations of Chinese people which were bounded up with the kinship 

became loose. In other words, the “society of familiars” were fundamentally changed by rural 

transformation. It results in a more rationalized community relation which He Xuefeng calls 

“modern contract relation.”3 The “modern contract relation” transforms the rural society into the 

“society of semi-familiars” (banshuren shehui 半熟人社会) .4 Compared to the “society of 

familiars” in which people’s behaviors and their decision makings are based on local social 

norms, the “society of semi-familiars” demonstrates weak social effects of local social norms, 

and a strong effectiveness of market regulations in people’s behaviors and their decision 

makings.5 In this sense, as the logic of market priority diminishes the emotional relation tied to 

the “society of familiars”, local residents’ emotional relations in the “society of semi-familiars” 

are determined by the kinship on the one hand, and impacted by the market profits on the other. 

Therefore, the transformation from the “society of familiars” to the “society of semi-familiars” 

signifies that the rural marketization in China is not only on an economic level, but also on an 

emotional level. This transformation impacts traditional public feelings, because it expands 

                                                
2 Fei Xiaotong, From the Soil: The Foundations of Chinese Society, trans. Gary G Hamilton and 
Wang Zheng (Berkeley: University of California Press,1992), 20. 
3 He Xuefeng贺雪峰, Xinxiangtu zhongguo 新乡土中国 (New Rural China) (Beijing: Peking 
University Press, 2013). 
4 This term is further interpreted by He Xuefeng. See He, xinxiangtu,9.  
5 ibid.,8. 
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peasants’ emotional attachments to the urbanization and consumer society rather than their 

kinship only. For both Yangdeng and Shijiezi, some of the poorest rural places of China, 

promoting positive public feelings is very necessary, since it is a potential to pull people out of 

their struggling life and the cruel survival of the banshuren shehui.  

Yangdeng is located in Tongzi County, Guizhou Province in the in Southwest China (Fig. 

3.1). It is also adjacent to the city of Chongqing. The name of “Yangdeng” refers to the 

precipitous terrain of this place. Specifically, yang 羊 is the Chinese pronunciation of “goat”, and 

deng 磴 refers to “stone.” The combining word means the terrain is so precipitous that goats 

have to stop on stones in order to keep balance when moving through this place. In fact, this 

name is very typical in Guizhou, as Guizhou is famous for its precipitous terrain. This 

topography has a direct impact on local resident’s everyday life in this region, including terrible 

transportation and access to food, inefficient communications, substandard living conditions, and 

so on. The illegal coal mining industry has caused water pollution, and terribly damaged these 

local underground water systems. The Yangdeng River, the major water resource of Yangdeng 

Township, has been so heavily polluted that the color of the water is oddly green. Besides, like 

most of the rural villages in China where the widening socioeconomic and cultural gap between 

the countryside and the city drives young peasants migrating into the cities, Yangdeng has 

experienced a rapid decline since its young people, the active human resource, have been drained 

by the cities.  

Similar to Yangdeng, Shijiezi is also poor, remote, polluted and lacks supplies for life. 

The village consists of thirteen households with the family names Jin, Sun and Li. The entire 

village is built on the loess plateau, with steep terrain and dry climate (Fig. 3.2). Therefore, like 

many northwestern areas of China, Shijiezi suffers from lack of water. Local residents used to 
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carry containers on long treks to fetch fresh water. In rainy days, villagers usually left their 

basins and buckets under their roofs in order to collect rainwater for drinking and other daily 

needs. The natural condition does not allow any modernized farming, instead, villagers make 

their living by growing apples, peaches and Sichuan peppers. Fifty kilometers away from the 

village is the famous “Dadiwan Neolithic Site” (dadiwan xinshiqishidai yizhi大地湾新石器时

代遗址). Thus, if we trace the historical of the area, we can even date back to 4000-5000 BC. 

However, in terms of cultural composition, this ancient historical context does not seem to have 

penetrated the land, and the government has not made much commercial publicity about it. 

Although it is located in the Shan-Gan-Ning revolutionary frontier area, the county Qin’an is 

rarely mentioned in China’s revolutionary history. At the same time, due to the harsh natural 

conditions, private capital investment is very limited. Like in Yangdeng, many young villagers 

have to look for their better life in cities by leaving their children and parents behind.  

The cruel living conditions urged the two sculptors Jiao Xingtao and Jin Le to take 

measures. By conducting intensive research on the Bishan Commune and Ou Ning’s research on 

rural reconstruction, Jiao found Yangdeng, one of his students’ hometown, and launched his 

project. Unlike Ou Ning, Jiao is not interested in rural reconstruction: “I think for an artist rural 

reconstruction is too grand-narrative. He [Ou Ning] makes art too hard. I want to make art 

easier.”6 To do so, he and his team focused on the emotional constructions of every single person 

in their everyday life rather than infrastructure constructions – landscape and architecture design 

– as in Bishan. They investigated how China’s dramatic rural transformation after the Reform 

and Opening Up impacted public feelings of this rural community. For Jin who is a native of 

Shijiezi Village, he returned to his hometown and decided that his art must have something to do 

                                                
6 Jiao Xingtao 焦兴涛, interviewed by Yanhua Zhou, formal interview/ Chongqing, 5 June, 2020. 
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with the village. He began to record people, things and events in the village, and moved most of 

his sculptures from Beijing to Shijiezi. Proposing to use contemporary art to change the people’s 

everyday life, he turned the whole village into a museum and invited artists to engage within 

local public affairs. He was even elected as the village head. In fact, the two projects have a 

common purpose – aestheticize local residents’ everyday life by using avant-garde art strategies 

to transform their public feelings, which in turn eliminates the residents’ loneliness in banshuren 

shehui and their depressive feelings caused by their political and economic marginalization.  

 

Aestheticizing the Everyday through Art 

Although the two projects aim to aestheticize the everyday of local residents, they have 

different strategies. The Yangdeng Art Cooperatives attempts to pop the importance of the 

extraordinariness up from the numbing routine, by blurring the boundary between the real and 

the fiction in people’s everyday life activities. For the Shijiezi Art Museum, however, their 

strategy is more socially engaged. The project works in the concept “we, us or ours” (wo’men 我

们) as an emphasis on collaboration between artists and the villagers not only in art practices but 

also in local public affairs.  

 

Blurring the Boundary between the Real and the Fiction  

The artists’ operations in the Yangdeng Art Cooperatives are based on the principle of 

disavowing five common practices: “collecting folk songs and music in the field” (tianye caifeng 

田野采风), “learning through personal experience” (tiyan shenghuo 体验生活), “rural 

reconstruction by cultural means” (wenhua xiangjian 文化乡建), “art charity and philanthropy” 

(yishu cishan 艺术慈善), “preplanning and predetermining goals” (yushe mubiao he jihua 不预
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设目标和计划).7 According to Jiao, the core of the five principles is not about which projects 

could be done, but based on which projects should not be done.8 This logic of self-negation 

rejects producing any meaning in art by regarding the appearance of the context as such. In this 

sense, negotiating and collaborating with local residents and producing works of art according to 

the local context became artists’ main method. The artists used this method to transform the real 

context via the fiction of art, and created a new fictional context, by engaging art with the real. 

The blurred boundary between the real and the fiction implies what Kathleen Stewart claims “a 

flight from [the] numbing routine,”9 turns people into a dreaming scene and transform the 

everyday life from their daily routine.  

In 2012, artists modified four dining tables and installed these tables in a local restaurant 

at Yangdeng Town. This restaurant was a typical local small family business. A big wok and 

stove occupied half of the entrance. Four tables were placed inside. Behind the restaurant was a 

living space for the whole family to watch television when they are not busy. The artists placed 

wood-carvings such as a pack of cigarette, a pair of chopsticks, a small sauce plate, and a set of 

motorcycle keys on the top of each table. When visitors sat at each table and began to eat, some 

of them habitually tried to play with the artwork on the table, by picking up the pair of 

chopsticks, taking a cigarette from the pack, or sampling the hot sauce from the little plate. Then, 

they realized that none of these objects were real. The sculptures were visually realistic but 

objectively fake. They switched between the real and the fiction, blurred the boundary between 

art and life. In addition to the four sculptures, the artists decided to rename the restaurant as the 

                                                
7The “Five Principles” was first proposed by Jiao Xingtao in 2012, and first introduced to the 
public through his lecture in Taipei, 2014. 
8Jiao, interview, Chongqing, 13 October, 2014. 
9Kathleen Stewart, Ordinary Affects (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 19. 



 113 

“Fengdouhua Art Museum” (fengdouhua meishuguan 冯豆花美术馆) It provides the visitors 

with an artistic transformed space to encounter something extraordinary from the everyday. 

Through popping the ordinary up from the everyday, the project makes the space, which was 

small and narrow and very little natural light inside, become affective (Fig. 3.3).  

In the Fengdouhua Art Museum, the four sculptures carved on the top of the dining table 

were fake (Fig. 3.4). However, the technique the sculptors used was to mimic the real objects. 

Therefore, the four sculptures were something that enable the viewers to switch between the fake 

and the authentic. The four carved objects presented what Jiao called the “new realistic 

sculpture,” an idea which was first explored in Jiao’s monograph entitled New Realistic 

Sculpture. According to Jiao, the “new realistic sculpture” stresses the hyper-realism 

representation technic in order to turn the fiction to the real or vice versa.10 

Jiao first explored this sculptural technique in the early 2000s when he was invited by 

Kunsthochschule Kassel for an exhibition. This international art trip brought him a journey to the 

49th Venice Biennale (2001) where he was impressed by the “hyperrealist sculptures” by 

Maurizio Cattelan, Ron Mueck, and Chen Zhen.11 In his article “Marginalized Sculpture and the 

Peripheries of Sculpture: Encountering the Biennale,” Jiao shows his great passion for these 

hyperrealist techniques – “they are either real or fictional, either human or non-human…Through 

revisiting details and sizes, the two fundamental relations in sculpture, they rethink the concept 

                                                
10Jiao Xingtao 焦兴涛, xinjuxiang diaosu 新现具象雕塑 (New Realistic Sculpture) (Chongqing: 
Chongqing Press, 2010).  
11Jiao Xingtao 焦兴涛, “suifeng erqi: yiwei diaosujia de 1990 niandai” 随风而起：一位雕塑家
的 1990年代 (Gone with the Wind: A Sculptor’s 1990s), Tianya 天涯, Sep 27, 2018, accessed 
Jun 28, 2020, https://m.ainana.com/article/detail/853.html. 
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of ‘the real’.”12 By seeing art as what it appears as such, Jiao deconstructs “the real” of the 

everyday and “the fiction” of art, and makes the two categories entangled. In his 2012 solo 

exhibition “Chang, Cang, Chang” (Ordinary, Invisible, Site-specific) in the Whitebox Art Center, 

Beijing, Jiao transformed a gallery space into his studio.13 A juxtaposition between the real tools, 

furniture, objects and the fake copies that were produced by the artist with hyper-realistic 

gesture, confused viewers’ recognition on the authenticity and originality and blurred the 

boundary between the real and the fiction (Fig. 3.5). He got ideas from the ordinary and 

transformed it through art. Either the shining bright appearances of his fiberglass sculptures or 

the juxtaposition between the authentic and the fake, and the real and the fiction, demonstrates 

Jiao’s philosophical thinking of our presence - the real does not exist and the meaning is not 

there.14  

When Jiao launched the Yangdeng Art Cooperatives, he continued exploring his art 

philosophy. He made the everyday affective compelling, because it is not the kind of analytical 

object that can be laid out on a single, static plane of analysis. On the contrary, it shows potential 

connections of our everyday life through the blurred boundary between the real and the fiction. 

In Countryside Carpenter, the first project initiated by the Yangdeng Art Cooperatives in 2012, 

five artists collaborated with five local carpenters to make neither functional nor aesthetic 

objects. This “neither/nor” logic blurred the boundary between art and life and turned the real to 

the fiction. For example, Carpenter Lou was specialized in making coffin. His collaborator artist 

                                                
12 Jiao Xingtao焦兴涛, “bianyuan de diaosu he diaosu de bianyuan: zaoyu shuangnianzhan” 边
缘的雕塑和雕塑的边缘：遭遇双年展 (Marginalized Sculpture and the Peripheries of 
Sculpture: Encountering the Biennale), Diaosu 雕塑 (Sculpture), no. 4, (2001); 24-26. 
13This exhibition was curated by Chinese art critic He Guiyan 何桂彦. For the exhibition details, 
please accesses to the official website of Whitebox Art Center. Available from: 
http://www.798whitebox.com/CnArtists_Details.aspx?id=132. 
14Jiao, interview, Chongqing, Aug 26, 2015. 
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Zhang Xiang decided to slightly change the size of each coffin and overlapped them as 

Brancusi’s Endless Column. Carpenter Xie was specialized in making furniture, such as wooden 

stools, chairs, closets, and beds etc. His collaborator Yang Hong encouraged him to make four 

models of his best furniture in half size and connect each piece into a unified structure (Fig 3.6, 

3.7). Both the coffins made by Lou and the furniture produced by Xie were the most common 

carpentry in Yangdeng. However, when the artists slightly changed the size or forms of these 

ordinary objects, they created somethings that were neither sculpture nor life maintenance. The 

objects were neither visually beautiful nor technically functional. They might be regarded as the 

ordinary objects, but the ordinariness had been transformed via the changes in scales and 

compositions. Art made the ordinary objects like real things in the meantime far from the real. 

Similar to Fengdouhua Art Museum, the project Countryside Carpenter aimed to bring the 

invisible ordinariness of the everyday to the visible stage. However, unlike Fengdouhua Art 

Museum, its visibility was due to the minor changes of the ordinary objects made by the artists 

rather than the creation of fake products.  

