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She will be beautiful, she will get freedom
It won't be like a prison here forever
Break the darkness, there will be no more tears
A seed has been buried in my heart
KEX—Da Wuhan, SMZB (2008)
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Preface

Clément Renaud

The city of Wuhan and the province of Hubei was quarantined on
January 23rd, 2020. On the 26th, I left precipitously the celebrations
of the Chinese New Year to get back in Lyon, France. While I self-
quarantined home for two weeks, friends in Wuhan experienced
what turned out to be weeks, then months of complete lockdown.
Our daily discussions were made of few words, lots of link sharing and
an intense sense of dread and desperation. Outside my apartmentin
Lyon, the winter was slowly coming to an end and everything looked
worryingly normal.

The virus didn't have a name yet, but in the media Wuhan had al-
ready emerged as the plague-ridden city embodying the failure of
the Chinese authoritarian regime. Inside China, the city was now the
grandiose victim to be saved by all means. I had learned over the
years to ignore all the China-bashing and praising. However, this time
I found myself deeply affected. Wuhan had become a void for larger
agendas - but its people remained invisible. The fear was making
me emotional and I was strangely hurting. To me, Wuhan is where
the kids go to play music, where the Chinese revolution started, and
where I met my wife. A place where people struggle to live their life,
like so many others.

During the last decades, viruses have been emerging by the dozens
all over the globe. Humans take over the reign of animals hve pushed
wildlife out of their habitats. The writing about deadly outbreaks have
been on the wall. But somehow, now that it was happening the blame
had to be forced upon those who were with it firsthand.



CLEMENT RENAUD

Still, I had faith in Wuhan and the people of Hubei. Their temper and
strength are legendary. Wu (i) means military - martial, like in mar-
tial arts. West of Wuhan, in the mythical Wu Tang Mountains, Xuanwu
aka the “Black Emperor” became a god after repenting from killing an-
imals by washing his own intestines in a river. Later in the 12th cen-
tury, the scholar Zhang Sanfeng observed a bird attacking a snake
and subsequently created the 72 movements of Tai Chi Chuan. The
story says he went on to live for 307 years and then acquired immor-
tality. In the 2oth century, nine young men from Staten Island named
their crew after the strongest kung-fu movie fighters and marked hip-
hop forever with their first album : “Enter the Wu-Tang".

As I was reaching out to friends in Wuhan I haven't seen in years,
memories were coming back at me. At the same time, I was discover-
ing how deeply the plague had affected Europe - and especially the
city of Lyon. Its famous light festival evolved from votive traditions of
seeking protection from the Great Plague. Walking down the rue de la
Quarantaine, I could witness how diseases have played a major role in
shaping cities. Looking at history, what was unfolding in Wuhan was
both unique and expected.

The idea of collecting memories emerged through online discus-
sions. In locked Wuhan, fear had faded away and boredom was set-
tling in. Apathetic scrolling has replaced frenetic news reading. The
“outside” of the apartment has turned from a major source of anxi-
ety to being almost desirable. People were dreaming about noodle
corner shops, unsure if they could ever visit them again.

On February 24th, Dino Ge Zhang, Jon Phillips and I decided to cir-
culate an open call to gather original texts and artworks about mem-
ories of Wuhan and Hubei. We reach out to friends and were intro-
duced to many people through online discussions. In the following
weeks, we received 15 contributions that we edited and compiled in
the present volume. (Un)Locked: Memories of Wuhan contains essays,
poetry, fiction, photography, and drawings. It is divided in five sec-
tions. All contributions - with the exception of the fifth section - were
written during Wuhan's lockdown by people on-site or elsewhere on
Earth. Their original languages have been kept - English or Chinese.
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The opening text offers an account in one of Hubei’s rural area. The
second section evokes past remembrances and childhood memories
of Wuhan. The third one is a collection of lockdown diaries. The fourth
contains a work of fiction. The fifth and last consists of two recollec-
tions after some months. Altogether, this collection of works casts

lights on lifein Wuhan before and during the early days of the Covid19
pandemic.

Lyon, France






Introduction

Dino Ge Zhang

To write this introduction while the pandemic rages throughout the
globe feels like an ill omen realised in its most banal way. When we
first thought about this special issue in February 2020, Hubei provin-
cial level lockdown has started for less than a month. The whole world
was watching how the then epidemic was panning out in a single
city. With all eyes on Wuhan, the original intention was to make snip-
pets of memories of Wuhan (and in extension, Hubei) known to the
world that, for the time being, only knew the city as ground zero.
Months later, American press reported pool parties in Wuhan inter-
mingled with disbelief, jealousy, and resentment; almost around the
same time, I unwittingly participated in an academic panel on ‘disas-
ter memories’ that allocated me to a room of academics who some-
how had failed to recall it at all and opted for a celebratory tone of
survivalism that was simultaneously charitable towards the failing
states in the West. AlImost a year later, I realise I am one of the few
people who are stuck in-between—refusing to forget the atrocities
of Wuhan lockdown, neither can I acknowledge the stupefying de-
bates between authoritarian lockdown and freedom at what costs.
I am not interested in another ad hominem debate on some weird
cultural prejudices on mask-wearing, or any format of ‘democracy is
doing fine or autocracy is superior’, all the while everything is literally
on fire.

The initial outbreak was no longer unprecedented as it seemed at
the time. As Wuhan officially proceeded to recover from more than
two months of lockdown, the rest of the world went into perpet-
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ual lockdown. Perhaps the ‘most severe’ gate-welding food-rationing
two-month lockdown Wuhan endured was never exactly replicated
anywhere else in the world, but recurrent waves of lockdowns, social
distancing, and compulsory mask-wearing have become the most
common 2020 experience that resonate to all with very few excep-
tions (Taiwan for example). The aura of mental shockwave seems to
have already dissipated but something must remain. I shall not for-
get. The uncanny feeling is that 2020 has been such a turbulent year
that even a global pandemic was intentionally forgettable-the men-
tal pillage of Wuhan lockdown was quickly nullified by economic melt-
down, hyper-precarity, and resurgent consumerism. Overheard in a
Wuhan barbershop in May 2020: “Why constantly report on this pan-
demic (in response to television news on the situation in Brazil)? I do
not want to hear about it. It's annoying.” The woman was doing her
hair for the first time since the city resumed normal indoor commer-
cial spaces. In May 2020, as the rest of China still imposed strident
rules againstinbound Wuhan travellers, the city itself was already sick
and tired of its newly found internationally famous pathological iden-
tity.

This collection of asymmetrical writings and photos, ranging from
essays, diaries, poetry, stories, to retrospections in both Chinese and
English, by its nature of open call, corresponds to the various senti-
ments, memories, diarised ruminations emerged and submerged by
the provincial lockdown and the shifting states of minds during the
volatile situations at the time. From fear, uncertainty, anxiety, bore-
dom, restlessness, to overcome fear and cautiously resume ‘normal
life’, to eventually get used to the new life of code scanning, tempera-
ture checking, mask-wearing life of the (not yet and constantly threat-
ening to return and circular structure of locked and unlocked cities)
post-pandemic world.

None of these ‘New (ab)Norms’ become uniquely Wuhan-ese as the
city, unlike how we initially thought at the inception of this issue, since
the rest of the world experienced various degree of similar intensive
affects albeit delayed and repeated. In retrospection, we, the people
who experienced the first 2020 lockdown, seem confused because we

12



INTRODUCTION

thought we ‘sacrificed’ to ‘save the world’ but the world burnt anyway.
The celebration of heroics is hastily replaced by further burnout. The
kind of introspection Zizek had hoped for, utilising the ‘dead time to
be released from hectic activity and think about the (non)sense of
their predicament’, did not necessarily produce the kind of intellectu-
alising content desirable for the cynical scholar. However, the count-
less low-res videos and chatlogs circulated, banned and re-circulated
all contained the best (and yet precarious) archive of aberrated public
feelings during a quickly quotidianised apocalypse. Through this per-
haps untimely release of a very real-time collection of writings pro-
duced during the Wuhan lockdown, we hope to document, recover,
and unlock the cultural undercurrents of Wuhan lost in translation.

