
215

JCCA 5 (2+3)  pp. 215–231  Intellect Limited 2018

Journal of Contemporary Chinese Art  
Volume 5 Numbers 2 & 3

© 2018 Intellect Ltd Article. English language. doi: 10.1386/jcca.5.2-3.215_1

Keywords

socially engaged art
affects
optimism
Yangdeng
rural areas
urbanization
contemporary Chinese 

art

yanhua Zhou
Sichuan Fine Arts Institute; University of Arizona

socially engaged art and 

the affects of Chinese rural 

community: a case study of 

‘someone nearby’

abstraCt

This article examines Yangdeng Cooperatives, a socially engaged art project in the 
rural area of Guizhou Province, Southwest of China (2012–present) with a special 
focus on an artwork named ‘Someone Nearby’ (2016). The work is created by a 
young artist Zhang Chao, also a member of Yangdeng Cooperatives. Zhang uses his 
Wechat, a digital chatting App popular in mainland China, to set up a dialogical 
system between the artist and the local residents in Yangdeng Township in order 
to explore local residents’ daily life in detail. By using contemporary affect theory, 
with a special focus on Lauren Berlant’s (2011) discussions of ‘cruel optimism’, I 
investigate how a socially engaged art project in the rural area of China reveals 
local residents’ daily life dilemma. Moreover, I attempt to explore how this dilemma 
is operated by the affective apparatus of Yangdeng society, which is driven by the 
cruel optimism related to people’s attachments to their good-life fantasy under the 
precarious condition of China’s urbanization. I argue that ‘cruel optimism’ is the 
everyday affects of the local residents which is used to deal with the ordinary crisis  
that they are encountering every day, and Zhang Chao’s work examines the ‘cruel 
optimism’, the product of the affective apparatus of Yangdeng society, through its 
social engagements. 
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	 1.	 For	example,	in	his	
book	Relational 
Aesthetics,	French	
art	curator	Nicolas	
Bourrioud	references	
Guy	Debord	and	Louis	
Althusser	frequently	
to	locate	socially	
engaged	art	(relational	
art)	in	a	post-Marxist	
framework	that	
emphasizes	the	
socially	transformative	
functions	of	these	
art	practices.	He	also	
reframes	relational	art	
in	the	post-structuralist	
discourses	with	a	
specific	focus	on	
Deleuzian	‘becoming’	
and	Guttarian	
‘aesthetic	paradigm’	to	
rethink	how	relational	
art	practices	challenge	
the	‘territorialization’	
of	the	conventional	
identity	of	art	
(Bourriaud	1998).	
Art	historian	Claire	
Bishop	pays	special	
attention	to	the	
antagonism	and	social	
critique	functions	of	
socially	engaged	art	
(participatory	art)	by	
using	the	aesthetic	
theory	of	Jacques	
Rancière	as	her	basic	
theoretical	framework	
(Bishop	2012).	The	
reason	for	Bishop	
to	cite	Rancière	is	
because	his	work	
provides	theoretical	
validation	for	an	
already	cherished	set	
of	beliefs	about	the	
‘political’	function	of	
the	artwork’	(Kester	
2011:	61).

IntroduCtIon

In December 2011, artist Jiao Xingtao (1970–present), a Chinese contempo-
rary sculptor and the director of the Department of Sculpture, Sichuan Fine 
Arts Institute, one of the leading art academies in China, founded a socially 
engaged art collective at Yangdeng, a small rural township in Guizhou prov-
ince, southwest of China. Jiao named the art collective Yangdeng yishu hezu-
oshe (Yangdeng Art Cooperative). Working with a group of Chongqing-based 
young artists – most of whom graduated from Sichuan Fine Arts Institute, Jiao 
and his art collective have carried out a series of socially engaged art projects 
at Yangdeng township and its surrounding villages since 2012, including 
creating interactive artworks with local craftsman, conducting interactive art 
projects during the village ganchangri (market days), painting colourful graffiti 
on residential buildings, developing meishuguan (site-specific art museums), 
curating exhibitions for local craftsman in these museums and producing land 
art projects at the river bank, on school campuses, in the fields on mountain 
tops and on broken bridge foundations. 