In the project Cake Shop Art Museum (2014), artists painted one wall sweet pink and 

used it as a backdrop for a series of participatory activities (Fig. 3.8). The Cake Shop Art 

Museum was established on the basis of a local cake shop run by local resident Liang Daqiang 

on the main street of Yangdeng. Compared with other restaurants and businesses that sell 

Chinese food such as steamed buns and baozi, this shop was the only one selling European style 

cakes, which were seen as symbols of an outside culture. The gradual decline of the local mining 

industry brought recession to the small township. Many young people had left for cities to find 

employment.  Due to the recession, Liang had been trying to stop selling cakes and leasing the 

space to other people until he witnessed the success of the Fengdouhua Art Museum. The artists 
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were glad to assist local residents in any possible way. In consultations with Liang, they decided 

to focus on the European theme since the cakes sold at the shop are supposed to European style. 

To be specific, the artists compiled an album of twenty European landscape paintings, 

representing famous places and cities in Europe (for example, Amsterdam, Moscow, and Rome). 

A customer who purchased a birthday cake received a framed photography for free. The artists 

then used Photoshop to merge the two images together to create a final image of a customer 

standing in front of the landscape painting. The artists named these artistic activities as 

“Purchasing a Cake, Touring Europe.” Local residents, especially kids, were eager to participate. 

They were excited to eat delicious cakes and have them be photographed in front of a beautiful 

landscape or scenic site. Participation in a photography session is a virtual experience of touring 

Europe as an artistically rendered imaginary journey. The artistic labor and knowledge became 

contemporary to a consumer’s participation in the production of the imaginary tour. The twenty 

European landscape paintings demonstrated the collective affect attached to the modern world. 

They provided an affective space in the rural area to pop their life up from their daily routine.  

 

Wo’men  

How did artists aestheticize everyday life in Shijiezi Village? Jin Le insists on using 

contemporary art to bring a better life to the villagers. He emphasizes the use of wo’men to 

replace the “I, me or mine” (wo 我) in order to reject artists’ authority their self-affirmation in 

artistic practices. As Jin Le proposed, the uniqueness of Shijiezi Art Project is wo’men rather 

than wo.15 Seeking new possibilities for contemporary art in Shijiezi, he intended to construct a 

“Shijiezi mode” of contemporary art by underscoring the idea of wo’men. To do so, he created 

                                                
15 Jin Le 靳勒, interviewed by Yanhua Zhou, formal interview/Shijiezi, Jul, 9, 2018. 
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contemporary art with the villagers and improved the quality of villager’s everyday life in the 

name of art. In May 2015, after two years of investigation, artist Qin Ga, the founder of the 

independent art space “Zaospace” join Jin’s team. They launched the “Flying Together – Shijiezi 

Village Art Practice Project.” In the past few years, the two artists have collaborated with invited 

artists as well as art students from all over China to participate in art projects with the villagers. 

According to Qin, the idea of “flying together” is “to let the villagers and contemporary art take 

off together to reach a better life.” 16 The project was divided into two phases, each of which 

invited contemporary artists to work with the villagers to create works of art. 

Artists who come to Shijiezi must pair up with twenty-five of the thirteen households 

who volunteered to participate through a lottery. During the period of collaborations, artists lived 

and ate with the selected villagers, observed their everyday life, understand their needs, avoid 

artists’ preconceptions, and assist the villagers to produce works of art in the process of fully 

respecting their creative ideas. Sculptor Gao Feng paired up with villager Jin Caiqin. At the 

beginning of her cooperation with the artist, Jin Caiqin, a peasant woman who lives on the farm 

and earns less than 7,000 USD per year, was shy and knew little about art. The only artistic 

encounter in her life time was a local legend of a golden horse flying over the Suozi Gorge where 

Shijiezi is located because this legend enabled her to input her imagination into the ordinary rural 

life. Thus, she came up with the idea of painting this golden horse. Encouraged by the artist, Jin 

Caiqin painted a horse with a pencil. Gao feng, the artist, enlarged the primitive and clumsy 

horse painted by Jin Caiqin and carved it in high relief on the loess slope at the entrance of the 

village. He also filled the eyes of the horse with gold leaves to symbolize the golden horse. The 

“horse” has become the token of Shijiezi (Fig. 3.9). In the collaborative process, Gao did not 

                                                
16 Qin Ga 琴噶, interviewed by Yanhua Zhou, formal interview/Shijiezi, Jul, 9, 2018. 
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intervene too much into creation process, as for the artist, it was not his work, but “a work of 

wo’men.” 

Qin Ga paired up with villager Li Baoyuan. Li is the main labor force in the village and is 

warmhearted in helping with the village public affairs. He participated in Ai Weiwei's Fairytale 

project as a volunteer in 2007 and went to Kassel, Germany. Therefore, compared with other 

villagers, he had a certain understanding of contemporary art and was relatively confident in the 

cooperation process. In 2016, Qin Ga led the “Flying Together” Project to participate in the 

exhibition “Post-Sensibility: Fear and Will” in Beijing and Shanghai. He discussed with Li to 

collaborate on a work for the exhibition. In Li’s view, there was nothing decent to sell in this 

poor village. As a farmer, the only thing he was proud of was the Sichuan pepper he grew. After 

discussion, the two decided to ship six Sichuan pepper trees to Shanghai and re-plant them in six 

wooden boxes, each of them is 1.2 square meters. They placed the six trees in Shanghai Ming 

Contemporary Art Museum (McaM) entitled “We Are All Artists: An Unexpected Journey” 

(Fig. 3.10). This work required neither whimsical artistic creativity nor artistic techniques. The 

artist had no chance to show off his technique. Even placing ordinary objects in the gallery did 

not signify a challenge to the institution of art. Rather it was simply to “bring Shijiezi’s Sichuan 

pepper to the national audience as the villagers wished.”17  

In “Flying Together,” artists and villagers collaborated in the principle of wo’men, which 

actually emphasizes that artists should go into the villagers and become a part of them, by first 

considering the villagers are the main body of artistic practices. Secondly, for the villagers, their 

agricultural production is closely combined with artistic creation, which helps them usurp the 

identity of peasants. For artists, this collaborative mode also changed their understandings of art, 

                                                
17 ibid. 
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because their creation experience should always interact with agricultural production experience. 

For instance, in the collaborative work produced by Qin Ga and Li Baoyuan, the farming activity 

itself became a part of art practice. This process also overtook the artist’s identity. Thus, wo’men 

also emphasizes abandoning “self” and the reestablishing of every single identity of wo within 

wo’men. As Qin explained, “In the past, I did avant-garde art, and avant-garde art was very self-

centered. Now I have to negotiate with the villagers, but I don’t think this kind of compromise is 

a pity, because what I do now is not the art of “myself ”(woziji 我自己), but the art of “ours” 

(wo’men de 我们的). In fact, this is the true vanguard of today.”18 

This identity transformation from wo to wo’men witnesses how aesthetics was generated. 

As Rancière suggests, aesthetics refers to the intermediate state in which art has not been 

completely restored to life or life has not been completely refined into art. 19 This intermediate 

state was embodied in wo’men, since through this principle, artists and the villagers had gone 

beyond their personal experiences. It is art that redistributes their sensible.  

In addition to art practices, wo’men was also approached by artists in local public affairs. 

In 2016, Jin applied to the German Embassy in the name of the Shijiezi Art Museum for a 

financial support to renovate public dry toilets in the village. People in most rural areas in 

northern China usually use dry toilets due to the limited water resource. “Dry toilets are actually 

the most ecological and environmentally friendly,” said Jin Le “Part of the modernization 

process is sewage treatment, but in the countryside, there is no such thing as sewage. All the 

waste can be reused.” 20 According to Jin, dry toilets are the embodiment of green life. The 

                                                
18 ibid. 
19 Jacques Rancière, Aisthesis: Scenes from the Aesthetic Regime of Art (London: Verso, 2013), 
12. 
20 Jin, interview. 
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project aimed to improve the sanitary condition of dry toilets which in turn promoted an energy-

saving and environment-friendly lifestyle among the villagers (Fig. 3.11).  

Other examples appeared in paving the footpath and installing streetlights. Before being 

hardened by concrete, the footpaths connecting each house were made of mud. They were steep 

and slipper when raining. In 2017, in order to solve the problem, Qin Ga launched an online 

crowdfunding in the name of the “Flying Together,”21 and paved a section of footpath in concrete 

to solve the inconvenience of villagers’ walking on rainy days (Fig. 3.12). In 2015, artist Ge Lei 

came to Shijiezi as a participant of the “Flying Together” project. When he noticed that 

according to the local governmental planning, only one streetlight could be installed in Shijiezi 

Village, because streetlights should strictly match the local population ratio, he erected five 

streetlights at his own expense on the “square” at the entrance of the village. Ge’s streetlights 

attracted the attention of the local governments. They installed more than twenty streetlights in 

the village by attracting investment during the art event “Flying Together: Going to Shijiezi.” At 

the same time, the government hardened the road into the village and provided running water. 

The streetlights and the concrete road were criticized by some intellectuals as they did not 

aesthetically integrate into the natural and rustic landscape of this villages. However, the artists 

in Shijiezi project do not abide by the intellectuals’ romanticism of rural rusticity, but instead, 

regard the villagers as wo’men and build wo’men de village through contemporary art. As Qin 

Ga said, “without streetlights, we can see the stars, which satisfies artists’ expectation for the 

village which is primitive, natural and wild. However, without streetlights, the local residents’ 

                                                
21 In May 2015, after two years of investigation, artist Qin Ga took his independent art space 
“Zaospace” to cooperate with the Shijiezi Art Museum to launch the “Flying Together – Shijiezi 
Village Art Practice Project.” In the past few years, the two artists have collaborated with invite 
artists as well as art students from all over China to participate in art projects with the villagers.  
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life would be inconvenient. In this sense, instead of seeing the stars, we want to see streetlights.” 

22 

In recent years, there have been many cases of art getting involved in the countryside. 

Nonetheless, as sociologist Yun Zhou questioned “whose village? whose community?” after his 

visit to the Bishan Commune.23 In other word, she asked how art engages in the village while 

preserving the uniqueness of art and respecting the villagers simultaneously. These questions 

have constantly been the paradox of artistic participation in the countryside. Through a series of 

negotiations between the artists and the villagers, the project reshaped wo’men between the 

villagers and the artists and reconstructed identity of the villagers. This spiritual sense of 

belonging is the wealth that contemporary art brings to Shijiezi, because wo’men rebuilt 

villagers’ confidence through regarding the villagers as the main body. 

 

A Critique of the Institution  

Bürger has characterized the strategy of avant-garde as to merge art and life praxis which 

eventually aims at an attack on the institution of art. Drawing upon Bürger, I consider the 

Yangdeng Art Cooperatives and the Shijiezi Art Museum avant-garde not only because they 

have engaged in the everyday life praxis of local residents, but also because they have 

demonstrated a critique of the institution. Here, the institution refers to both art institution, which 

is similar to Büger’s “institution of art” emphasizing producing “inorganic” artworks following 

the principle of aesthetic autonomy, and political institution, an ideology out-put determined by 

                                                
22 Qin, interview. 
23 Zhou Yun 周韵, “Shuide xiangcun? Shuide gongtongti? Quwei, quge yu bishan jihua” 谁的乡
村？谁的共同体？趣味、区隔与碧山计划 (Whose Countryside, Whose Community? Taste, 
Distinction and Bishan Project), Douban Blog Yi Yin Qin Xia. August 8. Accessed March 20, 
2020, http//www. Cbda.cn/html/jd/20140708/42987.html. 
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state apparatus.24 In the following, I will elaborate how the two projects render their avant-garde 

mission by showing a critique of the two institutions. I will investigate how the two projects 

challenged conventional museum mode via their “site-specific museum” projects; and how they 

critically engaged with the established political institution through reconstructing community and 

local residents’ identity  

 

Site-Specific Museums  

Both the Yangdeng Art Cooperatives and the Shijiezi Art Museum have their own 

museum projects. At Yangdeng, artists have established the Fengdouhua Art Museum and Cake 

Shop Art Museum, meanwhile in Shijiezi Village, Jin Le has converted the entire village into a 

museum. These museums are very different from the conventional ones, as they are located in 

specific sites and engage with local residents’ everyday life. Moreover, they do not work as a 

formal institution of art. Hai Ren has termed this type of museums “socially engaged art 

museums”, which signifies a practice that unveils art as an aesthetic force for rendering everyday 

life performative or playful.” 25 Ren’s “socially engaged art” is based on how socially engaged art 

practices aesthetically transform the everyday life of a specific site through a series of novel 

museum activities. In this dissertation, I use “site-specific museum” instead of “socially engaged 

art museum,” because I intend to emphasize the anti-institutional aspect in these museum 

practices. “Site-specific museum” also reflect the Miwon Kwon’s definition of one of the three 

paradigms of site specificity, that is institutional critique.26 In site-specific museums, art 

                                                
24 The definition of the two institutions can be seen in the dissertation introduction.   
25 Hai Ren, “What is the Socially Engaged Art Museum? Lessons from the Yangdeng Art 
Collective in China,” Journal of Korean and Asian Arts, no. 1 (Spring 2020): 95-115.  
26 Miwon Kwon, One Place after Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity (MA: The 
MIT Press, 2002), 3.  
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production and consumption hardly function in the bourgeois logic. On the contrary, the 

museums criticize bourgeois art institution, because they aim to deconstruct the notion of art 

institution by pulling institutional activities, such as exhibition, curation, collection and 

education, down to the mass aesthetic experience in everyday life praxis. In addition to the two 

site-specific museums in Yangdeng, I will elaborate more on the Shijiezi Art Museum in this 

section.  