Hangzhou

13
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Hubei

Notes

1. Rob Wallace and Yaak Pabst, “Capitalist Agriculture and Covid-19: A Deadly
Combination,” Climate & Capitalism, 12 March 2020, https://climateandcapitalism.
com/2020/03/11/capitalist-agriculture-and-covid-19-a-deadly-combination/.

2. Patricia]. Lopez and Kathryn Gillespie, eds., Economies of Death: Economic Logics
of Killable Life and Grievable Death (London: Routledge, 2020), 10.

3. EfE. BkEL BRR. E8E, (FRBAEEXREE), (M) #&, 2020538
18 5, http://weekly.caixin.com/2020-03-13/101528292.html.
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Nathanel Amar

When I first came to Wuhan around 2012, there was a bus which went
directly from Lumo Road &EEi to the Wuhan Botanical Garden &%)
in the East Lake ZRi# district. The difference between these two
locations couldn’'t be more dramatic: Lumo Road is at the heart of
the Wuchang & district, near the Optic Valley Square &7 1% - a
never-ending construction site - while the Botanical Garden looks like
the peaceful countryside, located near one of Wuhan's largest lakes,
Donghu.

Surprisingly enough, both places are centers of Wuhan's under-
ground music scene: Lumo Road was home to the legendary live-
house VOX - founded by Zhu Ning % T, ex-drummer of the punk
band SMZB 4 @5 Z ¥ - and Wuhan Prison, a punk bar managed by
Wu Wei R4, the singer of SMZB. A lot of punks lived around East
Lake due to cheap rent and proximity to the lake, where yearly com-
petitions of tiaodonghu BkZR 4 - contestants jumping into the lake
on a BMX (Bicycle Motocross) - were held. The East Lake is also near
the Botanical Garden where Mai Dian £ & - the guitarist of the punk
bands Si Dou Le %3 T and 400 Blows [0 & & - opened the Au-
tonomous Youth Center “Our House” {1 (similar to punk squats).

In 2010, a scandalous urban development plan of the East Lake dis-
trict sparked a movement of local groups, including punks residing
in the area, resisting expropriation and destruction of this natural re-
serve. For me, there’s no better place than Donghu to represent the
spirit of Wuhan. It embodies the rebellious spirit of Wuhanese peo-
ple and the history of underground music tied to the city. However,
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Donghu is a slowly disappearing part of Wuhan'’s history, replaced by
luxury condos and dull amusement parks.

The Prison and the Lake

As sung by the punk band SMZB, Wuhan can feel like a “prison.” The
atmosphere is sometimes literally suffocating due to endless urban
renewal projects and intense weather - the winter is cold and humid,
and the summer is steaming hot. The city itself is huge, as it consists
of three districts (in fact, three sub-cities) - Hankou ;X A, the formerly
colonial and financial district of Wuhan, Wuchang & &, the univer-
sity district where the 1911 revolution started, and Hanyang ;XFH, the
industrial district. The Wuhan punk rock community was rooted in
Wuchang, where punk bands had more opportunities to perform -
in/near universities, for instance - and where they opened the first
livehouses and bars dedicated to underground music. But when the
atmosphere gets too heavy, punks usually go to Donghu, to enjoy the
fresh air and to dive into the lake. SMZB has a song about Donghu,
which sums up his relation to both the city and East lake, titled “>Ii#iX
T (“Runaway”), released on the 2011 album “SEFAIE" (Sin Harmony):

FTF IR =R,
ANBERHLZR,
AFRRESFREL,
RESs—hIE,
R RIRLE T,
AANEBETHCE,
YL BM— T RIEME.

city escape,

the rebel bus is what we are take,
drinking and swimming in Singo beer,
diving in the East lake.

7] L BRBR R A,
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BT HEEMEM,
BRYRHN=SE,
WEHEPRRES,
IHGSEMEERR,
BPANEEER,

W BN R ER 7R I BRI .

escape, escape,
diving in the East lake.

escape, escape,

the rebel bus is what we are take.

While the city of Wuhan is comparable to a prison, Donghu is where
young Wuhanese can escape, love, drink, and dive into the lake. It's
not by accident that Mai Dian decided to open Wuhan's first “Au-
tonomous Youth Center” §&FEH7&9.C in Donghu, near the Botanical
Garden. In a 2012 article published in the journal Chutzpah! X7, Mai
Dian explained the process that led him to create this center:

HNFBEEECHAEEER, HE—T7, (FA—1TEBG
S5z, RERINER, HeRIFEMEIRARLEITh
RS, Bz S5EIMNBENARRE, #ITHRE, H=R0m
RERBIITEN. XM HARBBMMEREN “"SLVEE", BF
EBAKRZIAEEKEMNE; REZEMAMUEL, BALE
HEEFINANIY R, B1F, RTUSZRMN—ESEE
EERIZENIZ SR RERIFBIN NG %: R, HEEFEAR
REMARFEESFL[.] BRI — T B TeHBCER
Buts, REM. RFEE, HMNERXN TR
BT —ERARYTE. FREESMEARRNEF, BAENS
KiRFEEENNHAT TR, LERAER, ENRZENR
BHMABAR, LAE—RFBERNTH, IITFHLR,
HREHE, LAEFHEINEE: Info Shop, IRMEIAIFTEEUEE!
WHEERMNSBEZR; JWNE, KE—RTIIEA. WER.
MRS ERFEULANHETT; 52, RERTE, NER. KK, &
KRRZEANREGM; B, NEFFEENARMEERKRE;
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¥, RHBAMARRS, AR, EIMENTEFLER L
FAFENABE, B—TES—"HNREEERPL
We need a place inside our own lives, to find a space to
serve as meeting place and an intermediary, to circulate
information, to discuss the “symbols” of action we have
encountered, to share the connectedness of our plights,
to interpret it, and to attempt to act to the best of our abil-
ity. Certainly, such a place could not be a state-run “youth
cultural palace.” Nor could it be a bar or a coffee shop ei-
ther, which are invested by businessmen. If you want to
occupy a place illegally and make it happen, you first have
to be ready to deal with violence. Perhaps, we can refer to
the response adopted by European squatters after being
violently evicted: rent a house or organize a housing coop-
erative [...] If you want a place you can completely control,
you have to rent it. Fortunately, we were able to find a se-
cluded house just outside Wuhan with no walls and a harsh
environment. Although the house was old, the surround-
ing scenery had a natural beauty we found invigorating.
After cleaning out the dust and pulling the weeds, we as-
signed different functions to the house: it had to serve as
an infoshop - a place to supply all the various alternative
writings and information on social movements we could
gather. A conference center - from that day forth all work-
shops, seminars, and film screenings would be held at the
house. Also, a stage located in the courtyard - to provide
a space for rock, experimental, and street artists to per-
form. A guest house with free beds for those in need, and
a courtyard with a campfire to gather all the friends. Fi-
nally, on a pillar of the outside wall, we put a red and black
five-pointed star, and gave the house a name: “Our Home
Autonomous Youth Center."!

“Our House"” was a very special place for Wuhan alternative youth,
it was a space for parties, discussion, eating, film screening, which
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was not run for profit but according to a certain ideal. The inhabitants
of “Our House"” were also committed to helping their neighborhood.
Mai Dian recalls in the article that they organized a concert to raise
money to build a garbage pit for the village. But in 2010, it's an urban
development scandal that will mobilize both “Our House” and the res-
idents of the Donghu area.