Such projects belie a continuing faith in the gestures of the neo- 
avant-garde – including everything from post-minimalism and concep-
tual practices, to relational aesthetic gestures – to challenge both social 
and aesthetic systems, by intervening in local residents’ everyday life (Zhou 
2017). They seem to provide the opportunity for critical self-examination 
on the part of those residents of the social structures of rural society in a 
complex cultural situation in which the very distinction between the rural 
and the urban is highly contested and has very real implications in China’s 
continued economic expansion.

One such project that provides an ambivalent intervention along these lines 
was ‘Someone Nearby’, a project affiliated with the Yangdeng Cooperative. It is 
realized by Zhang Chao (1988–present), a young sculptor who graduated from 
Sichuan Fine Arts Institute. By using Wechat – a Chinese online chatting App 
that functions similarly to Facebook, Twitter and Snapchat combined – this 
work aims to establish friendships with people who work and live at Yangdeng 
to provide insight into the local residents’ everyday life and their strategies 
to deal with daily issues. Like most of the projects related to Yangdeng Art 
Cooperative, this work critically investigates how urbanism and consumer-
ism have transformed the social structure and people’s social relation in this 
village. In so doing, however, it also reveals gaps or fissures in those structures; 
revealing the compulsory nature of consuming, for instance; or the alienation 
that can exist even in close physical proximity.

The existing literature on socially engaged art focuses on theoretical 
resources including post-structuralism and post-Marxism, and more recently 
Jacques Rancière (Kester 2011: 54).1 Although these resources can be applied 
to analysing some aspects of social transformation and social critique asso-
ciated with socially engaged art in rural areas, they are hardly sufficient to 
account for the local residents’ various responses to their living conditions, 
which are actually highly influenced by the affects including feelings, desires, 
passions and fantasies to urban life and consumerism. This article approaches 
socially engaged art by using affect theory with a special focus on Lauren 
Berlant’s idea of ‘cruel optimism’ (Berlant 2014). Although Berlant regards 
‘cruel optimism’ as the cultural symptom of neo-liberal society, this term 
is also a fix to the situation of China. Hai Ren, an anthropologist in China 
area studies, suggests that due to the Return of Hong Kong in 1997, the civil  
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	 2.	 In	fact,	several	studies	
have	discussed	
‘apparatus’.	For	
example,	Noam	
Chomsky	explores	
apparatus	in	linguistic	
theories.	According	
to	Chomsky,	the	
apparatus	consists	of	
a	lexicon	and	rules,	
essentially	basic,	
transformational,	
semantic	and	
phonological.	
Chomsky’s	notion	of	
apparatus	emphasizes	
the	system	of	linguistic	
rules	(1955,	1965).	Louis	
Althusser	relates	the	
term	‘apparatus’	to	
his	ideological	state	
apparatuses,	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	
(2014).	Foucault	
generally	uses	this	term	
to	indicate	the	various	
institutional,	physical	
and	administrative	
mechanisms	and	
knowledge	structures,	
which	enhance	and	
maintain	the	exercise	
of	power	within	the	
social	body.	According	
to	Foucault,	‘apparatus’	
emerged	among	a	
family	of	concepts,	
including	those	of	
conduct,	institution,	
milieu,	regime,	
pastoralism,	diagram	
and	governmentality	
(2007:	296).	Agamben’s	
2009	essay	‘What	is	an	
apparatus?’	began	by	
returning	to	Foucault’s	
description	from	
1977	of	an	apparatus	
as	a	thoroughly	
heterogeneous	set	of	
discourses,	institutions,	
forms,	regulations,	
laws,	statements	or	
moral	propositions.

	 3.	 Educated	Youth	of	
the	People’s	Republic	
of	China	refers	to	
educated	young	people	
who,	beginning	in	
the	1950s	until	the	

society of mainland China has been facing the neo-liberal transformation, 
even though institutions are under so-called socialism. He considers this neo-
liberalism a middle-class social norm that impacts either cities or countryside 
(Ren 2013). Therefore, it should be possible if we consider cruel optimism a 
cultural symptom in Yangdeng. I regard this ‘cruel optimism’ as being operated 
by the ‘affective apparatus’ of this specific community. 