“Shijiezi Meishuguan” (Shijiezi Art Museum) was the first artwork people can see at the 

entrance of Shijiezi Village. The five Chinese characters were written by Jin Le, copied by his 

illiterate mother, and then carved on the slop by the villagers. In fact, the Shijiezi Art Museum is 

not a museum in the traditional manner. It has nothing to do with the “white cube,” moreover, it 

has no conventional functions of a museum such as curation, collecting, and public education. 

Instead, it is a site-specific museum that built on the house of every household (Fig. 3.13). The 

decorations of these museums are quite simple. Only steel welding boards stick to the gate of 

each courtyard signifying the name of this particular pavilion. For example, at the gate of 

villager Sun Yinyin’s courtyard, Chinese characters “yinyin guan” 银银馆 (Yinyin Pavilion) 

signify Sun Yinyin’s house. Each of the thirteen households in the village is named an art 

pavilion after their residents. In my fieldtrip, the villagers warmly showed me their sitting rooms 

in their houses, in which beautifully framed photos were hung on the walls. The photos were shot 

by villagers working with foreign artists. Among them, there were also photos taken in Germany 

in several families whose members participated in Ai Weiwei's project Fairytale in Kassel, 2017. 

These photos not only recorded the moments when the villagers took part in the art project, but 

also documented their daily life. Each family’s sitting room is a small gallery. For Jin Le, each 

gallery shows not only photographs, but also their real lives. “All life, mountains, water, flowers 
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and trees are part of the museum,” Jin Le said, “This gallery, I think, is a gallery that I have 

reinterpreted. It is recognized by both the villagers and the artists. For most people, the art 

gallery should display works of art that have been recognized by art history, such as famous 

prints, paintings, sculptures and so on. However, in my gallery, there is life, and life itself is a 

work of art.” 27 Jin defines Shijiezi Art Museum as “everything in our life is a work of art in a 

museum.” 28  Each house is a branch of the whole. Based on this definition, Jin held several events 

at the museum every year. 

Among the thirteen households in the museum, Sun Wucheng’s house was named 

“Wucheng Pavilion.” Through lottery, artist Sui Jianguo was arranged to live in this house, 

where he made a work related to Sun’s family life. This work did not have specific physical 

form, the whole work was composed of the seven days of living and eating together. The artist 

insisted on leaving after seven days, with neither exhibition nor publicity, in order to allow the 

work silently take place and conclude. According to Sui, contemporary art today is too fancy, in 

this sense, his work is intended to “hide contemporary art in rural daily life and cover 

contemporary art with the ordinariness.”29 In this sense, Sui’s seven days in Sun Wucheng’s 

house became a work of art that was instantly made and displayed. The work did not have much 

impact on Sun’s daily life, except for occupying a room. Meanwhile, the purpose of living with 

Sun did not mean to popularize contemporary art to the villagers. In this work, both artists and 

artwork were invisible. The only visible thing was the everyday life. Wucheng Pavillion had also 

become a showcase for this art event. However, art seemed to be wearing an invisibility cloak on 

the platform where it should be displayed, because the daily life of the artists and the villagers 

                                                
27 Jin, interview. 
28 ibid. 
29 Sui Jianguo, interviewed by Yanhua Zhou, formal interview/Shijiezi, Jul, 9, 2018. 
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became the main subject of the show. Nevertheless, this did not mean that the function of the art 

museum had disappeared. On the contrary, Wucheng Pavilion, a small branch of the Shijiezi Art 

Museum, showed a new potential (Fig. 3.14). 

Douglas Crimp has put forward the concept of “the ruins of museums,” suggesting that 

site-specific practices has deconstructed the function of art museums, which has forced museums 

to become meaningless ruins in contemporary art practices since the 1990s.30 However, more than 

a decade later, Boris Groys discovered that Crimp’s bland spot was to narrow museum functions 

down to collections and exhibitions, while ignoring that the most fundamental function of a 

museum was the discovery of the “new.” 31 He points out that new things do not arise from some 

mysterious source in history, nor do they serve some mysterious historical purpose. The creation 

of new things is simply due to the shifting boundaries between the collections in museums and 

the everyday events outside them.32 Indeed, Sui Jianguo just touched this boundary. By showing 

his everyday life in a site-specific art museum, the artist pushed museums’ boundary into life. At 

the same time, by treating the everyday practices of the individuals as a work of art, he expanded 

the everyday to the institution of art. This two-edge movements constitute the significance of the 

work.  

Another implication of Groys’s “new” is that contemporary art is also creating its own 

novelty through an integration into everyday life. The whole project of the Shijiezi Art Museum 

actually explored this “new.” The space of each art pavilion is the living place of the villagers in 

which their everyday activities are exhibited. Different from conventional art museums, the 

Shijiezi Art Museum is not a collection or exhibition site in a traditional sense, even if 

                                                
30 Douglas Crimp, On the Museum’s Ruins (Mass: MIT Press, 1993).  
31 Boris Groys, On the New (London: Verso, 2014).  
32 ibid. 
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documents, such as photos and artworks are hung on the wall. Instead, the museum has created a 

new space merging art and the everyday praxis of villagers. It is also a platform on which 

outsiders are able to be educated, experience and have new recognition of the rural. As Jin points 

out, “through this platform, the gap between the rural and the urban will be diminished.” 33 

In fact, the site-specific museums in both Yangdeng and Shijiezi are aesthetic spaces and 

social spaces combine in which aesthetic experiences and the experiences of the everyday praxis 

integrated. That means art practice is also a social practice. It is worth noting that both Jiao and 

Jin are sculptors. Therefore, they are familiar with turning everyday life into a “social sculpture.” 

This Beuys’ art concept emphasizing art’s potential to transform society. In the two projects, the 

idea of “social sculpture” appears in their critical engagement in the established political 

institution by reconstructing “inoperative communities” and the dialogical identity of its people.  

 

Inoperative Community and Dialogical Masses 

Jean-Luc Nancy coined? the concept of “inoperative community.” This is the idealistic 

form of community that new mass art aims at, because it sheds light on the civic aspect of artistic 

participation in society on the one hand; on the other hand, it shows the dialogical purpose of this 

type of art. Jean-Luc Nancy attempts to salvage concepts of community out of this traditional 

model. As Nancy analyzes, “The community that becomes a single thing (body, mind, 

fatherland, Leader...) ...necessarily loses the in of being-in-common. Or, it loses the with or the 

together that defines it. It yields its being-together to a being of togetherness.”34 He proposes the 

term “essentialist community” to describe the traditional modes of community that are premised 

                                                
33 Jin, interview. 
34 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Inoperative Community (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1991), xxxix. 
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on the concept of centered, self-identical subjects coming into communion through the mutual 

recognition of a shared essence.35 As Nancy asks, “how can the community without essence (the 

community that is nether ‘people’ nor ‘nation,’ neither ‘destiny’ nor ‘generic humanity,’ etc.) be 

presented as such? The truth of community, for Nancy, resides in the retreat of such a being.”36 

Regarding the notion of “inoperative,” Nancy does not mean dysfunctional or failing, but rather a 

spontaneous or “unworked” inclination to come together that has no object or purpose other than 

itself.37 As Nancy claims, a community does not confer a higher purpose upon its constituents. 

The coming together is not motivated by individual desire or collective insecurity, but inheres in 

the human situation as a passion for sharing.38 By focusing on the individual’s heterogeneity 

rather than the collective’s homogeneity, Nancy’s “inoperative community” effectively preserves 

the diversity of culture, politics and economy of a community. 

Through art, the Yangdeng and the Shijiezi communities have been turned into what 

Nancy called “inoperative community”, because they are based on the communication and 

collaboration between artists and local residents. This expands the connotation of community 

which is not unitary but full of diverse practices. Art makes the two communities more open and 

inclusive than before. They are not only residential areas in the poor and remote countryside, but 

also a tourist park, an educational place for rural practices, and a communication medium for 

people inside and outside. The community is like Jacques Rancière’s scenes from the aesthetic 

regime of art which is not the illustration of an idea, but a little optical machine that shows us 

thought busy weaving together perceptions, affects, names, and ideas, constituting the sensible 

                                                
35 Kester, Conversation Pieces,154. 
36 Nancy, The Inoperative Community, xxxix.  
37 ibid., 28. 
38 ibid., 24.  
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community that these links create, and the intellectual community that makes such weaving 

thinkable.39  Love this discussion too! 

How does this community form identity? In the two cases, art provides opportunities of 

sharing and becoming for the community in which the participants think, act and speak beyond 

their priori roles and identities. 40 Inasmuch, the community is as Meiqin Wang argues, the 

“infrastructure of resonance”, a notion developed by Nato Thompson in 2015 to call for art 

activists to create new ideas, new behaviors and new relationship that are free from the restraints 

of the dominant ideologies.41 It enables local residents to assume new identities, engage in new 

activities and develop new relationships with their village and the world beyond through art.42 

Artists not only apply art to stimulate domestic demand, but also encourage villagers to rethink 

their social status and their identity as peasants who have strong self-awareness. 

In Yangdeng, a village entrepreneur Xie Xiaochun started to draw his “niandaihua,” a 

kind of historical painting to recall his memory of the 1970s. Xie’s niandaihua adopts a primitive 

gesture to represent the local everyday life, including cooking in backyards, washing cloth by the 

riverside, women’s brawling in streets, children’s peeing under trees (Fig. 3.15). Living at the 

center of the town, Xie’s backyard has been decorated as a private local art museum – xiaochun 

tang, a salon for villagers’ cultural activities, such as local art exhibitions, including his solo 

exhibition in 2017. Similar to Xie, a local carpenter Master Guo started to do wood carvings in 

2014. His works combined the function of furniture and life maintenance with aesthetics features 

                                                
39 Rancière, Aisthesis, xi.  
40 Nancy, The Inoperative Community, 24. 
41 Thompson, Seeing Power. 
42 Meiqin Wang, “Village Transformed: Jin Le and Community Development through 
Contemporary Art,” Journal of Contemporary Chinese Art 5, no. 2-3 (September 2018): 193-
213.  
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(Fig. 3.16). Influenced by Ai Weiwei’s 2010 work Sunflower Seeds, he attempted to explore the 

quantity and repetition in art. The wooden eggs and golden ingots were the examples. In May 

2017, he held his solo exhibition in LP Art Space in downtown Chongqing. Thirty wood 

carvings were shown there. Compared to Xie Xiaochun, Master Guo has a different social status. 

He lives in a shabby house on the mountains, he and his wife hold rural hukou 户口 (Chinese 

residence identity), and his family still farm and feed pigs. However, the two local residents 

share something in common: they actively engage in artistic practices when collaborating with 

artists.  

In Shijiezi, the greater value of bringing contemporary art to this barren countryside is 

not in material aspect, but spiritual aspect. As Jin Le explains: 

I think art is not just about material change... Art is more spiritual. What do people do 
with their life? What is our relationship with nature? What is good life? ... In fact, it 
makes us think more about what it means to be alive. Is there a rule for being a man? 
What can he do or not? … In fact, as long as you have a year contacting with the 
villagers, you can see that they have already accepted their fate – they are poor and 
illiterate farmers. For them, the “city people” even “artist” is a magnifying concept. The 
villagers believe that they are all rich and knowledgeable. The villagers lack confidence 
obviously. 43 
 

For villagers, the biggest change in the decade since the project began is that they have become 

more confident. The strategy of wo’men provides them an awareness of equal identity. Through 

constantly communications and collaborations with artists in either art practices or public affairs 

for many years, the villagers have learned to greet strangers warmly, to shake hands and to show 

visitors their “museums.”44 “In the past, villagers didn’t pay attention to their personal appearance 

                                                
43 Jin, interview. 
44 I visited Shijiezi Village on Jul, 9, 2018. I met villagers including Li Baoyuan李保元, Sun 
Wucheng孙武成, Jin Caiqin靳彩琴, Jin Nünü靳女女, Sun Yinyin孙银银, Jin Hailu靳海禄, 
Hong Qiang红强, and so on and visited their houses. These villagers showed me their houses 
friendly. They even invited me to sit on their beds, served vegetable soup and steam pancakes to 
me. When I left, they gave me peeled apples and peaches. 
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and their homes were in a mess. Now they pay attention to their personal appearance and their 

houses are clean and tidy” Jin said. 45 Nowadays, with the increasing exposure of Shijiezi in 

social media, more tourists from other villages come to visit Shijiezi, and villagers feel confident 

and proud of being residents of this village.  

In fact, in the process of communication with the outside world, a dialogical identity has 

form among the villagers. This is because, according to Nancy, in an inoperative community, our 

identities are always in negation, always in the process of being formed and re-formed through 

our encounters with others. He believes that humans should not be discrete. By contrast, they are 

essentially encountering with others and negotiating with others. In fact, they are always in 

dialogical relations. However, this essential human relation has been diminished by political 

apathy. In this sense, new mass art approaches to revitalizing this essential human relation 

through promoting participation, exchanging, collaboration, cooperation and communication. It 

encourages people’s participation to question fixed identities.  