The Movement to Defend Donghu

In March 2010, an investigation published by the Time Weekly B} 1%
J& revealed a corruption scandal regarding the development of the
Donghu area, involving the state-owned real-estate company OCT
(Overseas Chinese Town £££54) and the local government. According
to the article published on March 25th, 2010, the local government
leased a total of 3167 mu (211 hectares) to the company (including
parts of the lake itself) for 4.3 billion yuan, in order to develop an
amusement park, hotels, and upscale apartment buildings.? It was a
very controversial lease since Donghu is a nationally protected site,
and the municipal government did not get the permission from the
central government to lease this protected area. On April 1st, a new
article, this time published by the respected Southern Weekly & 75 &
7R, criticized the environmental and social impact of the real-estate
project.® Several individuals, including Mai Dian and Wu Wei, tried
to organize themselves against the real-estate development project,
by “going out for a stroll” 8%, a well-known Chinese technique of
protest, on April 1oth. In an interview he gave in 2014, Wu Wei recalls
what happened: the day before the protest, the cops showed up at
his doorstep and persuaded him to call off the demonstration.*

If the demonstration was not the solution, “Our House” became
a platform of contention against the real-estate project. Punks, ac-
tivists, artists, and Donghu residents met at “Our House” to find new
ways to show their anger and try to save Donghu from urban devel-
opers. They created a small community gathered around the web-
site donghu2o1o0.0rg to share their reflections and actions on the de-
fense of Donghu. The collective “Donghu for Everyone” 8™ AR K
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1. The front door of “Our House" in Wuhan
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2. A postcard made by “Donghu for Everyone” showing the progress
of the real-estate project

# gathered artists, musicians, performers, students, and residents
to organize artful happenings around Donghu to raise awareness on
the environmental impact of the project. The website features sev-
eral satellite images of Donghu throughout the years, documenting
the construction and the shrinkage of the lake. “Our House" regu-
larly organized seminars and conferences on the history of Donghu
and collected oral histories of residents of the lake. Unfortunately,
the Donghu for Everyone movement did not succeed in stopping the
real-estate development project. Large parts of Donghu are still un-
der construction, old residents are being evicted around the lake, and
the Happy Valley amusement park E;X¥XR# is now open to the pub-
lic.

In 2015, the director Li Luo Z% released the movie Li Wen at East
Lake Z=3038 1 %4, which takes place in Donghu and features most
of the Donghu activists - including Mai Dian and Wu Wei. The movie
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3. A Public Lecture on Donghu Project (ZRi#it%l) on 29 June 2014

starts by showing the different construction projects around Donghu
and features interviews with old residents of the area. The director
also stages a hilarious fake official committee reunion on the con-
struction of a second airport in the Donghu area. The film then fol-
lows the fictional story of a police officer, Li Wen, who is supposed
to arrest a madman who tells everyone that a dragon, who lives in
East Lake, is going to wake up soon because of the destruction of his
natural habitat. This movie is a testimony of the Donghu movement
to stop the unnecessary destruction of the East lake area. Now that
“Our House” is no more, Li Wen at East Lake is perhaps the best archive
we have on the importance of Donghu, which is slowly fading away.
Until the dragon in the lake wakes up to take back what is rightfully
his.

Taipei
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nkislEioelcontexmyeullcalt solve these problems.

5. Excerpt from Li Wen at East Lake by Li Luo
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A Trace of Wuhan

Eugene Sun

Half a lifetime ago I lived in Wuhan. Hankou to be exact.

My memories are mostly vague. When I boarded the overnight
train leaving the city and stared across the window at friends waving
me goodbye, I left everything behind. The noisy pedestrian streets,
back alley chaos, humid summers, dusty breakfast stalls, all of which
had faded into the hidden folds of my subconscious. The hubbub of
the city went first, the neighborhood second, followed by the names
and faces of friends and the girls I liked. Nothing much remained
of my Wuhan-ness, except for my love for the food, memories with
my family, and a deeply rooted impatience in the face of bullshit.
Wuhanese people are direct; the brutal heatin the summer days phys-
ically prevents beating around the bush.

Last year I went back for a few days to visit the city with my girl-
friend, and sustained a curious case of nausea during my entire time
there. The source of the nausea was unknown, but I suspect it had
to do with my challenged status as a Wuhan native. The city had
changed so quickly that I could hardly recognize my own neighbor-
hood. Riding a bicycle and finding my way around town was too
daunting of a task. Besides, my foreign passport did not even work
for any bicycle rentals. The reganmian® and san xian dou pi® were the
only antidotes for my discomfort, and remained the only reasons I
put up with this trip back. Though when I wasn't sitting in front of
a bowl or a plate and was instead lost in the middle of an intersec-
tion surrounded by shadows of concrete, the nausea would return
instantly and I had to hide myself in the phone screen, call a taxi, and
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scramble onto the next stop on the itinerary ASAP. The next stop was
Qianjin Si Lu.? Without the map on my phone and a ride-sharing app,
I wouldn't have a chance of finding it.

Qianjin Si Lu used to be the electronics center in Hankou. My love
for the neighborhood started around age five or six. I used to sit on
my dad’s bicycle, and later upgraded to riding my own bike with him,
visiting the neighborhood throughout my childhood. We would first
stop by a little vendor selling “Taiwanese” sausage, and for three RMB
I could receive a stickful of snappy mystery meat whose delicacy I
haven't been able to encounter again anywhere later in life, even in
Taiwan. In a magical palace called Diannao Cheng,* the owner of a
particular bootleg disc stall became our friend. He had an accent from
one of the suburbs around the city, and a mole next to his mouth to
go with it. Even though regulations back then were rare and boot-
leg CD vendors were ubiquitous and competitive, his stall was always
busy. I used to ask my dad why his business was always so good, and
he told me that he had the best catalog out of everyone. This was
only partly true in my experience; he often did not have the game I
was looking for. Though if he didn't happen to have it, the next time
when I went there he would always be ready with the disc. With a
smirk he would let me know that he always had the game, and just
needed some extra time to find it. I would roll my eyes and keep flip-
ping through a long row of rectangular boxes full of video game discs
laid out around his stall, next to crowds of other nerds, each holding
on to a box and thumbing through the discs inside. He was usually
more interested in my dad though. Seeing me getting lost in the shop-
ping spree, he would motion Dad over to go in the little back room
filled with other middle-aged men, where more “merchandise of in-
terest” was, and chat about women in films. I would have picked out
four or five discs by the time Dad came back, and had to then start
the excruciating process of game elimination. In the end, two discs I
wanted the most would prevail and get paid for. I would then dash
for our bicycles locked outside the building.

I was always in a rush on the rides home, as I itched to put those
new CDs into the desktop computer at home and give them a try.
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Mom went on business trips quite often back then, so if she wasn't
home to prep food, we usually stopped by a street food vendor near
home for some pan-fried pork buns or dumplings. The cook wore
a permanent off-color white tank-top, folded up halfway to expose
his glistening belly. There would always be a small crowd standing
around his huge wok gawking at the next batch of dumplings. The
wok was loud and cackling with smoke and fire, and in my memory
everyone around it was always sweaty. He gave a slight nod seem-
ingly at us and would grunt something incomprehensible when we
yelled out our orders at him. We then sat down at the plastic chairs
next to the huge metal wok and waited. My dad talked to me about
lots of things during those wait times. I'm sure they were full of love
and care and wisdom, but most importantly they sufficed to pass the
time. Soon we would receive our piping hot dumplings in a thin, trans-
parent, and oily plastic bag to be taken home and inhaled quickly be-
fore my dive into the new games. I didn't appreciate those dumplings
enough back then, but they were the absolute best I've ever had any-
where.

The taxi driver dropped us off at the entrance of an unfamiliar build-
ing, and told me that this was Diannao Cheng. The exterior was semi-
new. Layers of new paint and billboards were slapped on top of the
existing concrete surface in a casual fashion. Two huge glass doors
were open, but thick and heavy plastic flaps were in place to keep
mosquitoes out, obscuring views into the belly of the beast. I looked
up and down the place, and snapped a photo to send to my dad on
WeChat with a caption, “guess where I am.” With a sigh I lifted the
plastic flaps to let myself in.

Gone were the crowds from my memory. Business was now sparse,
even on a Saturday. Bored storekeepers sat at their stalls, which were
mostly empty. It seemed that most of them sold electronics and pre-
built laptops now, instead of desktop components like back in the
day. Quite a few console game stores were scattered in-between,
an unfamiliar sight that did not register in my head. I quickly be-
came disoriented when I tried to find my way around the large but
lonely space, knowing that whatever I was looking for was no longer
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there. Suppressing an emotional buzz that came to head, I aimlessly
stepped into a video game shop; a mustached baseball-capped thirty
year-old sat motionless in front of a large glass desk watching some
Let's Play video on a small monitor. He nodded at me, said nothing,
and resumed watching the video. He knew I wasn't in a buying mood.