What is affective apparatus? In this article, the notion of ‘apparatus’ is 
based on Foucault’s and Agamben’s scenario, which means a heterogene-
ous set of discourse, institutions, forms, regulations, laws, statements or moral 
propositions.2 I use the term ‘affective apparatus’ to examine how affect may 
have an impact on a set of discourses that are profoundly influenced by the 
power of the social structure (Agamben 2009). By focusing on the socially 
engaged art case ‘Someone Nearby’, I attempt to explore what kind of affects 
dominate people’s everyday life strategy, how they are operated by the affec-
tive apparatus, which drives peoples’ attachment to their good-life fantasy 
under the precarious condition of China’s urbanization, and how this work 
critically examines this affective apparatus by rendering ‘artist as the archivist’ 
(Foster 2015: 32).

In doing so, this article will not be finished by using one single approach; 
instead, it uses an interdisciplinary method combining art history, anthro-
pology and literature studies. This interdisciplinary scope may help us better 
understand the significance of ‘engagement’ in artistic practices by shedding 
light on a broader sense of its social orientations. As Nato Thompson said, 
‘By focusing on how a work approaches the social, as opposed to simply 
what it looks like, we can better calibrate a language to unpack its numer-
ous engagements’ (Thompson 2012: 24). Indeed, since socially engaged art 
addresses the issue on both art and society and its boundary between art and 
society has been profoundly blurred, the research routine may also be chal-
lenged. Therefore, in this article, I will use both visual and ethnographic analy-
sis and literary criticism as methods combine to not only demonstrate the rich 
aesthetic and social connotations of the work, but also go into the details of 
one rural community where the ‘engagements’ are happening.

a genealogy of artIstIC InterventIon In rural ChIna

Socially engaged art in the rural areas of mainland China became a hot issue 
at the end of last decade. However, there have been a number of art prac-
tices intervening into rural areas since the 1960s. These practices were devel-
oping when languages terms and concepts were created in correspondence 
with different historical contexts, such as xuanchuanhua (propagandas) for The 
Cultural Revolution in the 1960s, qianwei yishu (avant-garde art) for the early 
Reform and Opening in the 1980s, shiyan yishu (experimental art) for the early 
marketization in the 1990s and xingwei yishu (performance art) for the globali-
zation in the 2000s. 

In the Reeducation of Educated Youth Movement of Cultural Revolution, 
millions of students including the Red Guards were sent to the countryside.3 
To educate the peasants, these students and Red Guards painted xuan-
chuanhua (propagandas) in the public spaces. These propagandas served 
as weapons to criticize so-called feudalism, capitalism and revisionism and 
sang praises of Mao Zedong and Communist ideology (Chiu 2008: 149, 
Andrews 2010: 31). In the 85’ Art Movement, artistic intervention in rural 
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end	of	the	Cultural	
Revolution,	willingly	
or	under	coercion,	left	
the	urban	areas	and	
were	sent	down	to	live	
and	work	in	rural	areas	
during	the	Up	to	the	
mountains	and	down	
to	the	countryside	
movement.

	 4.	 Gao	Minglu	translates	
qianwei yishu	into	
‘avant-garde	art’.	
For	more	details,	
please	see	his	book	
Total Modernity and 
the Avant-Garde in 
Twentieth Century 
Chinese Art	(2011).

	 5.	 Nicolas	Bourriaud’s	
book	Relational 
Aesthetics	was	
translated	into	Chinese	
by	curator	Huang	
Jianhong	and	published	
in	2013	(see	Bourriaud	
2013).	Although	
Bishop’s	book	Artificial 
Hell	has	not	been	
translated	by	scholars	
and	published	in	
mainland	China,	there	
is	a	Chinese	translation	
version	in	Taiwan	
that	was	scanned	and	
photocopied	by	many	
Chinese	artists	and	art	
historians	(see	Bishop	
2015).	Simultaneously,	
articles	and	book	
reviews	on	the	theories	
of	Bishop	and	Kester	
were	published	in	
several	Chinese	Art	
Journals,	such	as	Wang	
(2017),	Zhou	(2016).