 

The Avant-Gardism of New Mass Art 

Is new mass art avant-garde? If so, how? Some believe that contemporary art in the 1990s 

questioned and challenged avant-garde legacy in the means of its collaborations and 

conversational significance. For example, Grant H. Kester has distinguished socially engaged art 

from avant-garde. As Kester points out,  

Avant-garde art sought to challenge, rather than corroborate, conventional systems of 
meaning, whether through realism’s introduction of taboo subjects such as poverty and 
prostitution, impressionism’s rejection of the norms of academic realism, cubism’s 
attempt to render multiple perspectives in a single composition, or Dadaism’s embrace of 
the absurd. 46 

                                                
45 Jin, interview. 
46 Kester, Conversation Pieces, 27. 
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According to Kester, the motive behind the avant-garde rhetoric of shock and disruption is 

complex (and even paradoxical): to make the viewer more sensitive and receptive to the natural 

world, other beings, and other forms of experience.47 In this sense, Kester never thought the form 

of socially engaged art is avant-gardist, as he never believes socially engaged art imbeds the 

avant-garde rhetoric. According to him, socially engaged artists are possible to reclaim a less 

violent and more convivial relationship with the viewer while preserving the critical insights that 

aesthetics experience can offer to objectifying forms of knowledge.48 Obviously, Kester wants to 

point out the distinction between socially engaged art and avant-garde art. His concern on avant-

gardism may dwell in his theoretical ambition toward “dialogical aesthetics” which attempts to 

keep a distance from traditional Marxism’s cultural critique.  

On the contrary, others, such as Claire Bishop, view this relationship in an opposite side – 

“this art arguably forms what avant-garde we have today…[It] carries on the avant-garde call to 

make art a more vital part of life.”49 Likewise, Boris Groys proposed “direct realism” to describe 

the avant-garde dimension of contemporary art. It is an art that would neither represent nor 

produce objects, but produce practices.50 In Groys view, contemporary art (he uses “relational 

aesthetics”) presents the continuity of the unaccomplished avant-garde scenario. In fact, these 

opinions do not question whether contemporary art is avant-garde, but how it is avant-garde or in 

which format it manifests as avant-garde. As Jiao writes, “facing the system we are in today, I 

believe avant-garde is not the ‘guerrilla’ style, but the total mobilization of life itself.” 51 Having 

                                                
47 ibid. 
48 ibid. 
49 Bishop, Artificial Hells, 13.  
50 Groys, In the Flow, 118.  
51 Jiao and Wang, canyushiyishu, 196. 
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said that, I argue that the avant-gardism exists in new mass art as well. Nevertheless, it is 

manifested in a different format. In new mass art practices such as the Yangdeng Art 

Cooperatives and the Shijiezi Art Museum, the avant-gardism would be reframed via how we 

reevaluate the aesthetics of the everyday.  

Aesthetics, here, is taken to refer to the Greek origin of the term aisthesis, relating to the 

perceivable or sensate, rather than the German Romantic understanding of aesthetics, which 

often connects aesthetics to the beauty. According to Jacques Rancière, aisthesis concerns the 

sensible fabric of experience within which they are produced.52 In his Aisthesis: Scenes from the 

Aesthetic Regime of Art, Rancière show how a regime of perception, sensation and interpretation 

of art is constituted and transformed by welcoming images, objects, and performances that 

seemed most opposed to the German Romantic understanding of art.53 In fact, the purpose of 

Rancière’s “aisthesis” is deconstructing the hierarchy between the art and society, or aesthetics 

and politics, through the distribution of sensible.54 In this way, the two opposite factors are 

wrested from their own specific realm and sites in order to be transformed into a social practice. 

The notion of aisthesis reevaluates contemporary aesthetic in a political, social and ethical sense. 

Rancière expanded the possibility of aesthetics of the social practices as well as the social 

practice of aesthetics. In fact, revisiting the value of sensation provides an alternative way to 

address the avant-garde issue of socially engaged art, and technically expands the means of 

social engagement in artistic practices, by paying attention to the ordinariness of the everyday.  

The two projects are avant-garde, not because they embrace the rhetoric of avant-garde 

rupture, but because they pop the significance of ordinariness up from the daily routine, 

                                                
52 Rancière, Aisthesis, x. 
53 ibid.,p.x. 
54 ibid. 
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transform public feelings of a rural community which makes local residents be more confident. 

The wood-carvings on the top of the dining tables in Fengdouhua Art Museum, the 

furniture/sculptures collaborated with the local carpenters, the sweet pink wall in the Cake Shop 

Museum, the museums set in every household in Shijiezi Village show how the ordinariness of 

the everyday are deterritotialized through the potential of art that generates sensation and 

distributes the sensible. The two projects together demonstrate the avant-gardism of everyday 

transformation.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter explores avant-garde aspect of new mass art through the lens of the 

Yangdeng Art Cooperatives and the Shijiezi Art Museum, two long-term new mass art projects 

in the Southwest and Northwest of rural China. The Yangdeng Art Cooperatives engage with 

local residents’ everyday life by using various artistic strategies to blur the boundary between the 

real and the fiction. In so doing, art pops the ordinariness up from local residents’ daily routine, 

transforms the everyday and makes the everyday affective and aesthetic. The Shijiezi Art 

Museum facilitates a bottom-up community reconstruction of a small village by referring the 

rural community as Nancy’s “inoperative community”, a spontaneous or “unworked” inclination 

to come together that has no object or purpose other than itself. Based on the artistic strategy of 

wo’men, artists conduct collaborative art projects with local residents in order to establish an 

equal perception platform between the artist and the villagers, integrate art in local residents’ 

everyday life, rebuild their social bonds, and reconstruct their new identity. Art plays an active 

role in the transition from the individual wo to the collective wo’men. In the process of taking the 

initiative to penetrate into the world of rural life, contemporary art interacts directly with the 
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villagers to bring them into the political process and build a community of “wo’men,” and 

simultaneously, it diminishes artists’ subjectivity and strengthens local residents’ dialogical 

identity.  

Although the two projects are located in the rural areas, they have not been involved in 

the Movement of Rural Revitalization through Art. That is to say that they have not been 

institutionalized in the governmental discourse of rural revitalization. Instead, they refused any 

governmental discourse and the top-down rural reconstruction scenario by rendering avant-garde 

strategies in their critique of the institution and aestheticizing the everyday life of the local 

residents. Working with the everyday, the two projects facilitated civic participation in the two 

rural communities and critically think about the institution that new mass art work with. Next 

chapter will rethink this avant-garde aspect of new mass art by examining how socialist legacy 

impacts the issues of participation and institution in an urban-based new mass art project.  
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Chapter 4 Reactivating and Appropriating Socialist Legacies in New Mass Art: 

The Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society 

 

Introduction  

Located on the north-eastern side of Shanghai in Yangpu District, the community of 

Dinghaiqiao has embraced state factories and working-class residents. Today, it has become one 

of the largest city slums and residential areas for migrants. My first field trip to Dinghaiqiao was 

on May 8, 2018. When I crossed the intersection of Changlong and Boyang Road, I saw an area 

where demolished national factories coexisted with a newly established business tower. Several 

big red Chinese characters such as “prosperity,” “democracy,” “civility,” and “harmony,” which 

are known as the so-called “Core Socialist Values” were painted on the facades of the factories.1 

Advertising stickers of home appliance maintenance, unlocking, and certificate partially covered 

the characters. Lorries, scooters, and “yellow bicycles” threaded through the streets. After 

several turns, I came to a market. On the zenith of each stall hung a uniform blue and white tarp. 

I saw a woman bringing two bowls of water from her alley and pour them into the public sewer 

in the street in front of the market. This is Dinghaiqiao. It was a community surrounded by state 

                                                
1 The Core Socialist Values is a set of new official interpretations of Chinese Socialism promoted 
at the 18th National Congress of the Communist Party of China in 2012. The 12 values, written 
in 24 Chinese characters, are the national values of “prosperity”, “democracy”, “civility” and 
“harmony”; the social values of “freedom”, “equality”, “justice” and the “rule of law”; and the 
individual values of “patriotism”, “dedication”, “integrity” and “friendship.” See Liu Yuying刘
玉英, Shehuizhuyi heinjiazhiguan xuexi duben: gongminpian” 社会主义核心价值观学习读
本：公民篇 (The Book of The Core Socialist Values: Citizen)(Beijing: Xinhua Press, 2015).  
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factories and now has become a migrant neighborhood facing demolition, due to the relocation 

of the city’s industry (Fig.4.1., Fig. 4.2.).  

Shanghai-based curator Chen Yun first came upon this area when she was organizing the 

West Heavens Sino-Indian urbanist exchange workshop in 2013. In the summer of 2014, Chen 

rented a tiny old apartment in a narrow alley in the neighborhood and founded the Dinghaiqiao 

Mutual-Aid Society (Fig.4.3.). Like many urban-based new mass art projects, including the “H. 

B. Station” (huangbianzhan 黄边站) in Guangzhou and the “Handshake 302” (woshou 302 握手

302) project in Shenzhen, which focus on community-reconstruction in urban demolition areas, 

the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society was launched as a series of social practices responding to 

China’s fast urbanization and, alongside these other projects, formed part of an emerging 

landscape of public art in contemporary China. This self-organized group is a collectively run 

facility for learning, reflecting, creatively working together, etc. Since 2014, Chen has invited 

young adults to the neighborhood and initiated a series of projects including talks by artists and 

scholars, guided tours, collaborative cooking, film screenings, artists’ residencies, and inter-city 

exchanges. By exploring ways of gathering and producing art/knowledge, this project pursues 

interaction, assistance, and cooperation among neighbors by appropriating several socialist 

tactics as the principle of reciprocity among the neighbors and like-minded people. This chapter 

will investigate how socialist legacies were reactivated and appropriated in new mass art project 

through the case of the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society. I argue that through reactivating and 

appropriating a series of socialist legacies, such as mutual aid, mass participation and the Mass 

Line, the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society seeks to highlight the true power of the masses in 

public spaces to rebuild human relations in this neoliberal time.  
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Mutual Aid through Art  

Research on how socialist legacies were used in dealing with participation strategies and 

issues in contemporary China is still very limited, because the capitalist orientation has 

gravitated all aesthetic experiences of Chinese contemporary art to the tastes of Western 

audiences, which has veiled the diversity of this type of art. As Zheng Bo points out, social 

practice art has a socialist legacy, but beginning in the 1990s, Chinese contemporary art went 

through an export-oriented era, addressed to a foreign audience.2 In fact, socialist legacies 

emerged in contemporary art practice in China very early. Since the “Long March” Project 

(2002), approaches such as “collective work” and “mass participation” which Chinese 

Communists advocated in their socialist revolution have been adopted and appropriated by 

Chinese contemporary artists identifying its geo-historical specificity.3 In recent years, several 

socialist terms and ideas such as “commune,” “cooperation” and “mutual aid” became strategies 

for art to participate in various social and community practices. For example, Ou Ning named his 

project “Bishan Commune” by referencing early Communist utopian as an alternative way of life 

far away from existing capitalist society.4 Jiao Xingtao used “cooperatives” as the name of his 

new mass art project in Yangdeng. According to Jiao, “cooperatives” (hezuoshe 合作社) either 

signifies the basic working method, or alludes to the agricultural production unit in socialist 

China.5 Moreover, as I have investigated in Chapter 2, the movement of Rural Revitalization 

through Art since 2018 has impacted art practices in the rural areas in a top-down way, which re-

facilitated socialist mass participation of art and enabled are to be politically institutionalized. 

                                                
2 See Bo Zheng’s Moocs on the website SEACHINA: Socially Engaged Art in Contemporary 
China, accessed March 31, 2020. http://seachina.net/seachina-intro.html.  
3 Tan, “Art for/of the Masses,” 177-194. 
4 Corlin, The Bishan Commune, 1. 
5 Jiao, interview, Chongqing, 13 October, 2014. 



 138 

The agency of the government and the practices conducted by these artists in such projects 

allows us to identify another dimension of the role of “participation” in new mass art, one that is 

not by definition always counter hegemonic.  

As an alternative mode, the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society is in an attempt to redefine 

the notion of participation, because it reactivates and appropriates socialist legacies in 

contemporary art. Chen observes that “as society goes through demolition and urbanization, the 

biggest changes happen on the level of human relationship, such as trust, care and mutual 

exchange: these are all created by how you see human relationships.”6 She aims at the 

construction of a “common ground,” and regards “mutual-aid” as a methodology of the art 

project, because it is a way to show their idealistic mode of collective working and living 

community in which people could serve and support each other.7 The “mutual-aid” points out 

another aesthetic dimension of new mass art.  

First proposed by Peter Kropotkin, the term “mutual aid” refers to a voluntary exchange 

of resources and services for mutual benefit.8 In socialist China, it was adopted by Chinese 

Communists as a collective mode of agricultural production. It encouraged mass participation 

and strengthened the “Mass Line,” the political, organizational, and leadership method developed 

by Mao Zedong during the Chinese socialist revolution, emphasizing the importance of people 

and insisting that “the people alone are the motive force in the making of world history ”.9  

                                                
6Yun Chen, “Dinghaiqiao Mutual Aid Society: Negotiating the Common with/by/through the 
Urban Daily,” Inter-Asia Cultural Studies 19, no.3 (2018): 480-493.  
7 ibid. 
8 Peter Kropotkin, Mutual Aid: A Factor of Volition (SC: Forgotten Books), 117. 
9 Mao, “Some Questions.”  
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According to Kropotkin, mutual aid was the engine for social progress.10 Against social 

Darwinism, which believes that biological organisms evolve through natural selection, society 

evolves and increases in complexity through analogous processes11, Kropotkin proposed that 

humans are collaborative entities and emphasized the role of the group rather than the individual. 