I shifted my feet around in front of some box art behind the glass
shelves, lamenting the fact that cheap bootleg games were now an
extinct product of history, when my phone buzzed. I looked down at
the screen; it was dad replying to my photo. “Where is this? Couldn't
tell,” he said. I put the phone back in my pocket, completely dejected.
I was now ready to escape this hellhole. My plan was to head to a
highly rated dumpling joint nearby that I found on an online review
app. It was bound to disappoint.

Then my peripheral vision picked up something that would change
my whole experience. I saw an A4 paper stuck to the desk facing out
where Video Watcher sat. The note on the paper flatly stated, “Blu-ray
adult films available. Ask the staff at the desk.”

I chuckled to myself, looked up, and caught the look of “the staff at
the desk,” who picked up on my gaze, and whose mouth had twisted
into a sympathetic smirk. He extended the smirk to my disinterested
girlfriend, waved us goodbye, and returned to his video.

I was happy though. It turned out that my childhood didn't fade
away completely. The Wuhan I knew stayed erect.

New York City

Notes

1. Reganmian: #F @, what Wuhan is known for.

2. Sanxian doupi: =8 & &, what Wuhan should be known for.

3. Qianjin Si Lu: AT## M, a street that used to be my personal Disneyland.

4. Diannao Cheng: BB f# i, literally Computer City. Despite recent evolution the

three characters still evoke a deep nostalgia in me.
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Numbered Days

Dino Ge Zhang

Collected and Edited Tweets From 21 January to 26 March 2020

Day 1-Day 3

IN RETROSPECTION

I started self-isolation from 21 Jan, two days before the lockdown in
Wuhan. I was aware of the outbreak of an unknown epidemic, so I
wore a mask everywhere I went on 19 and 20 Jan. I took public trans-
port multiple times and went to a driver’s test which involved waiting
in a crowded room for two hours. After that, I tried to recreate my
entire travel history in my mental map and started panicking. For sev-
eral days, I checked my body temperature every several hours - this
self-induced panic caused hallucinatory effects and actual physiolog-
ical impacts in the first week and I was having an unfailing diarrhea
every day for two weeks. The symptoms of whatever it was, or just
intense anxiety, ended a few days later, when I started counting and
tweeting daily under threads.

Day 3 (First Day of the Lockdown)

STFU you don’t know about virus.
Quote: McKenzie Wark: Human bodies are just spaceships for viruses
and bacteria.

Iamin tears.
[Listening to SMZB's “the Chinese are coming”]
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Day 4

Truly prophetic.
Quote: “Visit Wuhan, the newest cultural epicentre of China”
(@visit_wuhan official twitter page’s profile introduction)

Stacked Virology.

Day 5

Living in the epicentre, browsing twitter, seeing a lot of panic online,
trying to maintain inner peace. The mental turmoil is getting to me...
Life is stagnant, yet everything happens so fast “online” - being online
and real-time updates is, for the first time, traumatising.

This quarantine is probably going to last until March.

For the people who have not yet contracted the virus and stayed quar-
antined at home. The anxiety and boredom are gonna drive many
insane.

Day 6

We need psychologists. The healthy ones are getting restless and un-
hinged as anxiety overwhelms them.

Don't be Flora. (Flora is an American expat living in Wuhan who went
full on panic mode when news of the lockdown first struck)

Day 7
Quote: “Wu-tang Clan - Wu-han Clan”

Day 8

It's true that last night a lot of local residents, driven by fear, anxiety,
and boredom, organized to yell words of encouragement from their
windows. They know it's grim, but they decide to persevere and build
solidarity.
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Day 9

Quote: I have a disease. It's called being human and I have to get
treatment. (@dril_gpt2)

If you have friends or family or you are in any major Chinese cities, do
not go to hospital unless it is absolutely necessary. It is highly likely
you will get infected in the disorder at the hospitals. It is not worth it,
especially if you just have a common cold.

I don't drink at home. There are some supposedly good Moutai, but
I don't drink that filth.

Day 10
Sick Man of Wuhan: Pathologised Nihilism and Politics of Hope

The logic of certain betterment, sacrificing for the greater good, and
delayed redress of previous unjust punishment of those who spoke
openly about the plague, just furthers the mental suffering of those
who are involuntarily immobilised by angst, anxiety, and boredom.
The so-called Wuhan nihilism should be de-pathologised as a neces-
sary and even healthy response to the Political hope.

Itis exactly in these times of unprecedented epidemic, a misanthrope
learns hope, not the Political hope of vanity, but the previously dis-
located radical nihilism - “values without a world.” Let us jog, let us
swim, let us walk on the empty streets, let fly the drones, let us scream
for Life from our windows, let us cry over phone calls, let us realise
the burst bubbles of owning a home, let us discard the neurosis of
plastic hope.

At a time of extreme emergency, people, no matter how cosmopoli-
tan they claim to be, will be xenophobic. It's only natural. New racism
can be built in a week... We are just the unfortunate ones to witness
how this is forged in real time.
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Day 11

Day 11 has already been sapped by more conspiracy theories, ac-
celerationist viropexis, internet folklore, inconsistent propaganda of
hope, and above all medical disorder. Twitter is just as cancerous as
WecChat.

Time for bed.
The only work I have done today is the above tweet.

One angle that most media reports are missing is that the locals who
are embroiled in this plague do not necessarily want to debate the
“truth” - by default there are lies; that's common sense. Plebs want
psychological comfort and hope - plastic or not.

Day 12

It's already Feb. I dreamt of walking on the beach yesterday with my
non-existent daughter.

Day 13

The more plastic Hope you inject into the veins of the ignorant plebs
the angrier they will be when their immune systems collapse.

The hot pot is about to boil.

Day 14
I think T am about to reach half of my limit.

But today I have gathered enough mental strength to start reading
and writing again.

Don't praise the plebs. don't tell the plebs what to do. don't tell the
plebs what to feel. don’t write shitty poetry in praise of whatever. stop
intellectualising pain.
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Day 15

Did somebody just propose global warming against coronavirus?
witf...

Day 16

Pssst! Slavoj, wanna switch places with me?

Quote: “Some of us, including myself, would secretly love to be in
China’s Wuhan right now, experiencing a real-life, post-apocalyptic
movie set. The city's empty streets provide the image of a non-
consumerist world at ease with itself.”
(https://www.rt.com/op-ed/479970-coronavirus-china-wuhan-
hysteria-racist)

Quote: After clashes and arrests in Tin Shui Wai on Tuesday night, a
Mandarin-speaking woman went down to berate the police: “Let me
tell you, I'm also from Wuhan!” Journalists and police surrounding
her all jump back.

She later clarified she moved to Hong Kong over a decade ago.
(https://twitter.com/elson_tong/status/1224738665684852736/video/1)

Day 17
I think desperation is gonna kick in at some point.

Wuhan patient reads Francis Fukuyama on a hospital bed.

In 2011 I stayed inside for more than a month (went outside once or
twice to stock up on food) to play Skyrim all day. I survived on mostly
instant noodles and soft drinks. It was good times and I didn't regret
it... Now I am locked inside with thousands of games to play and hun-
dreds of books to read. I can't do shit... I just couldn’t allow myself to
whine on Twitter.

Day 18
[Dr Li Wen-Liang died]

This day begins early. Let the rage overwhelm the wall.
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Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuck.

Quote: We're all prepared to acknowledge that even if you're not a
poet, self-exposure makes money in the age of the confessional per-
sonal essay... As a group, however, we're not completely settled on
whether trauma writing is useful - for the reader or the writer.
(https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/lifting)

Trying to enjoy a rare find anime after a day of stress... instant regret.

1. KOji Morimoto, Memories, 1995.

Day 19
Bad news just kept coming.

When you infantilize the masses for so long they actually become in-
fantile.

Things I crave:

coffee (specifically the exwife blend),

chips (specifically vinegar chips),

French toast (with massive amount of honey),

cheese (specifically feta) on salad,

potato wedges with a pint of whatever cheap beer (specifically Boags),
and above all sitting alone in a pub.
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Day 20

25 days ago, I was observant of how the nearby hospital was unusu-
ally crowded when I went to the coffee place nearby.

20 days ago, some sick dimwit spat at me on the train. I dodged it and
did wear a surgical mask. Just to make sure and also to avoid more
instances like this, I began my self-isolation the next day.