areas could be seen from the qianwei yishu (avant-garde art) practices.4 
In July of 1986, Song Yongping and the artists from the Three Step Studio 
promoted a cultural activity project ‘Xiangcun jihua’ (‘The Country Project’). 
They took sculptures and paintings to remote villages in an attempt to 
communicate with illiterate villagers while living and eating with them. 
With the motto ‘Serve the People’, these artists reflected the antagonism 
that some artists felt in response to the booming urban commercial culture  
(Gao 2011: 214). 

The 1990s witnessed a booming of shiyan yishu (experimental art) prac-
tices, many of which were associated with the early forms of socially engaged 
art. In 1993, Wang Jianwei initiated his art project Circulation-Sowing and 
Harvesting. Signing a contract with local farmer Wang Yun, Wang Jianwei 
collaboratively planted wheat, observed and recorded the comprehensive 
process of planting. According to the artist, Circulation pushed art’s method of 
production and means of existence into an action space of a composite nature. 
In this sense, this work also touched upon the boundary-blurring issues of 
socially engaged art and questioned the outcomes of art when encounter-
ing agricultural production or becoming a part of it (Wang 2010: 244). In the 
early 2000s, socially engaged art was called xingwei yishu (performance art) 
by art critics such as Lu Hong and Sun Zhenhua. In their co-authored book 
Yihuade Roushen: Zhongguo Xingwei Yishu (China Performance Art), the two art 
critics traced the genealogy of Chinese performance art by dating back this 
phenomenon to the ’85 Art Movement. Although the works that they chose 
overlapped avant-garde and experimental art practices, their study critically 
established the discourse of performance art criticism in China. Lu and Sun 
categorized performance art in personal performance and social performance. 
Unlike the personal performance which only focuses on individual expression, 
the social performance aims to ‘transfer public feelings into artists personal 
enunciations which promoted the public communication and new cultural 
significant’ (Lu and Sun 2006: 161). 

Although the aforementioned practices were not academically called 
‘socially engaged art’, they established the foundation and the discursive base 
of this art genre and have widely influenced artistic practices in recent years. At 
the same time, western theories and discourses on socially engaged art, such 
as Nicolas Bourriaud’s ‘relational aesthetics’, Claire Bishop’s ‘participatory art’ 
and Grant H. Kester’s ‘dialogical art’, which were translated or introduced into 
China by several art historians and critics, were accepted by artists.5 Moreover, 
international academic research on Chinese socially engaged art also echoed 
the development of art practices. In 2017, Zheng Bo, artist, curator and profes-
sor from City University of Hong Kong, initiated an open online course on 
Chinese socially engaged art. Through examining several key projects from the 
1990s to the present, Zheng’s course not only summarized topics on Chinese 
socially engaged art, including community reconstruction, rural practices, 
gender issues, environmental issues and so on, but also provided critical anal-
yses on the relation between contemporary art and Chinese civil society. This 
course was watched and listened by artists in a wide range. In sum, practices 
and scholarly engagements have mutually benefited the landscape of recent 
socially engaged art.

Since 2008, socially engaged art in China, especially in Chinese rural areas, 
has become a new art movement. The typical examples include the ‘Bishan 
Project’ (Bishan jihua, 2011–16) by Ou Ning and Zuo Jing in Anhui; the Xucun 
Art Commune (Xuchun yishu gongtongti, 2010–present) by Qu Yan in Shanxi; 
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the ‘Fly Together – Shijiezi Village Art Practice Project’ (‘Yiqifei-shijiezi xiangcu-
nyishu shijianjihua, 2015–16) initiated by artists Qin Ga and Jing Le in Gansu; 
and the Yangdeng Art Cooperative promoted by Jiao Xingtao and a group of 
young artists in Guizhou. These projects share a number of things in common: 
being situated in the marginal rural areas, collaborating with local residents 
and focusing on how to establish a relationship between artists, participants 
and society. Although they are all conducted in the name of socially engaged 
art, there is nuance in each project. Through establishing local bookstores 
and museums, developing rural commercial industries and organizing coun-
try festivals, the Bishan and Xucun projects aim at a meaningful intellectual 
engagement with one of China’s major problems in the age of urbanization. 
They reconstruct the significance and the dignity of rural living, encourage a 
bottom-up social transformation and facilitate rural cultural revival through 
art (Wang 2017). By installing sculptures and public artworks, ‘Shijiezi Village 
Art Practice Project’ initiates a community-based mode to promote local resi-
dents’ community belongings. Yangdeng Art Cooperative, however, focuses on 
local residents’ everyday life in detail and critically investigates how urbanism 
and consumerism are impacting the individual’s feelings, desires and passions 
to their good-life fantasy.