As Kropotkin claimed,  

The mutual-aid factor [in human societies] has been hitherto totally lost [to] sight…But 
we see also that the practice of mutual aid and its successive developments have created 
the very conditions of societal life in which humanity was enabled to develop our arts, 
knowledge, and intelligence; and that the periods when institutions based on the mutual-
aid tendency took their greatest development were also the periods of the greatest 
progress in arts, industry, and science.12 
 

Kropotkin’s theory was significant when it was introduced to China as anarchism in the first 

decade of the twentieth century. 13 During the May Fourth Movement, this theory was developed 

as a weapon of what was then termed “anti-feudalism” and “modernist thought reform.” After 

the founding of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), when anarchism was marginalized, 

“mutual-aid” nevertheless became embedded in Chinese Communist rhetoric. In socialist China, 

“mutual-aid” was revitalized as an early collective mode of agricultural production. Although it 

has been a historical term in post-socialist China, this idea reappeared in a number of public art 

practices in the recent years as an exploration of a new network of human relations. This tactical 

return echoed international academic debates on potential forms of social cohesion, which 

underlines political implications of “mutual-aid” in art projects, such as Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid 

                                                
10 Kropotkin, Mutual Aid, 117. 
11 Herbert Spencer, “The Social Organism,” in Herbert Spencer: Critical Assessment, ed. John 
Offer edit (New York: Routledge, 2000), 186–199. 
12 Kropotkin, Mutual Aid, 159-160. 
13 In 1908, Li Shi 李势 translated the first three chapters of Krupotkin’s mutual aid and published 
in the magazine New Century. See Jiang Jun 蒋骏 and Li Xingzhi 李兴芝, Zhongguo jindaide 
wuzhengfuzhuyi sichao 中国近代的无政府主义思潮 (Anarchism Thought Waves of Modern 
China) (Jinan: Shandong People’s Press, 1990), 210. 
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Society.14 Chen and her colleagues categorize the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society’s art practices 

into three sections. They are “Dinghai Archive” which contains a series of documentaries on the 

local life and collective memories of Dinghaiqiao area. “Dinghai Talks” refers to a series of 

public talks held every week in the city, and “Dinghai Linkage” signifies a series of exchange 

dialogues, communications, discussions, and activities with other art organizations outside 

Dinghaiqiao area, facilitating communications with other urban social practices. The three 

projects are conducted under the principle of “mutual-aid.”  

 

Dinghai Archive  

In the fall of 2014, a number of young artists gathered in Dinghaiqiao. They collected 

oral histories from the local residents, visited the demolition areas, recorded sound samples, and 

even planned a community radio station. The artists turned the materials they collected into a 

series of artworks, such as a circle made of powder ground from bricks from a demolition area in 

Dinghaiqiao, sound samples that were recorded in the area, and local residents’ signatures on the 

relocation agreement painted on the wall. These works were initially produced for Chen’s West 

                                                
14 In May 2019, the journal Telos issued a call for a paper notice of “After the Welfare State: 
Reconceiving Mutual Aid” for its annual conference in New York. The conference theme was 
based on seeking new modes of human relation and social development. As the notice states, 
contemporary interest in structures of mutual aid relates to the fact that we are living in an era 
that is clearly looking for new models of human flourishing and social development. Not only 
must we deal with multiple, recurring crises — finance, food, energy, and environment — but 
there is a growing recognition that today’s normative agenda has to be much more 
encompassing, including issues of gender equality, fair trade, environment, and cultural and 
religious diversity. In this sense, it calls for a need to reconceptualize the “common good” and 
“collective interest” which is developing out of this set of conditions, leading to new definitions 
of civic sense, responsibility, and autonomy. See “Call for paper: After the Welfare State: 
Reconceiving Mutual Aid,” The 2020 Annual Telos Conference, February 15–16, 2020, New 
York, NY, accessed March 20, 2020, https://mailchi.mp/telosinstitute/the-2020-telos-conference-
in-new-york-videos-2700124?e=f64ee6b3b5. 
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Heavens Sino-Indian urbanist exchange workshop. After the workshop, she was encouraged by 

the participants to develop these works into an exhibition proposal for the First Emerging 

Curators Project for the Power Station of Art in Shanghai. She named the proposal “Dinghaiqiao: 

Art Practice into History.” Thanks to the exhibition proposal, Chen won the first prize in the 

contest. She spent the prize budget towards collective workshops of research in the history of 

Dinghaiqiao and rented a small apartment at 252 Dinghaigang Road for one year as the base of 

the Mutual-Aid Society.15  Historical materials collected in Dinghaiqiao soon became the 

“Dinghai Archive,” a section of the Dinghaiqiao project.  

Dinghai Archive (dinghaizhi定海志) aims at documenting artists’ interaction with the 

life of the local residents and their collective memories. Collaborating with local residents, artists 

published newspaper — Dinghai Evening Report (dinghai yebao 定海夜报), conducted site-

specific artworks, established “mutual-aid” economic system to support local business, and 

offered residencies for artists and scholars who are interested in the cultural, history and social 

organization of Dinghaiqiao area. Dinghai Evening Report is a monthly newspaper that publishes 

articles on topics about social issues that the local residents care about, such as daily life, 

historical memory. For example, the third and fourth issues included a series of discussions about 

demolishing “illegal buildings” around Dinghaiqiao Farmers Market, a topic that local residents 

are concerned with in their everyday life, because of the conflict between the government - who 

wants to tear down these buildings which do not meet the standard of living safety - and the local 

people who insist living inside due to its lower cost and convenience. The second and fifth issues 

published several local stories. These stories were told by local senior people in a local writing 

workshop called “Dinghaiqiao Stories Creative Writing Workshop.” This workshop was 

                                                
15 Chen, “Dinghaiqiao Mutual Aid Society,”480-493.  
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organized by Qian Jiannan, a Shanghai-based writer, and aimed to invite local senior people to 

talk about their past on a weekly basis (Fig. 4.4.).  

In addition to the electronic newspaper published on social media such as WeChat and 

Douban, the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society also invited local residents to participate in public 

cooking projects. The People’s Cooking Café (minzhu shitang 民煮食堂, a word play for it also 

sounds like “democratic café” in Chinese) was curated by Lu Yuanjiong and each time, invited a 

local resident as the “chief” to cook for the other locals. The café’s purpose was to promote 

democratic mutual communications on food, economy, culture, and history in different areas of 

the world through public eating. For example, on April 26, 2017, a group of art students from the 

United States were invited to participate in a cook-off program in the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid 

Society apartment. Each student compiled recipes, and dinner was to be made with ingredients 

purchased from the nearby market stalls. As the food was made for the local residents, 

ultimately, the whole community was involved. 

In addition to the Dinghai Evening Report and People’s Cooking Café, the Dinghai 

Archive also documented the main activities held in the apartment of Mutual-Aid Society and 

around the Dinghaiqiao area. Launched for the purpose of documenting local history, the 

Dinghai Archive developed as an assemblage recording all the artistic activities interacting with 

local residents’ past, present, and future. The stakes of this initiative were difficult to track, but 

some residents felt the presence of the project deeply. “Without the archive, the demolition area 

which may disappear in a few years would never be remembered,” said a middle-aged woman 

whom I interviewed near by the apartment.16 Indeed, Dinghai Archive not only functioned as 

local archive, but also assisted local people with forming a community identity by revisiting 

                                                
16 Mrs Wang, interviewed by Yanhua Zhou, Dinghaiqiao, Shanghai, May 8, 2018. 
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collective memory and unfolding the flourishing culture of the everyday. This is because the 

whole collective obeys the mutual-aid principle. This working method which was popular in 

socialist period recollects human relations and resists the precarity of China’s urbanization in the 

neoliberal time.  

 

Dinghai Talks 

Dinghai Talks (dinghaitan 定海谈) are a series of public talks held every week. Initiated 

by young scholar and critic Liang Jie in July 2015, Dinghai Talks have hosted more than eighty 

talks at the Mutual-Aid apartment.17 The talks are usually held on weekday evenings or weekend 

afternoons. Ten-to-twenty people sit on small stools and crowd a sixteen-square meter room on 

the first or second floor of the apartment. An event notice on WeChat would be published one-

to-two days before announcing the theme, time, and location. With almost no compensation, the 

guest speakers were invited to give talks on their research with the Dinghaiqiao area. Locals 

were invited to discuss their own opinions on the topic and relate the ideas to their own situation.  

The topics covered issues such as urban slums, rural communities, architecture and 

design, everyday life, and politics. These talks gradually developed towards three major 

directions. “Another Asia” (ruciyazhou 如此亚洲), which has one main focus: to understand 

histories surrounding China, with a particular focus on South East Asian societies, politics, and 

culture (especially left-winged movements and the Chinese diaspora and Chinese migrants in 

other countries). “In the Town” (chengzhongyoushi 城中有事) seeks to understand the history 

and reality of cities in China and surrounding countries, to discuss and analyze the past and 

                                                
17 Chen, “Dinghaiqiao Mutual Aid Society,”480-493. 
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recent urban renewal projects in Shanghai, to construct a vision of city life and urban 

transformation, and to understand the rights of the city. “Working through Art” (yishuzuogong 

艺术做工) explores how individual and collective artists, researchers, and activists work in 

specific urban and rural contexts to push forward social and intellectual issues via art creation, 

knowledge production, and strategies of social organization.18 Another two directions 

“Understanding the Countryside” (lijiexiangcun 理解乡村) and “Film Screenings and 

Discussions” (fangyingtaolun 放映讨论) were added to the previous three directions.19 As a 

whole, the five directions features Dinghai Talks as a local cultural discourse that promotes 

cultural exchange with other Asian societies, rethinks rural-urban relations and encourages 

intellectuals’ participation in community reconstruction through a series of reciprocal activities 

with the local residents.  

The talking format based on the five directions is also diverse. In addition to the 

traditional lecture, the talks were also delivered in the form of street performance, community 

teaching, film screening, and even cooking. On May 21, 2017, Anuj Daga, a professor from the 

School of Environment and Architecture, Mumbai, was invited to give a talk entitled “What Is 

Home?”. The presentation focused on a one-year-long investigation undertaken by his colleagues 

and students on the question of “home” in the city. Daga, the social activist who wants to reform 

migrant housing, introduced ten neighborhoods in Mumbai that were designed for migrant 

worker housing as a critique to current Indian urban plan which neglects demands of lower 

                                                
18 Chen, “Dinghaiqiao Mutual Aid Society,” 480-493. 
19 See the section “Dinghai Talks” in WeChat official account of Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid 
Society, WeChat ID: dinghaiqiao-.  
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class.20 The area that Daga investigated was similar to Dinghaiqiao, as both of them are 

resettlements for migrants. In this sense, the talk was popular among the locals because it 

showed them the future of their neighborhood and encouraged them to expand their knowledge 

of “home.” As an experienced designer, Daga offered his knowledge of contemporary urban 

planning which may fit into the current situation of Dinghaiqiao area. On the other hand, 

Dinghaiqiao area also provided Daga with an embodied experience he could never have on 

campuses or other institutional areas. The talk demonstrated the purpose and strategies of 

Dinghai Talks, which Chen Yun explains as “to remind the artistic and intellectual worlds that a 

dynamic and vibrant knowledge exchange with critical debates can and should take place outside 

university campuses, walled museums, and government supported programs.”21  In other words, 

Chen believes that these talks have rebuilt human relations in this urban slum and facilitate 

communications and mutual understanding between people from different backgrounds.   

How did locals react? 

 

Dinghai Linkage 

Dinghai Linkage (dinghaichuan定海串) is the third section of the program. It refers to 

several exchanges with other art programs and NGOs inside and outside China. On November 

19, 2015, a dialogue with Chen Jianjun and Cao Minghao, two Chengdu-based artists who 

launched the Water System Project (2015-present), was held in Chengdu A4 Contemporary Art 

Center. The Water System Project is an ongoing investigation of the history, ecology and culture 

                                                
20 See “dinghaitan/What is Home? Heyi chengjia?” (Dinghai Talks/ What is a Home?), WeChat 
official account of Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society, May 21, 2017, accessed March 31, 2020, 
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/dOvTJ5147TAlg2B3VaUvRQ 
21 Chen, “Dinghaiqiao Mutual Aid Society,” 480-493. 
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of Dujiangyan Dan on the Min River. In the name of the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society, Chen 

Yun invited Chen and Cao to give a talk about their recent work on the water system to 

audiences in Dinghaiqiao area. One year after their visit to the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society, 

the two artists invited Chen Yun to share her works with audiences in Chengdu. In this dialogue, 

some cases were described in the context of mutual aid, linkage, media, history, and art. Chen 

analyzed the reason for launching the project: “both the community’s demand and the 

Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society ’s demand urge the encounter and intolerance [compromise] 

between ‘demand’ and ‘be demanded’. Therefore, “mutual-aid” means “stimulating the demand 

to face the contradictions and tensions under the mutual-aid relationship, to pursue the 

productive ‘being together’.” 22  Here, Chen identified the term “mutual-aid” in Dinghai Linkage. 