19 days ago, I alerted my mum about the potential of an outbreak. I
told her not to go outside except for groceries and do not go to the
wet market. She insisted going outside for a stroll. I could not stop
her.

18 days ago, I warned a friend that the situation was already out of
control. I had a mental meltdown when I saw a video (circulated only
among local medical workers at the time) of a senior doctor freaking
out in front of a patient, and allegedly the director of the hospital
bailed.

It's certainly not premonition but it is at least the basic sensitivity
that something is very wrong and it's heading towards something
much worse. But while more information becomes public and every-
one starts to freak out, I have come to terms with it.

Day 21

It's funny that it has been 21 days and I still don’t have a routine yet.

Quote: There's a guy on my timeline who tweets every day about how
he hasn't left his apartment. He's up to 21 days now. I am secretly (or
not so secretly) insanely jealous of his life. (@zzap)

Day 22

Damn it.

Day 23

That cruise is totally gonna declare independence isn't it.
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Day 24
I hope you guys don’t get used to this count. I am almost at my limit.

How do you fight virus with Eva units... but what's the hidden mes-
sage here? So, we are all gonna become puddles of LCL.

Quote: (Image of the official Weibo of EVA Franchise applauding and
supporting the containment efforts of Wuhan)

Day 25
Actually, the best valentine’s day of my life. no plans whatsoever.

Hikkikomori haemorrhoids.

Day 26
Waking up at 8pm isn't right.

Time is irrelevant.

Day 27

Temporality is probably infected and quarantined as well. Maybe even
dead.

It was snowing hard yesterday and today it feels like 15 degrees... it's
nice to hear birds singing though. A rare sight of good weather and
traces of animals, even from the confines of my window.

Going to celebrate with my last can of diet coke.

Day 28

I managed to open a bottle with a key. So yeah, I am getting drunk
tonight.

This is starting to feel like the LIGHTHOUSE.
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Day 29
This will probably last another 30 days...

[ think T am at my limit. Now I have to repeat another 29 days.

Day 30
It's just halfway through.

Quote:

“stay home

Never go outside

Turn on my computer
My cyber lover

Just eating fast noodles
I'm sick

All my life

Download from internet”

(New Pants, Internet Sex Drugs)

It's actually ok. I can live without sex, drugs but not internet.

Day 31

The really exasperating thing is that there is nothing worth remem-
beringin this hollowing experience, butI remember the stupid details
of waking up reading on the bed falling asleep again day drinking on
the bed falling asleep again.

Given all the time but all dead time - productivity is true happiness.
Day 32
Ejssjssjdjekekjxnskejeke

There is nothing wrong with the virus, it is everything else that is the
problem.
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Day 33

Essential items to fight the virus according to taobao
Quote: Taobao recommends four items to fight the coronavirus:
84 disinfectant, plastic gloves, dildo, plug adaptor.

Day 34

The virus has become banal.

Day 35

Me at home. Quote: A pigeon restlessly walking in the snow leaving
a convoluted trail of footprints.

Day 36

the medical supply situation is very weird. So, my alcohol wipes are
from japan. face masks from Taiwan. They all appear to be donations
but I (and my friend) paid for them... so yeah.

Day 37

in the jdrama 7 — b~BREIF L ABRDH DD L 5 ~the male protag-
onist didn't leave his mum'’s house for years, watching movies and
reading books everyday. Enmeshed in literature and arthouse films,
he calls himself an “exalted flaneur.” if anything, I am apprenticing
based flaneurism.

Day 38

I can't take it anymore.
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Day 39

Mood.
Quote:
A video of a black person screaming in Cantonese: “J& e {ER".

Day 40

Quote: “Agamben doesn't seem to understand the difference be-
tween a camp and a bunker.” (@Benjamin Bratton)

The plague is not a remedy nor an ingredient of the remedy to a sick
society as it only exposes deep-rooted issues. The initial exposé leads
to outrage, which is quickly soaked and dissipated by idleness, bore-
dom, and lethargy. The latest wish is simple: return to the Normal.

By probability, which is a calculation of infected demographics and
death count, the virus seems to have a criterion; but for an infected
patient, the criteria do not exist, and death is an imminent truth.

I would really appreciate an iced latte right now.

Day 41

the basics of mask ideology:

+ Europeans wear a mask to protect others from being infected
by them. By its logic, only the sick wear masks.

* Chinese wear a mask to protect themselves from being infected
by others. By its logic, everyone is supposed to wear masks.

I have been doing that for years, but I would love to have a solitary
walk in the park or a botanic garden or sth.

Quote:

coronavirus is shaping up to be not so bad for introverts:
- work from home
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- avoid public places, social gatherings
- if you have to go out, stay 6 feet away from strangers
(@natskratts)

Day 42
I want to work in a café.

Time has been simply suspended, not cyclical nor linear and certainly
not spiral. Endless quarantine. Is a “pathetic waiting” possible? if any-
thing, there is no more normal to return to.

Quote: “In the never-ending everyday, the apocalypse does not open
any new horizon of experience. It has become entirely immanent to
the social collectivity and actually means the impossibility of a social
project of any kind, because it has no exterior.”

My only hope is that this count does not go to 100. Well if this does, I
hope somebody publishes these daily threads.

I bought 2 kilos of beans before i left Melbourne for my mum, but her
coffee machine broke three days into the lockdown... I haven't tasted
a sip of coffee for 40 days. I sniff coffee beans like cocaine...

Day 44

What I crave the most is not sociality but space - to be able to eat
alone in a restaurant, browse a bookstore alone, drink in a pub alone,
read in a cafe alone, watch a movie in my beanbag alone. I mostly talk
to people online anyway.

I have a porn folder called flat ontology.

I fucked up my Switch and scoured Taobao trying to buy a controller
and a replacement fan... no one ships to this hellhole apparently.

Only “essentials” are shipped to the city - we are probably running
out of alcohol, cigs, maybe even soft drinks, barely any chips... VeRy
expensive grocery shopping. This is probably just a taste of the forth-
coming inflation. Right, still gonna enjoy the last stick.
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ETHNoGRAPHIC PLAGUE

Day 45

The “fight” against the coronavirus is not a “war,” but a suspension of
the alteration between war and the “normal life.” We are mobilised
to be immobilised to fight the unfathomable agents of structural
change: both genetical and socioeconomical.

We are stuck in the waiting room.

Quote: "Agamben was wrong: not the concentration camp but the
waiting room is the topoi of modernity” (@iycrtyph)

Ok I managed to buy a Shanzhai pro switch controller with a few bot-
tles of hand sanitisers so it can be shipped.

Day 46

Quote: “when the town is bustling with economic activity, time can
only be represented as habit, which, like ritual, is a way of master-
ing history and diminishing the temporal change... The Oranais bet-
ter notice stasis than they do the action surrounding trade... but the
very phenomenon of notice is compelling evidence of temporal con-
sciousness.”

The only thing some Chinese plants are manufacturing is false data,
a @Caixin investigation has found.

“Query: how contrive not to waste one's time? Answer: by being fully
aware of it all the time. Ways in which this can be done: by spending
one’s days on an uneasy chair in the dentist’s waiting room...”

By idling 46 days away waiting for an endless lockdown.

To end.

Day 47

There was a meme of the same template about people in Wuhan a
few days before the lockdown. Quote: a Chinese meme about how
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people in Los Angeles don't give a shit about the pandemic and go
on about with their regular lives
Day 48

Bunch of people gotinfected by someone who returned from the hos-
pital and was supposed to have recovered - these people didn't go
outside for more than month and all they did was collect groceries at
the gate. This shit comes back folks. It lurks, probably as long as you
live.

If waiting is submission, I am not sure I am submitting to the virus or
the state or my fear or really nothing.

Day 49
Let’s just start the day 49 thread early. Maybe I should do sth to cele-

brate 5o days of not going outside.
Day 50
Hot fuck noodle welcomes pasta to the party.

I don't care if the official number is fabricated or not. It goes down
to zero, so everyone pretends everything is back to normal until it
isn't. My guess is the majority of my coffee spots and bookshops have
already gone out of business.

Coronachan hates Mulan.

Italy is officially Wuhanized.

Day 51

Believe in future and demolish it.