There are three major reasons for artistic intervention in rural areas of main-
land China after 2008. First, 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 retain low costs. At the 
same time, they pursued artistic creations in social dimensions, and kept their 
distance from market-oriented art production. As Paul Gladston indicates, 
this ‘social turn’ (Bishop 2012: 19) of contemporary art has mainly signified a 
return to oppositional discourses implicitly/explicitly critical of the complicity of 
institutionalized postmodernism with neo-liberal capitalism (Gladston 2017). 
Second, rural areas are often historically considered a spiritual homeland for 
Chinese intellectuals. A number of cultural practices have been applied in this 
area. In the Republic of China era (1912–49), intellectuals were in pursuit of the 
value of their spiritual home. For instance, Yan Yangchu (1890–1990) and Liang 
Shuming (1893–1988) encouraged intellectuals to devote their lives to the 
rural public cultural practices by raising the quality and education level of the 
peasants (Tian et al. 2010: 235). During the Cultural Revolution period, young 
people known as the ‘educated youth’ went to the countryside to learn from the 
peasants, and at the same time, to transmit their knowledge to the villagers. In 
recent years, Chinese intellectuals have become involved in the development of 
the countryside with artistic practices to criticize globalization and over-urban-
ization, reiterating the importance of local problems and trying to explore an 
alternative path of development in China. Third, due to the specific political 
environment of China, it is difficult for artists to create public projects in cities. 
However, the rural area, a marginal place of politics, economy 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 Communist ideological control. 

yangdeng townshIp and ‘someone nearby’

Yangdeng Township is located in the countryside of Tongzi County, 
Guizhou Province, in the Southwest of China. It is also adjacent to the city 
of Chongqing. The name ‘Yangdeng’ refers to the precipitous terrain of this 
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	 6.	 Guangchangwu	(square	
dance)	has	become	
a	popular	physical	
exercise	among	
Chinese	old	ladies	in	
recent	years.	KTV	refers	
to	Karaoke	Tay	Vịn,	
a	form	of	interactive	
musical	entertainment.	
It	is	popular	among	
teenagers	in	China	
nowadays.	

place. Specifically, yang is the Chinese pronunciation of ‘goat’ and deng refers 
to ‘stone’. The combining word means that the terrain is so precipitous that 
goats have to stop on stones to maintain 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 life in this region, 
including terrible transportation, access to food, inefficient communications, 
substandard living conditions and so on. In China, Guizhou is usually recog-
nized as one of the poorest provinces where people are constantly struggling 
with poverty. This frustrating poverty can also be found at Yangdeng. The coal 
mining industry was its main industry. However, this industry resulted in 
pollution at the same time. The underground water system has been markedly 
damaged by illegal mining, and the Yangdeng River, the major water resource 
of Yangdeng Township, is so heavily polluted that the colour of the water is 
oddly green. Besides, like most of the rural villages in China where the widen-
ing socio-economic and cultural gap between the countryside and the city 
drives young peasants to migrate into the cities, Yangdeng has experienced a 
rapid decline (Figure 1).