Although “mutual-aid” generally signifies the mutual assistance in the neighborhoods around 

Dinghaiqiao area, the term in the specific context of the Dinghai Linkage refers to a series of 

broader reciprocal activities between the Mutual-Aid Society and other art and social 

organizations. Bearing this in mind, Chen further developed the idea of “linkage.” According to 

her, “linkage” means “being together”, “going beyond the differences of each context” and 

linking the differences in order to turn the differences into a community of social imagination. 23 

Thanks to the linkage, several activist concepts were introduced and became strategies of 

the social practice of the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society. The most significant one is the “artsy 

protest” culture proposed by Japanese activist Hajime Matsumoto.24 Matsumoto runs a thrift shop 

                                                
22 See “chuanlian/lishi shi xianshide yeshi yishu de: dinghaiqiao huzhushe chengdu baogao” 
(Linkage/History is either Realistic or Artistic: A Report on Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society in 
Chengdu), WeChat official account of Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society, November, 18, 2015, 
accessed March 31, 2020, https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/8ZTs0Ltfb2tSr1pSg7XWZg. 
23 ibid. 
24 “Japan’s ‘Artsy’ Protest Culture,” The/Diplomat, June 13, 2011, accessed March 31, 2020, 
https://thediplomat.com/2011/06/japans-artsy-protest-culture/.  
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called Shiroto no Ran (Amateur Revolt), through which he has attained a following amongst the 

vibrant community of artists and activists in Koenji, Japan (Fig. 4.5.).25 Collaborating with local 

artists and activists, Matsumoto explores the close relationship between art and activism by 

launching a series of artsy protests in the name of Amateur Revolt. The most famous one was his 

participation in the Shinjuku protest, an anti-nuclear protest for the Fukushima crisis in 2011 in 

which the idea of “artsy protest” was practiced. 26 The idea of “artsy protest” is very similar to 

Guy Debord’s “Situationist International.”27 Although Matsumoto never used specific terms such 

as “drift,” “détournement,” and “construction of situations” to demonstrate his theoretical 

connection with the SI, his emphasis on the significance of everyday revolution was exactly 

adopted from Debord. In this sense, Matsumoto’s “artsy protest” highlights the everyday issues 

of participation. Influenced by Matsumoto, everyday revolution is integrated in the strategies of 

participation in the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society. Nevertheless, with the idea of “mutual-

aid,” the participation in the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society mainly focuses on the basic human 

value of collaboration, negotiation, common sense and sharing rather than activism or 

antagonism.  

 

51 Personae   

The most well-known project of the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society was the 51 

Personae in the 11th Shanghai Biennale. From November 12, 2016 to March 12, 2017, 51 

Personae, a long-term project curated by Chen Yun in the name of the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid 

                                                
25 See the official website of Shiroto no Ran, accessed March 31, 2020, 
http://keita.trio4.nobody.jp/index_com.html. 
26 Hajime Matsumoto, The Jerk: Rules for Radicals, trans. Ji Chenjia, unpublished book. 
27 Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle (St Petersburg: Black & Red, 2002). 
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Society, extended the Biennale theme “Why Not Ask Again: Arguments, Counter-arguments, 

and Stories.” As one of the seven “infra-curatorial” projects (a sort of “shows within the show”), 

the 51 Personae also embodied the Raqs Media Collective’s (Jeebesh Bagchi, Monica Narula, 

and Shuddhabrata Sengupta) curatorial approach that goes beyond and challenge the 

conventional divisions of the world.28 The infra-exhibition activated different perspectives in the 

audience, enriching the dialogue between art and life, the friction between philosophical whims 

and literature, and the flow between intellect and emotion. 

The 51 Personae project included a series of gathering programs throughout the city. It 

presented 51 real-life scenarios and 51 stories of regular people, which explored the possibilities 

of everyday life in Shanghai.29 In an interview with Shanghai Daily, Chen Yun claimed that the 

project was “not merely a lecture, a tour, a performance, or an exhibition... but ‘real characters’ 

whose life stories could cut open a layer of the city’s surface and present the inner connections of 

its urban development.” 30 The “real characters” refers to a site-specific performance on local 

residents’ everyday life. In order to make the performance “real,” Chen and her colleagues did 

several participatory observations on various sites, took interviews with the residents, and had a 

series of meetings at the apartment of DAMS before the list of the 51 persons was finalized.  

In the project Conjuror of Flavor (Nov. 12, 2016), Boss Miao who opened the Miaoji 

Cooked Food Stall in the first half of 2015, demonstrated his refined selection of ingredients and 

                                                
28 The Raqs Media Collective suggest that the Biennale’s pleasurable surprises inherent in fables 
and story-telling, a playful deployment of questions and arguments, and a matrix of heterodox 
connections between images, ideas and expressions. See the official website of the 11th Shanghai 
Biennale, accessed March 24, 2020,  http://powerstationofart.com/en/exhibition/The-11th-
Shanghai-Biennale.html. 
29 Xu Qin, “City’s colorful characters join art project,” Shanghai Daily, March 4, 2017, accessed 
March 24, 2020,https://archive.shine.cn/feature/people/Citys-colorful-characters-join-art-
project/shdaily.shtml. 
30 ibid. 



 149 

incomparable cooking techniques by preparing his richly flavorful dishes in a half-day operation 

of his “Miaoji Yellow Croaker Fish Noodles Stall.”31 In Go Paradise: Go Peace Part Go Corner 

(Nov. 19, 2016), artists from the Mutual-Aid Society invited seven Go enthusiasts with at least 

three years of playing experience to engage in a group match with the Peace Park Go Corner 

Team.32 In Public Bus Lover (Jan, 8, 2017), young public bus driver Hu Kai invited participants 

to a special two-hour bus tour around Shanghai, during which he recounted stories of interesting 

happenings on city buses that he witnessed.33 In Inquirer of Coloniality and Native Soil (Feb. 12, 

2017), Liang Jie, a Shanghai-based independent researcher of local culture and history who 

hosted the workshop “Understanding French Concession” in the summer of 2016, invited people 

who are geographically, historically, and cultural-psychologically attached to Luwan area and 

the community where he was raised to talk about the historical legacies and stories of this area 

(Fig. 4.6., Fig. 4.7., Fig. 4.8.).34 

The curators hoped that the 51persons and art activities about them or produced by them 

would represented 24 million Shanghai people and their life. 35 As Chen Yun stated, “The 51 

individuals are like a small wave in the ocean of the city’s history. However, with their personal 

accounts, we are allowed to open up the city in 51 different ways to explore the art of living 

together.”36 Indeed, Chen and her team assisted the city to open up a path to get involved in the 

                                                
31 “‘Conjuror of Flavour’ Boss Miao,” 51 Personae, November 12, 2016, accessed March 24, 
2020, http://51personae.shanghaibiennale.org/en/detail/ccdctvo.html. 
32 “Go Paradise: Go Peace Park Go Corner,” 51 Personae, November 12, 2016, accessed March 
24, 2020, http://51personae.shanghaibiennale.org/en/detail/69cctwp.html. 
33 “Public Bus Lover: Hu Kai”, 51 Personae, January 8, 2017, accessed March 24, 2020, 
http://51personae.shanghaibiennale.org/en/detail/220ctys.html. 
34 “Inquirer of Coloniality and Native Soil: Liang Jie,” 51 Personae, February 12, 2017, accessed 
March 24, 2020, http://51personae.shanghaibiennale.org/en/detail/467ctAq.html. 
35 Chen Yun’s interview with Shanghai Daily in Xu, “City’s colorful characters join art project.” 
36 ibid. 
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local everyday life. The city also benefited from these site-specific art activities, as on the one 

hand art unfolds the ordinariness of individual locals in the public, on the other hand, Chen has 

also obtained long-term benefits in organizing public activities for the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid 

Society since the project allowed her to rethink the relationship between the city and the 

individual.37  

The practices of Dinghai Archive, Dinghai Talks, Dinghai Linkage, and 51 Personae are 

collaborative and site-specific, and they all predicated on the principle of mutual aid. This 

principle facilitated practitioners to recall local people’s collective memories, to engage with 

their everyday life, and to facilitate communications between the locals and the outsiders. 

Although these projects aimed to invite ordinary people to participate in order to reestablish their 

community identity, the “participation” here does not merely refer to every individual’s 

participation in the public sphere. By contrast, the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society pushes the 

boundary of individual “participation” to the degree of collective social mobilization in which 

the masses become the participatory subject.  

 

Promoting Amateurism and Collectivism in Mass Participation  

Mass participation is a very significant component of participation in post-socialist 

China. For the art practices of the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society, I argue that mass 

participation is embodied in the forms of amateurism and collectivism. The participants of the 

Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society such as the bus driver Hu Kai and the noodle stall host Boss 

Miao were ordinary locals or migrants who live in the area. They were neither artists nor regular 

museum visitors. Most of them had no exposure to art. Nevertheless, such people became the 

                                                
37 ibid. 
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subject of the participation in art. As Chen Yun claims, by working with people of various 

backgrounds and capacities, the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society was open to anyone who 

would like to devote their time in curating, discussing and implementing a project.38 Indeed, the 

Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society encouraged everyone to participate as it believed that art 

belongs to everyone and “everyone can be an artist.” Indeed, this Beuys’s token was rendered by 

the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society in this shabby neighborhood in Shanghai. Through 

examining mass art practices in the Cultural Revolution, Joshua Jiang points out that everyone in 

the masses is an artist, thus abolishing the idea of the artist.39 Indeed, the artists from the 

Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society intended to suspend their identity. They even refused to be 

called “artists.” “We are not artists, as we are not doing art,” said Zhao Yiren, another co-

organizer who lives in the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society apartment and spends time on 

participatory observation. 40 In fact, most of the organizers have no art background. Chen Yun 

holds her Master degree in sociology and communication. Zhao Yiren is trained as a sociologist, 

and others are trained in philosophy, journalism, literature, etc. Their non-art backgrounds 

identify the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society as non-art project somewhat. However, “non-art” 

does not mean that the whole project has nothing to do with art. In fact, the project is related to 

art not because it is embedded in the institutional settings of art, but because it blurs the nuanced 

boundary between art and life by blending art into its ethical dimension. In this sense, the term 

“non-art” in the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society provides a critical scope through which we 

examine aesthetic autonomy in new mass art. It resides in the more complex questions of the 

aesthetic manifestation of the ethical dimension of the work of art.  

                                                
38 Chen, “Dinghaiqiao Mutual Aid Society,” 480-493. 
39 Jiang, “The Extermination or the Prosperity of Artists?,” 182. 
40 Zhao Yiren, interviewed by Yanhua Zhou, Shanghai, August 8, 2018. 
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Collectivism is another form of mass participation in this project. Historically, collective 

traditions always entangled with avant-garde production in the West. Dadaism, Surrealism, and 

Constructivism explored this tradition in the interwar years. In the 1960s and ’70s, such 

collective traditions were revitalized by Situationism in France, Happenings in America, Neo 

Concretism in Latin America, Collective Actions in Moscow, and Gutai in Japan. The last few 

decades have witnessed the rise of a new generation of collectivists — those artists associated 

with relational aesthetics, interventionist art, participatory art, new genre public art, etc. 

Collectivism in art is described by Grant H. Kester as a shift from a concept of art as something 

envisioned beforehand by the artist and placed before the viewer, to a concept of art as a process 

of reciprocal, creative labor.41 Collectivism in art practices, on one hand, redefines and 

renegotiates conventional notions of aesthetic autonomy;42 on the other hand, it responds to the 

current moment which is identified by a complex and contradictory mixture of cultural and 

geopolitical forces — the neoliberal economic order dedicated to eliminating all forms of the 

collective to the primary capital.43  

As a practice of global contemporary art, the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society aims to 

promote collectivism in its art practices. In order to demonstrate the value of collectivism, Chen 

Yun proposed the concept of “common ground.” As she states,  

This common ground can be understood as a fluid but constructive process, which only 
occurs under a shared, as well as voluntary, responsibility of curating and executing a 
project. It is contextualized in a complex social scenario and is ideologically nurtured by 
the lower-class’s daily life experience. It is a collective devotion and action that seeks 
reciprocity among individuals by extending their personal life and proposing questions on 
issues concerning the “common good.”44 
 

                                                
41 Kester, The One and The Many, 3. 
42 ibid., 2. 
43 ibid., 5. 
44 Chen, “Dinghaiqiao Mutual Aid Society,” 480-493. 



 153 

Chen applied the concept of “common ground” to create a collective consciousness among the 

artists and participants. This collective consciousness helped the local residents to construct a 

self-organized community as a resistance to fast-speed urbanization and economic/political 

uncertainty.  

Although my evocation of amateurism and collectivism captures the spirit of new mass 

art in the global economy, it elides an important political and historical consideration. For, as 

much as this type of collective practice has become de rigeur for the contemporary market, it 

was once the motive force of socialist art. As I have mentioned in Chapter 1, in post-

revolutionary Russia, collective working mode and non-specialist authorship were advocated by 

the Proletkult (an acronym for “proletarian cultural-educational organization”) as an anti-

bourgeois tactic. At that time, art, literature, theater, and music were all subject to a 

reorganization that aimed to bring cultural production in line with collectivist ideals.45 After they 

were introduced to China during the Left-Wing literature and art movements in the 1930s, 

Chinese Communists investigated these tactics throughout a number of cultural movements. The 

woodcuts produced by the League of Chinese Leftist Artists, the revolutionary drama troupes in 

Yan’an, and the big character posters and wall paintings in the Cultural Revolution have all 

witnessed how Chinese Communist artists incorporated amateurism and collectivism into mass 

participation. These art practices visually interpreted theories on the “popularization of literature 

and art” and “art for workers, peasants, and soldiers”, which formed the cultural discourses of the 

Communist “Mass Line,” especially after Mao’s Talks at the Yan’an Forum on Literature and 

Art. 

                                                
45 Bogdanov, “The Proletarian and Art” (1918), 177.  
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Appropriating and Transforming the Mass Line  

The concept of the “Mass Line” claimed that “in all the practical work of our Party, all 

correct leadership is necessarily from the masses, to the masses.”46 In the domain of art, Mao 

called on artists and cadres to obey the “Mass Line” and serve the interests of “the broadest 

masses,” to present their ideas in simple language comprehensible to all, to praise the bright side 

rather than to expose the dark facets of social reality, and to go to the countryside “to observe, 

experience, and study.”47 In order to motivate the masses, artists and writers attempted to 

incorporate folk elements into the popularization of proletariat literature and art. They left their 

schools and factories and worked directly for and with the peasant masses. Notably, working 

directly for and with the masses was the basic method of the Mass Line.  