Day 52

This will be my end of quarantine gift.
Quote: a shirt with Foucault’s Discipline and Punish Print.
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Apparently coronavirus can cause male infertility. Coronachan may
be the champion of the dispossessed vocels.

I will probably be outside for the first time after exactly 69 days of
home quarantine.

Day 53

Fucked up to see all the jokes i saw over a month ago circulating on
twitter, of course, unrelated and in another context, but coronavirus
seems to have united our sense of humour.

Day 54

Once this shitis over, Iwill probably go to the mountains and continue
to quarantine myself there.

Wuhan time. Quote: People who have been following the Wuhan out-
break from day o are basically time travelers at this point, spoiling
what people will experience in the next few weeks. (@diaodiao_yang)

If this is time travel this is perhaps the worst kind. Instead of trying to
save the “world” after failing to quell the spread initially by restarting,
you basically time travel to experience the fucking collapse all over
again.

Quote: regardless of if you think Asian others live in the colo-
nial/exotic past or in an alternative/authoritarian/sci-fi future, you're
assuming it's a world that exists outside of the Western present,
which viruses clearly disprove. (@notsaved).

Day 55

I attempted something really disgusting out of desperation: I grinded
beans with my teeth then tried to cold brew them...
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Day 56

Quote: Traveling to and from China this year has been an experience
if [sic] explicit time travel. Nothing else is an accurate description.
(@nocitizens)

Day 57

Old habits die hard.
Quote: a video of a man obliviously attempting to spit while wearing
a mask.

Day 58

“Corona humanities” is mostly just academics wheeling out their one
take again (@sysimmolator)

Day 59

Wuhan reported zero cases yesterday.
Not sure if we want that zero or it is actually zero but it doesn't matter
at this point. I am happy that I will be released soon.

My release will be literally against the tide of growth everywhere
else...

Day 60

Very noisy outside, kids are running around in the courtyard.

I have this weird feeling that it's quite possible that this pandemic is
the actual cornerstone of sinofuturism - meaning from this point on,
we will be ahead of the West in time.

Day 61

Zero is absolute.
Criteria are relational.
Epidemic management is basically shit sociology.
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Day 62

I feel like the guy who paid for early access in shitty Chinese MMO
and am already Ivl 50 by the time most of you log in for the first time.
Day 66

It's almost over.

I went outside lol. Everything is closed.
My coming out party is very anticlimactic.
I feel like speed-levelling my germaphobe level.

Wuhan
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COVID-19: A Hubei Experience

Ou Ning

On 16 January 2020," I departed from Jingzhou, flew through Yichang,
Shanghai, and Amsterdam, and arrived in Nairobi, Kenya on the 17th
to participate in a research program organized by CAD+SR.? This was
a week-long program, but since the 24th was Chinese New Year’s
Eve, I decided to leave on the 22nd to catch my family reunion. On
the 2oth, China announced that the coronavirus from Wuhan can be
transmitted person-to-person. When I bade farewell to everyone, I
was worried about the situation.

Arriving at Guangzhou Baiyun Airport on the 23rd, I got the news
that Wuhan had locked down the whole city. Looking for masks ev-
erywhere in the airport, I finally bought a Taibang dust mask from
Yunnan Baiyao Group in a supermarket. After flying from Guangzhou
to Yichang, I bought some ordinary disposable surgical masks and
9001V dust masks with the 3M logo (which later turned out to be
fake). On the morning of the 24th, wearing the double masks, I took
the high-speed train from Yichang and returned to Jingzhou. Jingzhou
announced its lock-down at noon.

Luckily, I got home in time, before the city went into lock-down.
We canceled the New Year's Eve reunion dinner we had booked at a
restaurant a few months prior, and celebrated the Lunar New Year at
home instead. At this time, the whole of Hubei province had imple-
mented traffic restrictions, affecting a total of about 57 million peo-
ple?

The epicenter of Wuhan is about 200 kilometers from Jingzhou. The
most disturbing thing was that my wife went there for a day-trip on
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the 17th. She was very nervous about being infected with the coro-
navirus, counting the two-week incubation period of the virus every
day to see if she would develop any symptoms. We kept checking all
kinds of news on our mobile phones, and could not sleep at night.

In the three weeks after the Spring Festival, we could still go out to
nearby pharmacies to buy masks and to supermarkets to buy food;
after February 14, Jingzhou, like other Hubei cities, implemented
“wartime control” and managed the community as a enclosed space.
Due to the closed airports, rail stations, and highways in the province,
I canceled two trips (Helsinki and New York) which were scheduled in
February, and was physically immobilized at home.

Grid Management

We live in a gated community, which was then closed, keeping only
one gate as the entrance and exit for medical staff, food delivery, and
governmental workers with passes or passwords. Except in special
circumstances, ordinary people were not allowed to enter or leave.
My mother-in-law, a cancer patient, had moved home from the can-
cer hospital just before the Spring Festival. After the community was
closed, she was allowed to leave for treatment at the hospital only
when her pain was unbearable. When she went out and came back,
she was required to wear a mask and receive a temperature check
from a forehead thermometer and undergo disinfection from a ma-
chine donated by other provinces.

Designated supermarkets, farmers markets, and pharmacies were
not allowed to open to the public. All the necessities of life, including
food and personal hygiene products, could only be purchased in bulk
and distributed by the governmental institutions. Every three or four
days, we ordered food online from the WeChat group set up by the
government-led neighborhood committee. The purchasing and de-
livery staff organized by neighborhood committee would deliver the
goods to the gate, and then we would wear masks to pick them up.
Sometimes there were a lot of people waiting at the gate, and every-
one kept a certain distance when we lined up. There was no shortage
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of food, but the selection was very limited. Rice and vegetables were
sufficient, while meat and fish were rare.

After the announcement of “wartime control” in Hubei province, a
large number of pictures of road closures and village closures in rural
areas emerged on social media. The villagers used trucks to pour a
lot of mud and stones to block the road and set up “checkpoints” at
the entrances of the villages. They even took out the cold weapons of
the past, such as broadswords and red-tasseled spears, and stood at
the entrances to prevent outsiders from entering the village.

The rural areas seemed to have returned overnight to the pre-
modern period, when villagers built shanzhai (mountain fortresses),
cunpu (village castles), and weiwu (encircled houses) to protect them-
selves from bandits and military disasters. In recent years, the self-
enclosed spatial organizing form was abandoned because of the vil-
lagers’ desire to participate in the urbanization process and the eco-
nomic boom in the new era. The traditional defensive buildings were
either demolished or preserved as sightseeing resources. However,
at the time with the emergency epidemic situation, it was necessary
to re-use “isolation” and “defense” as temporary measures.

The COVID-19 epidemic is much more serious than SARS in 2003.
When coping with the SARS, the Chinese government did not take
action to lock down cities, but mainly controlled the population’s mo-
bility (especially the flow of migrant workers) from its origin in the
Pear| River Delta region, to the main epidemic cities such as Beijing,
to all parts of the country. That was a kind of “chain reaction” to track
and curb the spread of the virus. However, with the COVID-19 out-
break, the Chinese government adopted radical comprehensive lock-
down measures against the virus in Hubei province. The one-size-fits-
all “wartime control” showed a kind of “grid reaction” which was com-
pletely different from a “chain reaction.” This new anti-epidemic mea-
sure had benefited from the nation-wide establishment of the “Com-
munity Grid Management System” by the Chinese government since
2013.

Community Grid Management is an administrative management
mode combined with information technologies such as the Internet
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and Big Data. In fact, it is an upgrade of the original grassroots gov-
ernance system (urban neighborhood committees and rural village
committees covering the whole country). It divides urban and rural
communities into several grids according to population scale; each
grid contains several families, and the grid size depends on the ad-
ministrative resources that may be allocated. If the number of grid
administrators is sufficient, the grid can be further subdivided, for ex-
ample, from 200 households to 50 households. The smaller the grid,
the more detailed the data collection and the more precise the ad-
ministration.

Grid administrators are responsible for establishing and monitor-
ing the comprehensive information of each grid, sharing it from the
ends of society to a national digital monitoring and management plat-
form CNGRID, and issuing early warnings for emergency events, so
as to solve them before they break out. They even arrange smart
bracelets for the elderly and children who are left unattended, so as
to keep abreast of their latest state and provide immediate support
in case of any situation.

Normally, the grid administrators are responsible for handling the
daily public affairs of the communities, such as managing garbage re-
cycling, maintaining parking order, coordinating neighborhood dis-
putes, preventing group protests, etc. During the epidemic period,
they were responsible for purchasing and distributing food, check-
ing people’s temperature, assisting in identifying and placating sus-
pected patients (so that they would not rush to hospitals to squeeze
the medical resources before diagnosis) and collecting their statistics,
helping to send the lonely, elderly infected to hospitals, and taking
care of those children who stayed at home alone because of their in-
fected parents in hospitals.

Grid administrators are composed of neighborhood and village
committee cadres, community leaders and staff, police and auxiliary
police, social workers and volunteers, etc. They are divided into five
levels of job responsibilities: chief grid instructor, chief grid director,
grid instructor, grid director and grid staff; and are assigned five job
orientations according to propagandists, inspectors, agents, and rec-
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tification staff. It was because of the precise configuration of these
grid administrators that the comprehensive lock-down could be real-
ized as a radical anti-epidemic measure.

Community Grid Management was first experimented with in
Dongcheng District, Beijing in 2004. Inspired by the grid manage-
ment in Westminster, London, it subdivided 205 communities into
589 grids with 120,000 grid administrators (“community watchers”).?
In 2005, China Grid Computing Center was established, and the “com-
munity watchers” who participated in the experiment were equipped
with mobile devices for reporting and communication, which were
connected with the closed-circuit television system and the police
database.

After the “Arab Spring” broke out in 2011, the Chinese government
further took the Community Grid Management System as a tool to
identify potential political threats.® In 2013, the Third Plenary Ses-
sion of the 18th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China
launched the Community Grid Management System for the first time
in the whole country. After the outbreak of the COVID-19, it provided
powerful support for the lockdown.”

The Community Grid Management System reminds me of the grid
fields I saw in Kentucky and Indiana. It is said that it was suggested
by President Thomas Jefferson at the beginning of the 1gth century.
He “imagined dividing the United States west of the Ohio River into
‘hundreds’ - squares measuring ten miles by ten miles - and requir-
ing settlers to take the parcels of land as so designated.” This “geo-
metrical clarity” of Jefferson’s proposal “was not merely an aesthetic
choice; he claimed that irregular lots facilitated fraud... The grid facili-
tated the commoditization of land as much as the calculation of taxes
and boundaries.”®

The griddization, abstractization, digitization, clarification and sim-
plification of natural resources, population, and communities is a
long-standing impulse of state governors, which has become a “high-
modernist ideology” criticized by James C. Scott in the following gen-
erations in the world.
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The application of the Community Grid Management System in the
epidemic was sometimes also chaotic, especially when suspected pa-
tients fought for nucleic acid test kits and hospital beds. Normally,
the number of paid grid administrators is three times the size of lo-
cal governments in human resources; it became even higher in the
epidemic. The grid administrators temporarily recruited from society
were often mistaken for government representatives, and they were
criticized by patients for their limited authority and inability to allo-
cate scarce medical resources.

As healthy people, we were lucky not to get involved in such dis-
putes. When quarantined at home, we could check how many in-
fected patients were nearby through the online program jointly de-
veloped by People’s Daily and Tencent. They were marked on the satel-
lite map and the distance between them and us could also be shown.
According to this program, we knew that there were two infected peo-
ple in our community. As of the end of lock-down on March 18th, it
showed that 1580 people were diagnosed, 1528 were cured, and 52
died in Jingzhou.

The Post-Anthropocene

For a while it was as if that we were living in an “ideal world” envi-
sioned by ancient Chinese thinkers. Immobility is a common ideal
in traditional Chinese social thinking. Lao Tzu (6th century BC) sug-
gested “an ideal nation is small and with few people... they have no
need to move to faraway places.” This is what good governance was
for him. Mencius (372-289 BC) recommended: “... people should not
be permitted to go beyond their home village. If those befriend one
another, look out for one another, and support one another inillness,
the people will live in close comradeship.”°

But we clearly do not live in this idyllic world. Coronavirus created a
spectacle of Post-Anthropocene that until now was only seen in futur-
istic Sci-Fi movies. Some people kept moving fast: the police wearing
facial recognition helmets were moving on the streets to search for
people with high fevers. Drones were hovering over the cities and the
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villages to catch people who did not wear masks, and urge them to
self-quarantine. The voice from the speakers on the drones sounded
like Big Brother from George Orwell's 1984. On the toll roads in some
not-yet lock-downed areas, the toll bar code was printed on a big
piece of paper which was carried by a drone, flying to every car, to
allow the drivers to scan the code and make payment with their mo-
bile phones. It was not even necessary to roll the car windows down.

New connections were also formed. Normally in a car collision, the
drivers often have a prolonged argument and even fist-fights on the
spot, which attract a large number of spectators; but during the epi-
demic the drivers took photos of the damage to the car, added each
other to their WeChat accounts, rushed back to their cars, and then
argued with each other on their smart phones. Rumors and propa-
ganda campaigns broke out simultaneously like an “infodemic” on
social media. Censorship machines equipped with Al had replaced
human agents in monitoring posts on social media to cope with the
“catch-me-if-you-can” game kicked off by people in quarantine.

Despite these fears, we are not handing everything over to intel-
ligent robots who will rule the world with their mobility. A Wuhan
resident found weeds had grown in her parked car in March while
she was in quarantine.’ When spring came, nature had claimed the
vehicle, which had been invented for human mobility.

The coronavirus has not only deprived us of our right to travel, and
imprisoned us at home, but also has endowed itself with the privi-
lege of moving without borders, turning itself into a global pandemic.
By reducing human activities, the coronavirus has further broken the
spatial restrictions of plants and animals, liberated the aggressive-
ness of the weeds on the parked cars of Wuhan, made the streets
safe for deer in Nara, Japan,' monkeys in Lopburi, Thailand,”™ and
goats in Llandudno, UK.™

Tourism of course is the industry most reliant on mobility, while mo-
bility itself is an indicator of global economic growth. While the econ-
omy came to a standstill, Wuhan's sky was extremely blue and the air
was extremely clean. An image from NASA's Earth Observatory pollu-
tion satellites showed “significant decreases” in air pollution over the
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city since the coronavirus outbreak began.® This reminds me of the
green image of an abandoned village in Zhejiang province covered
with climbing weeds earlier. All of the signs point to the fact: nature
is reclaiming cities, taking the territory back.

Chuang Tzu (c. 360 BC) imagined that “in the age of perfect virtue,
men lived in common with birds and beasts, and were on terms of
equality with all creatures, as forming one family.”"® In his ideal world,
humans and nature are in peace and contentment without any com-
petition; but in the reality we're facing, humans always try to conquer
nature and become a “winner,” while nature always retaliates against
humans from time to time. The competition between humans and
nature has so far resulted in a ‘tortoise and hare’ reversal. The coron-
avirus has immobilized people even though its survival relies on the
mobility of its human hosts. The immobility of huge populations is a
cost that we paid for in the race against coronavirus.

China’s expressway and high-speed rail network, as well as large
airports, which were vigorously invested in and built in the past two
decades, have almost all stopped operating during the epidemic. The
infrastructure construction has even covered remote rural areas, and
the rapid mobility it pursues provides possibility for the wide spread
of the coronavirus. It also widened and hastened urbanization in
China. All cities have devoured the non-urban land as much as possi-
ble. Even the area and capacity of small and medium-sized cities out-
side the central municipalities and provincial capitals has been greatly
increased. Because of the rapid development and intensive popula-
tion surge, they have become hotbeds of human-to-human transmis-
sion of coronaviruses. Humans know far from enough about nature,
while the development achievements they have been painstakingly
pursuing turn out to be fragile and vulnerable.

The Chinese government has always used chengzhenhua (towniza-
tion) instead of chengshihua (urbanization) to express its develop-
ment policy, and there is an important difference between the two
Chinese terms. The term “urbanization” only focuses on urban ar-
eas, while “townization” expresses the importance attached to small
townships in rural areas, promotes the goal of “Rural Revitalization”
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through the development of small towns, and reflects the vision of
“Total Urbanization.” From COVID-19, China should learn lessons and
restrain the ambition of “Total Urbanization” in the future, so as to
preserve the de-centralized and low-density way of life in rural areas,
and avoid the crisis caused by excessive concentration of population
and resources.