The socialist legacy of the Mass Line was appropriated and transformed by contemporary 

artists because Mao’s ideological mandates required vanguard aspirations of progressive art 

practices. New mass art practices employ the same strategies of democratization and grassroots 

access as the mass line once had, even if they don’t produce realist style objects. As art historian 

Chang Tan observes, in the first decade of the twenty-first century, some artists started taking a 

more analytical approach toward the legacy of Communist art. They set out to investigate how 

history was manipulated and rewritten through visual experiences. To some extent, they 

revitalized what has kept this legacy alive in the first place, namely its alleged ability to engage a 

wide variety of common people as audience members and participants.48 Chinese art critic and 

curator Leng Lin declares that Chinese artists, trained in the socialist curriculum, know how to 

                                                
46 Mao, “Some Questions.” 
47 Mao, “Zai yan’an,” 84.  
48 Tan, “Art for/of the Masses,” 177-194. 
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move art into the public space and to communicate with normal people.49 In both Tan and Leng’s 

view, Chinese contemporary artists are familiar with how to appropriate the Mass Line while 

creating artworks for the public.  

In the “Long March” Project which I mentioned in Chapter 1, curators Lu Jie and Qiu 

Zhijie conducted what they called Mao’s strategy of “field research.” They encouraged artists to 

analyze the local social structure, formulate policies that would meet the needs of peasants, and 

continue to learn from them while guiding them towards common goals.50 This “Mao’s strategy” 

is also adopted by artists from the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society. Moreover, similar to the 

“Long March” Project, each program was designed and presented through “thorough 

communication between the two sides, such as organizing roundtable discussions.”51 This 

approach is coincident with the Mass Line since it encourages artists “to research and familiarize 

themselves with the masses, to understand their thoughts, feelings and interests, to build a real 

relationship with the masses, and then find a way to eliminate the distance from the masses.”52 In 

doing so, artists could understand residents’ needs. Additionally, they adopted mutual-aid 

strategy to facilitate public engagement and fix isolated human relations. It revitalizes the 

traditional “society of familiars,” a concept I mentioned in Chapter 3, which depicts a society in 

which the self is conceptualized in regard to the social relation bound up by kinship.53  

                                                
49 Barbara Pollack, The Wild, Wild East: An American Art Critic’s Adventures in China (Hong 
Kong: Timezone 8, 2010), 85. 
50 Tan, “Art for/of the Masses,” 177-194. 
51 Chen, interview. 
52 Wang Qi王琦, “jianchi meishu wei gongnongbing fuwu de fangxiang: jinian mao zhuxi zai 
yanan wenyi zuotanhui shang de jianghua fabiao shiwu zhounian” 坚持美术为工农兵服务的方
向：纪念毛主席在延安文艺座谈会上的讲话发表十五周年 (Keep the Direction of Art to 
Serve the Worker, Peasant and Soldier: At the 15th Anniversary of Chairman Mao’s Yan’an 
Forum), Meishu Yanjiu 美术研究 (Fine Arts Research)3 (1959): 4. 
53 Fei, From the Soil, 20. 
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In her public lecture “Practices on Independent Urban Spaces: Back to the Community” 

at Shanghai Minsheng Art Museum in May, 2018, Chen Yun claimed that although rural China 

is the place where “the society of familiars” originated, the urban community is the place where 

this idea could be expanded. She admitted that their practices are in some way an attempt to 

recover the society of familiars in an urban context.54 The lecture raised a significant question 

over how traditional factors could revitalize the community. Such a theorization might allow us 

to ask more pointed questions regarding to what extent traditional factors or Communist legacy 

could be revitalized to form a modern community and how to incorporate traditions in both pre-

socialist and socialist periods into post-socialist community reconstruction. The distinction 

between a traditional community and a modern community identifies the function of mutual aid 

in strengthening and transforming a community like Dinghaiqiao, and highlights the tension of 

participation in post-socialist China.  

It seems that artists appropriate the Mass Line to reach the local masses, yet, with the 

development of each program, the mass line was actually transformed through a reciprocal 

human relation. Who are the masses? The local residents? Or the artists? The boundary between 

the identities is vague. Or, we may argue that in the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society, there are 

no artists or participants; instead, there are only masses participating in the public. In this sense, 

the Mass Line here does not mean how the Mass Line turns new mass art back to socialist mass 

art. Instead, it signifies how we can reactivate socialist legacies to reach the masses, to 

reorganize human relations, and to redefine the public, especially in our time when neoliberalism 

                                                
54 Notes on Yun Chen’s public lecture “Practices on Independent Urban Spaces: Back to the 
Community,” Shanghai Minsheng Art Museum, noted by Yanhua Zhou, May 12, 2018. 
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becomes an ideology and has a strong impact on global economy, politics, cultural and human 

relations. 

 

Conclusion 

What is the socialist legacy in new mass art? Socialist Realism may first come to mind. 

However, Socialist Realism is not the proper form to describe the socialist legacy in the 

Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society. Instead, I prefer to trace the lineage of avant-garde to find this 

socialist legacy. In the history of avant-garde, socialist legacies appeared in historical avant-

garde movements such as Dadaism, Surrealism, Futurism and Constructivism. They also 

emerged as neo-avant-garde practices in accordance with Feminist, anti-Colonialist, anti-Racist 

movements in the 1960s and’70s. As Peter Bürger observes, avant-garde and early Communism 

are linked in their condemnation of the bourgeoisie and its lifestyle, revulsion against the 

commodity fetish radical iconoclasm, and, perhaps less obviously, in their desire to negate the 

privileged autonomy of art and to reconnect artistic creativity with the praxis of everyday life.55 In 

this sense, the socialist legacies that I recall in this paper do not refer to the pictorial 

characteristics of Socialist Realism or Socialist icons, which can be easily viewed in Sots Art, 

Political Pop, Cynical Realism, and other art appropriating Communist visual factors. By 

contrast, I regard socialist legacies as a set of visual vocabularies that are mixed with avant-garde 

scenarios. They are rooted in social reality, promote amateurish and collective working modes 

that reject any individual authorship, facilitate a reciprocal relationship between artists and 

participants, and aim at a wide-range of mass participation. 

                                                
55 Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 47–54. 
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Why should we reactivate this socialist legacy in new mass art? This socialist legacy 

redefines civic participation by pushing the boundary between the public and the masses to a 

new stage. Sociologist Gabriel Tarde has indicated that mass and public are polar opposites in a 

social evaluation that began with the family and the horde.56 He believes that the formation of the 

public signifies a mental and social evolution much more advanced than the formation of a 

mass.57 As he claims, the public is much less blind and much more durable, and the collapse of 

the public into a mass is always possible. 58 Like many western scholars who are interested in 

crowd psychology, Tarde holds the belief that “the masses” is a negative term, as he believes that 

the masses are a group of blind people and cannot make any contribution to social production. In 

this sense, he draws a line between the mass and the public as a distinction between good or bad. 

However, the rising global mass participation in the late 1960s has witnessed a new social order 

that could benefit from mass movements. Since then, scholars, especially those who are 

interested in the issue of “Global ’60s,” turned to social reorganization through the lens of mass 

participation. For them, socialist legacies may partially fix the democratic systems in Capitalist 

societies. This is not a radical return of Socialism. Reactivating socialist legacy is not a 

reaffirmation of the global application of Socialism. Instead, reactivating socialist legacy in the 

precarious democracy signifies a probing of new social orders.  

In art, reactivating socialist legacy is producing new visual order. Xiaobing Tang 

identifies that “socialist visual culture” is of paradigmatic significance because it is centered on 

producing a new way of seeing.59 He considers the “new way of seeing” a new visual order.  

                                                
56 Gabriel Tarde, L’ Opinion et la Foule (Paris: F. Alcan, 1901), 13. 
57 ibid., 5.  
58 ibid., 
59 Xiaobing Tang, Visual Culture in Contemporary China: Paradigms and Shifts (London: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015), 22.  
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According to Tang, in this new visual order and practice, socialist visual culture is important not 

only to see with a socialist eye, but also to recognize and affirm socialism in everyday life.60 

Tang’s paradigms of socialist art provide a methodology to examine socialist legacy in 

contemporary public art. The new visual order structured by socialist images redistributes the 

sensible in an established social order. However, for Tang, the “redistribution” is not produced 

by the power of counter-politics; on the contrary, it is promoted by the affirmation of the current 

political agenda. Compared to the visual order established in socialist China, the new visual 

order constructed by new mass art such as the Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society does not praise 

or affirm achievements of a socialist system since socialism has ended its status of a state 

political system and became an administrative system in post-Socialist China.61 The new visual 

order, I argue, deterritorializes as well as reterritorializes the conventional thinking of 

participation in the public — a bottom-up social mobilization. It demonstrates a hybrid aesthetic 

value of participation that is neither exclusively bottom-up or top-down, antagonistic or 

convivial. It also resketches an “art-institution” relation in which dissensus and consensus 

coexist.  

 

                                                
60 ibid.  
61 Ren, Neoliberalism and Culture in China and Hong Kong, 162.  
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Conclusion 

The dominant argument that emerges from the examples surveyed in this dissertation is 

that new mass art in post-socialist China demonstrates a hybrid aesthetic value. The hybridity is 

firstly associated with the social, political and cultural characteristics of China’s post-socialism 

in which socialist and capitalist systems exist alongside each other and mutually inform one 

another. In post-socialist China, the hybrid aesthetic value shows in two visual formats. One is 

mass art, a type of art which uses “mass participation” (qunzhong canyu 群众参与) as means to 

work in, with and for the institution. The other is avant-garde art whose contemporary format is 

embodied in an emphasis on civic participation and resistance to authoritarian discourses of the 

institution. Due to different historical moments, political positions, and cultural atmospheres, we 

can see throughout this dissertation that the two visual formats were ever-changing in the art 

practices that addressed social issues in the 20th century of China. In the new millennium, the two 

visual formats were reactivated and appropriated by artists in their new mass art practices.   

The main reason for making this argument is that I intend to distinguish new mass art 

practices from the art practices that we usually recognize as relational art, participatory art, 

socially engaged art, collaborative art and so on, because they problematize the truth of 

participation in our time. In the early 2000s, questions on the truth of participation appeared in 

the debate between Nicolas Bourriaud and Claire Bishop in October1 as a cultural response to 

                                                
1 In 2004, Bishop published the article “Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics” in the journal 
October which, later on, promoted a debate among the contemporary art circle. In this article, 
Bishop reconsidered Bourriaud’s claim for the politics of relational aesthetics. She held the 
believe that it is conservative. As Bishop suggested, “the relations set up by relational aesthetics 
are not as intrinsically democratic as Bourriaud suggests, since they rest too comfortably within 
an ideal of subjectivity as whole and of community as immanent togetherness.” Unlike 
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global neoliberal transformation.2 Since that time, participation has become an important 

buzzword in the social inclusion discourse.3 It referred to the elimination of disruptive 

individuals. In other words, to be included and participated in society means to conform to full 

employment, have a disposable income, and be self-sufficient. In this sense, the production and 

reception of art was therefore reshaped within a political logic in which audience figures and 

marketing statistics became essential to securing public funding.4 This underscores the dominate 

status of institutional settings because it gravitates all creative activities to the market efficacy.  

In this sense, participation in art became a sort of participation that lies under institutional 

procedures. As Markus Miessen points out,  

What we have witnessed over the last decade, which has been a decade of sympathetic 
and unquestioned use of the term “participation” and its democratic principles is an 
almost fundamentalist willingness toward inclusion that goes hand in hand with a 
grotesquely uncritical mode of setting up structures and frameworks for this so-called 
participation to take place, be it on the scale of national politics, local involvement, 
projects in the art world, and so forth.5  
 

Similar to Miessen, Bishop has also indicated that: 

Even though participatory artists invariably stand against neoliberal capitalism, the values 
they impute to their work are understood formally (in terms of opposing individualism 
and the commodity object), without recognizing that so many other aspects of this art 

                                                
Bourriaud, Bishop pays more attention to the antagonistic components of democracy. See Claire 
Bishop, “Antagonism and relational aesthetics,” October 111 (Autumn 2004): 51-79. 
2 Bishop started her writing on participatory art under the situation when British Conservative-
Liberal Democrat coalition came to power. David Cameron’s “Big Society” which was based on 
British neoliberalism, was, in Bishop’s own words, a “laissez-faire” mode of government dressed 
up as an appeal to foster a new cultural of voluntarism, philanthropy, social action. See Bishop, 
Artificial Hell, 14. 
3 As Bishop argues, “the social inclusion agenda is less about repairing the social bond than a 
mission to enable all members of society to be self-administering, fully functioning consumers 
who do not rely on the welfare state and who can cope with a deregulated, privatized word. In 
this logic, participation in society is merely participation in the task of being individually 
responsible for what, in the past, was the collective concern of the state.” See Bishop, Artificial 
Hell, 14. 
4 ibid., 13. 
5 Markus Miessen, The Nightmare of Participation (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2011), 45.  
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practice dovetail even more perfectly with neoliberalism’s recent forms—networks, 
mobility, project work, affective labor.6  

Miessen’s and Bishop’s concern alludes to an embarrassing situation of participation in 

contemporary art; under current neoliberal condition, participation has become more and more 

conservative and institutionalized, which gives the way to what I call the “participation for 

participation’s sake.” What Miessen and Bishop problematize is the participation of art which is 

manipulated by the neoliberal institutional settings. “Participation for participation’s sake” 

manifests the paradoxical relationship between art and institution in neoliberal systems. On the 

one hand, art is supposed to participate in society to question the authority of institution; on the 

other hand, this activity is in fact controlled by institutional settings. This paradox urges me to 

find alternative approaches of participation in art from the social and political systems that are 

not dominated by neoliberalism. Post-socialist China is, apparently, the perfect case, since the 

socialist and neoliberal coexisting systems are able to provide a comparative scope for analyzing 

modes of participation in art. 