In the past two decades, China has embraced globalization in an
all-around way. Globalization, which used to be a human “achieve-
ment,” is now coming to a standstill due to the pandemic. The neolib-
eralist doctrine “small government, big market” is facing challenges.
Leviathan, instead of being tamed, has been continuously strength-
ened by absorbing the freedom surrendered by human beings. Not
only do the borders not disappear, but their ranges are shrinking
smaller and smaller. Native consciousness is rising again, and the
spatial defensive demand is tracing back to the clan settlements in
the pre-modern era. Struggling for medical resources has widened
the gap between different classes, regions, and countries. “Social Dis-
tancing” is forcing people “back to the womb"” - small white grids and
circles drawn on the ground in India are restricting people’s waiting
distance and social radius, just like the pre-life state in the womb -
you have come to this world but cannot touch it.

The art community in the world which I belong to mostly bene-
fited from globalization. Art people created incalculable carbon foot-
prints through ther frequent global travels. Although a pause button
has been pressed for most of the biennales, art fairs, museums, and
galleries in the pandemic, the art activities which engage people in
global travel will absolutely be restored soon after the pandemic.

Inertia is hard to change - are there any alternatives? The severe
situation of the global economy may lead to the following facts: enter-
prises are going bankrupt and people are losing their jobs. The crisis
will force people to kick off some de-centralized, local-orientated, low-
cost, and low-carbon practices. Just like the bad working conditions
during the Industrial Revolution in Britain drove people to search
“heaven on earth” in the New World, the “panic of 1837 triggered
the various communitarian experiments, the Vietnam War crisis led
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to the Back-to-the-land Movement, the current pandemic will urge
people back to small places for a “retrotopia” as Zygmunt Bauman
named it in his last book."” Globalization may not come to an end
completely, but people can reduce their dependence on it.

Searching for Alternatives

In the quarantined period, I was fed by massive information from
WeChat, Weibo, Twitter, and Facebook. The most shocking thing was
the new technology used by the Chinese governmentin the epidemic.
In addition to the human resource-based Community Grid Manage-
ment System and the advanced robot surveillance systems, China
also invented some other new technological tools to cope with the
epidemic.

Ali Health Code, a program installed in Alipay, in cooperation with
Alibaba Group and the Chinese government, was put into use during
the epidemic until now. You have to submit all your private informa-
tion and check in this program every day to report your health situ-
ation for two weeks, then you will be issued a green, yellow, or red
code. With the green code, you will be allowed to go out, take the bus
or subway, and work in the non-epidemic area; If your code is yellow
or red, you will be asked to quarantine. The information of your shop-
ping location in the Alipay record, and the data collected through the
Ali Health Code are shared directly with the police, thus the govern-
ment can trace people’s activities and control the epidemic, and fur-
thermore, control society.

Additionally, when people wear face masks during the epidemic,
the facial recognition system which the government has invested so
much in did not work, so it was converted into a fever finder. The facial
recognition system that was installed in the high-speed train stations
can easily find fever patients on the move.

As we can see, the new technology is strengthening the all-around
government of China, and so-called “cloud totalitarianism” is shaped.
The hierarchical administrative model of centralized power in China
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is blocking or squeezing the efficiency and rescuing abilities of other
non-governmental forces.

The negative news of the Red Cross in China in the epidemic were
strongly related to this power structure. Peter Kropotkin used to list
the 1863-founded Red Cross in his book The Conquest of Bread as one
of the perfect examples of “free agreement” and “free aid,”*® a non-
government collaborative humanitarian rescue program that was de-
politicized, transcending nation and state. It didn't take long before
the Red Cross was founded in China in 1904 and became a dependent
institution of the Qing Empire. Its history of more than a century has
not changed its nature. It is still an institution under the State Coun-
cil of the People Republic of China until today. In the epidemic, all
donations had to be distributed through this officially designated in-
stitution, and its inefficiency had been widely criticized.

In the early beginning of the outbreak, what made Wuhan people
afraid was that you seemed to be infected but could not be assigned
a kit for diagnosis, or when you were diagnosed you could not get a
hospital bed. The social panic came from the inability to see the reas-
suring ability to cope with this public health crisis. Doubt and distrust
had led to the struggle for face masks, lock-down of cities and self-
quarantine in native land, and the evacuation of overseas citizens,
suspension of flights and closure of borders by foreign countries. The
collapse of society lies in the lack of confidence.

When COVID-19 became a global pandemic, the Chinese govern-
ment kicked off stricter censorship and promoted itself as a hero who
is saving China and the world. This propaganda strategy defined peo-
ple’s efforts to search the truth as “political virus” and “infodemic.”
In the public argument and information explosion of the epidemic in
China, Iwas totally numb. I could not read even a piece of Caixin, Fang
Fang, or Zhong Nanshan throughout, although they were praised as
brave speakers. Because you could not see anything that hit the nail
on the head under the stricter censorship.

On February 15, there was a terrible thunder and lightning storm in
Wuhan. It was same in Jingzhou and other areas in Hubei province.
The wind roared like something evil, loudly shaking our doors and
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windows. When looking out to the dark night, I felt the epidemic
world was like “hell on earth.” The next day, a saying emerged on
the social media: “God's punishment is coming!”Is it possible that the
public health crisis may turn into a political crisis?

The peasant uprisings throughout the ages in China have been ac-
companied by the rumors of “miraculous signs” or “astronomical phe-
nomena,” because neither moral authorization nor revolutionary mo-
bilization can be obtained without these. Although modern politics
has not yet put an end to this discourse of “God’s punishment,” con-
spirators have rarely tasted what they wish. As a matter of fact, rev-
olutions always start unexpectedly at the small ends of small things,
and cannot be predicted by human intelligence, let alone realized by
planning. Itis not an outbreak of supernatural forces, but a nuclear re-
action after the society has reached a certain point and accumulated
into a “critical mass.”

The critical mass has not appeared so far. On March 11, there was
a widely forwarded post on WeChat that people have to read back-
wards from right to left and from bottom to top for every paragraph.
It was a sensitive coverage titled “The Woman Who Gave Us the Whis-
tle,” interviewing a Wuhan doctor Ai Fen who posted the first alarm
info in the WeChat group of her medical colleagues on 30 December
2019 before the outbreak. Dr. Li Wenliang spread this original info,
then was regarded as the first whistleblower later. To save the cover-
age and keep it visible online, an anonym who was trying to fool the
AI censorship machine invented this cunning format.

The post was banned immediately, but many people helped to re-
postitin differentlanguages and formats, then the repeatedly delete-
and-reposting became a “catch-me-if-you-can” game. There is a say-
ing in French, “a bon chat, bon rat,” that can be used to praise this cun-
ning wisdom accurately. This is also like the everyday form of protests
in a Malaysian village, documented in James C. Scott's Weapons of the
Weak."

Is there an alternative? Politicians always say NO. Just like Margaret
Thatcher’s famous TINA slogan: “There is no alternative.” In the epi-
center Wuhan, a decade ago, a small group of young people rented
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a very cheap house in the village outside the city, named it Desiree
Social Center, to practice communal living. A self-published magazine
Chaos was to promote their ideas. They didn't work in any company or
institution, but lived a very simple life, obtained the basic necessities
through labor exchange. In the era of China’s rapid developed mar-
ket economy, few people could resist the influence of consumerism,
but they did reduce their material and cash dependence, and do min-
imize the ecological impact from their daily activities.

It is not necessary to engage the whole society to follow their prac-
tice. After all, nation-states, central governments, and totalitarian pol-
itics have become an irreversible world trend since the First World
War, otherwise Peter Kropotkin’s ideas about bottom-up transforma-
tion, detachment from central government and self-building by peo-
ple would not have been buried. But it still makes sense when people
practice these ideas in a small scale of a community or a social group
in contemporary society. Especially when we're facing the pandemic
crisis at this moment, any alternative practice from any individual or
any social group would be beneficial. It is an unforgettable moment
that is urging us to search for alternatives.

Jingzhou
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