Therefore, I use “new mass art” to describe artists’ participation in post-socialist era of 

China because it involves a specific mode of participation and a unique “art-institution” relation. 

These characteristics distinguish new mass art from our understanding of relational art, 

participatory art, socially engaged art, collaborative art in European and North American art 

circle, even though they have very similar visual appearances. I conclude this dissertation by 

summarizing three characteristics of new mass art.  

First, new mass art avoids the simplification of the notions and methods of the 

participation in art practices. Participation here does not merely refer to civic engagement, a 

                                                
6 Bishop, Artificial Hell, 277. 
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democratic movement to civil society. It also demonstrates the mode of mass participation. 

Compared to civic participation, mass participation does not take “citizen” as the starting point. 

Rather it advocates the cadre responsibility system which requires cadres to go deep to the 

masses, to know the masses and stimulate their participation. Having a Maoist implication, mass 

participation generated in the mutual understanding between the CCP and the masses. In mass 

participation, civil society is not an opponent to the government, but its partner.  

In new mass art practices, we have seen how two modes of participation interact with 

each other. In the Qingtian Plan, the collaborative relationship between local government and 

artists has strengthened the responsibility system of local officials in this project. Local officials 

such as Xu Guoyuan showed a great passion in inviting contemporary artists to Qingtian because 

they hold the believe that applying contemporary art to rural reconstruction is a part of the “Party 

building.” In this sense, contemporary art which is usually known as “unofficial art” was 

recognized as an official art by local government. In the Seniors’ Canteen, the Qingtian 

Paradigm was officially shown on the “Party Building” billboards. These billboards not only 

show that the Qingtian Plan has been incorporated into a part of official Rural Revitalization 

Movement but also demonstrate government’s leading role of the whole project. Highlighting the 

responsibility system of local officials implies that the participation in the Qingtian Plan has 

more inclination of mass participation, because it requires local cadres’ efforts in going to the 

local villagers and motivating them by means of collaborating with contemporary artists. 

Moreover, artists also adopt this mode as his basic art strategy, because all the projects the artist 

has done are based on a long-term field research, during which they consulted the villagers in 

order to know their history, culture and public demands. 
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In Shijiezi Art Museum and Yangdeng Art Cooperatives, we can see how civic 

participation plays a major role. Yangdeng project has very little to do with local government or 

any official polices, because what attracts artists is not the big project “Rural Revitalization 

through Art.” Rather they are interested in aesthetically transforming every individual’s daily life 

through art. Shijiezi project is slightly different since the purpose is attracting attentions from 

local government. Thanks to various art activities in this small village, the local officials heard 

the villagers’ voices. In the two cases, participation functions as civic participation, because it 

focuses on grass-root interests and encourages local villagers to participate in their own public 

life and take initiatives in their public affairs. Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society is a combination 

of the two participation modes. Mass participation is appropriated by artists as a contemporary 

art strategy, nonetheless, the main purpose of this project is facilitating local residents’ civic 

engagement in their community affairs in order to form a sense of community inclusion.  

The second characteristic of new mass art is revisiting the changing relationships between 

art and institution in post-socialist China. In new mass art, art either works against or within both 

art and political institutions, and the two institutions are either integrated or discrete. This is 

because, first, the visual formats and strategies of new mass art are affected by a series of art 

movements in the 20th century Chinese history.7 Second, it is also due to the post-market 

atmosphere of contemporary Chinese art. The former provides diverse approaches for artists 

dealing with institutional settings, while the latter offers a social and theoretical frame to rethink 

                                                
7 In Chapter 1, I categories these movements in four. They are Chinese avant-garde in the Left-
Wing Art Movement, institutionalized avant-garde in Yan’an period, mass art movement after 
the founding of the PRC, and postmodern avant-garde which began in 1979 and lasted to the new 
millennium. 
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art in the “contemporary.”8 In the Qingtian Plan, art works in and for the institution via a close 

cooperation with both the local government and private art foundations. This double-binary 

cooperation complicates the “art-institution” relation of the Qingtian Plan - this project was 

essentially launched as an anti-institutional practice, and eventually it became an institutionalized 

art project. The reasons for this complexity lie in the better economic development, the less 

dependent people, the more self-organized community in south China. These reasons also apply 

to why the mass participation mode makes participation in this project more effective. In Shijiezi 

and Yangdeng, two poor villages in the western areas of China, the situation is different. The two 

projects manifest a clear avant-garde impulse of new mass art, because both of them stay away 

from the institutional discourse. Instead, they focus on local villagers’ everyday life qualities and 

aim to use art to transform the institution they are in. The Dinghaiqiao Mutual-Aid Society 

manifests a hybrid “art-institution” relation of new mass art. Artists appropriate socialist legacies 

in their artistic participation in society, which challenges established institution settings. 

However, appropriating socialist legacies, their purpose is not only producing dissensus but also 

reproducing consensus.  

Third, new mass art also features in reconstructing political and aesthetics meanings of 

the new masses, the emerging categories of political identity in China. The new masses in this 

dissertation is a hybrid political identity connotating two groups of people – “the masses” 

(qunzhong 群众) and the citizen. This new identity is contextualized in the specific historical 

moment of post-socialist China, in which culture, subjectivities, and everyday life either 

radically breaks from or carries on socialist agenda, and in which socialist system interact with 

                                                
8 As Peter Osborne argues, contemporary is “a living, existing, or occurring together in time.” 
See Peter Osborne, Anywhere or Not at All: Philosophy of Contemporary Art (London: Verso, 
2013), 22.  
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the free market and neoliberal policies. This hybridity of political system and cultural 

environment brings this identity new features. It signifies the “individual body of the citizen” 

which distinguish from the “collective body of the people” in socialist era. Therefore, the new 

masses connotates these complex dynamics of the categories of the collective and the individual.  

New mass art becomes integral to the emergence of these new masses. The cases I have 

studied in this dissertation show that art can enable this group of people define themselves as 

individuals as well as members of a political collective; as consumers and producers 

simultaneously; as both the audience and the medium of new forms of participation. Indeed, the 

crux of new mass art is the emancipation of spectators. Rancière has observed this phenomenon 

in contemporary art. As he observes, “today we no longer see that artists should explain to their 

audience the truth of social relations; instead, artists increase the pressure on spectators, because 

the latter know what is to be done, as long as the performance draws them out of their passive 

attitude and transforms them into active participants in a shared world. ”9 The emancipated 

spectators distinguish new mass art from mass art, because the central goal of new mass art is not 

mobilizing individuals to obey the rules of the collective. Rather, it encourages every single 

person to find their individual values in the collective.  

The individuals I have analyzed in each case consist of the main feature of Chinese new 

masses today, even though they cannot represent all the individuals, and even though they are 

still subject to institutional pressures from the Party and the capital. These individuals are 

excellent collaborators and active participants. They understand the value of sharing, the efficacy 

of dialogue and the significance of participation. Art transforms their hometowns and their 

                                                
9 Jacques Rancière, The Emancipated Spectators, trans. Gregory Elliot (London: Verso, 2008), 
11.  
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everyday life materially as well as spiritually. It aestheticizes their ordinary life and their 

established identity as peasants, migrant workers or local populace.  
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Fig. 1.1. Li Hua, “Roar China!”, woodblock print, 1935 
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Fig. 1.2. Kät he Kollwitz, “Outbreak (Ausbruch) No. 5 
 from the Peasant War Cycle,” etching, 1903 

 

 
 

Fig. 1.3. Li Hua, “Arise!”, woodblock print, 1935 
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Fig 1.4. Gu Yuan, “Rent Deduction Meeting,” 1943 
 

 
 

Fig. 1.5. Traditional Chinese Year’s Painting “Door Guards,”  
by courtesy of Yangzhou Municipal Museum  
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Fig. 1.6. Yan Han, “A People’s Fighter,” 1940 
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Fig. 1.7. Yangge “The Brother and Sister’s Reclamation,”  1940s 
 

 
 

Fig. 1.8.  Lin Gang, “Zhao Guilan at the Heroes Reception,” 1952 
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Fig. 1.9. Li Zhenhua, “The Brigade’s Ducks, ”1973 
 

 
 

Fig. 1.10. People are reading and pasting the big-character posters in the Cultural Revolution 
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Fig. 1. 11. Xiamen Dada, Exhibition “Xiamen Dada: A Kind of Postmodernism?”, 1986 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 1.12. Huang Yongping, the project draft of “Moving the National Art Gallery,” 1988 
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Fig. 1.13. Lu Jie and Qiu Zhijie, “Long March Project,” 1999 
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Fig. 1.14. Qin Ga, “Site 22: Mao Zedong Temple,” in the “Long March Project,” 2005 
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Fig. 2.1. Qu Yan, “The Space of Power,” by courtesy of Qu Yan 
 



 178 

 

Fig. 2.2. Qu Yan, “The Space of Faith,” by courtesy of Qu Yan 

 

 
 

Fig. 2.3. The openings of the first Heshun International Art Festival, by courtesy of Qu Yan 
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Fig. 2.4 Architectures in Qingtian, photographed by Yanhua Zhou 
 

 
 

Fig. 2.5. Fish pond around Qingtian Village, photographed by Yanhua Zhou 
 



 180 

 
 

Fig. 2.6. The program of the “Qingtian Paradigm,” by courtesy of Qu Yan 
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Fig. 2.7. Cang Xing’s performance “Worship Water Ritual,” by courtesy of Qu Yan 
 

  
 

Fig. 2.8. Qingtian Seniors’ Canteen, photographed by Yanhua Zhou 
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Fig. 2.9. Notice on Registration for the Operation of Qingtian Seniors’ Canteen, 
 photographed by Yanhua Zhou 

 

 
 

Fig. 2.10. Propaganda boards in the east side of Qingtian Seniors’ Canteen,  
photographed by Yanhua Zhou 
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Fig. 2.11.Brother Rui’s calligraphy, by courtesy of Brother Rui 

 
 

Fig. 2.12 The book edited by Brother Rui, by courtesy of Brother Rui 
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Chapter 3  
 

 
 

Fig. 3.1. A panoramic view of Yangdeng, by courtesy of the Yangdeng Art Cooperatives  
 

 
 

Fig. 3.2. A panoramic view of Shijiezi Village, photographed by Yanhua Zhou 
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Fig.3.3. A child played with the sculpture in the Fengdouhua Art Museum,  
by courtesy of the Yangdeng Art Cooperatives   
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Fig.4.4. The wood-carved cigarette pack, by courtesy of the Yangdeng Art Cooperatives   
 

 
 

Fig. 3.5. Jiao Xingtao’s solo exhibition “Chang, Cang, Chang” (Ordinary, Invisible, Site-
specific) in Whitebox Art Center, Beijing, 2012, by courtesy of Jiao Xingtao 
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Fig. 3.6 Artist Yang Hong (middle) and Zhang Xiang (right) are discussing  
with Carpenter Xie, by courtesy of the Yangdeng Art Cooperatives   

 

 
 

Fig. 3.7. The collaborative art work made by Carpenter Xie and artist Yang Hong,  
by courtesy of the Yangdeng Art Cooperatives   
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Fig. 3.8. Children and their mother are photographed in front of the pink wall  
at Cake Shop Art Museum, by courtesy of the Yangdeng Art Cooperatives   

 

 
 

Fig. 3.9. Collaborative art work by Jin Caiqin and Gao Feng, photographed by Yanhua Zhou 
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Fig. 3.10. Li Baoyuan and Qin Ga, ““We Are All Artists: An Unexpected Journey,” 
photographed by Yanhua Zhou 

 

 
 

Fig. 3.11. The dry toilet renovated by Jin Le, photographed by Yanhua Zhou 
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Fig. 3.12. A section of footpath paved in concrete, photographed by Yanhua Zhou 
 

 
 

Fig. 3.13. Photographs of the collaborative art works in the museum,  
photographed by Yanhua Zhou 
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Fig. 3.14. Wucheng Pavillion in which Sui Jianguo is creating his site-specific art work,  
photographed by Yanhua Zhou 

 

 
 

Fig. 3.15. Xie Xiaochun’s “niandaihua”, by courtesy of the Yangdeng Art Cooperatives   
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Fig. 3.16. Master Guo’s sculpture, by courtesy of the Yangdeng Art Cooperatives  
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Chapter 4  
 

 
 

Fig. 4.1. The street to Dinghaiqiao residential area, photographed by Yanhua Zhou 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 4.2. Dinghaiqiao neighborhood, photographed by Yanhua Zhou 
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Fig. 4.3. The front door of the Dinghaiqiao Mutual Aid Society, photographed by Yanhua Zhou 
 

 
 

Fig. 4.4. Elderly people were invited to participate in a program in the Dinghaiqiao Mutual Aid 
Society apartment, accessed from the official Wechat website of  

the Dinghaiqiao Mutual Aid Society 
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Fig. 4.5. The thrift shop Shiroto no Ran, Koenji, Japan, accessed from the official Wechat 
website of the Dinghaiqiao Mutual Aid Society 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 4.6. Boss Miao is cooking in the project Conjuror of Flavor, accessed from the official 
website of the 51 Persons 
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Fig. 4.7. The project Go Paradise: Go Peace Part Go Corner, accessed from the official website 
of the 51 Persons 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 4.8. The Bus Driver Hu Kai in the project Public Bus Lover, accessed from the official 
website of the 51 Person
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