Despite the poverty, however, local residents show great passions and 
optimism to pursue the urban life, which can be seen from the real estate 
advertisement brochures, Square dance (Guangchangwu), KTV and localized 
supermarkets. 6 As Jiao Xingtao said, ‘Poverty does not frustrate local residents’ 
surviving, instead, local residents in Yangdeng township dramatically prefer 
living at the present with incredible optimism’ (personal communication, 26 
August 2015). It is the optimism that appears to be the living strategy of the 
local residents. But to what extent does optimism function under such a social 
condition? How do local residents’ fantasies of urban life facilitate this opti-
mism? Why do they need such an optimism to deal with their everyday life 

Figure 1: The panorama of Yangdeng Township, January 2017. Photograph courtesy 
Zhang Chao.
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dilemmas? In sum, how should the term ‘optimism’ be defined under such 
social conditions as that of Yangdeng Township? Bearing these questions in 
mind, Zhang Chao initiated his project ‘Someone Nearby’ in the summer 
of 2016 to further investigate the connotations of optimism as an affect in 
people’s everyday life strategies. 

‘Someone Nearby’ is associated with establishing friendships with people 
who work and live in Yangdeng by using one of the fantastic Wechat functions, 
which has the same name as Zhang’s project – searching for people who 
are using Wechat nearby. Zhang decided to find young Yangdeng residents 
who worked in cities, or whose friends are working in the cities as ‘peasant 
migrants’, to understand their everyday life in depth and how consumerism 
and urbanization are impacting this. 

Before the implementation of this project, Zhang put forward the princi-
ple that the person who may potentially be selected as the friend of the artist 
should have a similar demographic, and therefore, should be male, in his late 
20s and living and working in Yangdeng (personal communication, 12 January 
2017). Zhang had not found the right person to fill this position until his friend 
request was accepted by a young boy whose Wechat nick name was Gandiao 
shangdi wo jiushi shen (I Am the God after I Killed the God). Through a short 
online chat, Zhang found out that the young boy, named Zhang Zeyue, was 
two years younger than him. Like many of his contemporaries in this village, 
Zhang made a living in cities as an electrician several years ago and came back 
to Yangdeng due to the unfair salary. Now, he was unemployed and staying at 
home looking for job opportunities (Figure 2). 

Getting to know each other through Wechat first, both of them decided 
to meet the next day at Xi Bing Wu Art Museum, a dessert-shop-based art 
museum in the main street of Yangdeng Township, set up by Yangdeng Art 
Cooperative in 2014. After a brief introduction, Zhang Zeyue invited the 
artist Zhang Chao to a family dinner. Through conversation at the dinner 
party, the artist discovered that Zhang Zeyue divorced five years ago, and 
was now the father of two daughters who were six and two years old. He 
lived with his partner, who had given birth to his younger daughter. Two 
years earlier, he had set up the first foot massage shop in the town, but 
it was now closed due to unsuccessful business. During dinner, a friend of 
Zhang Zeyue came to visit him. His name was Li Qiang. Li was released 
from jail a couple of days ago, and he was eager to talk to the artist about his 
experiences in jail. 

Two days later, Zhang Zeyue invited Zhang Chao to run a boat on the 
Yangdeng River. He prepared two bottles of Chinese liquor and a package 
of peanuts. The two men, the artist and Zhang Zeyue, floated on the river 
for three hours, eating and drinking. Zhang told the artist, ‘We should enjoy 
life every day, we should be happy, since we do not know what will happen 
tomorrow. Perhaps, you will die tomorrow, like here’, he pointed to some-
where on the river, ‘Look, someone was drowned at that place a few days 
ago’ (personal communication, 12 January 2017). Listening to Zhang Zeyue 
describing this accident in an extremely calm manner, the artist contemplated 
these words for a long time (Figure 3). 

Why did Zhang Chao contemplate? In an interview, Zhang Chao told me 
that, at that time, he was not concerned with the accident itself, but contem-
plating the manner in which Zhang Zeyue described the accident. He was 
shocked by Zhang Zeyue’s calm response to a person’s death. As he stated, ‘It 
occurred to me that this kind of accident is so ordinary that it is unnecessary 
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for him to show any sympathy’ (personal communication, 12 January 2017). 
Zhang Chao was also impressed by Zhang Zeyue’s friend Li Qiang, who had 
been released from jail. As Zhang Chao said, ‘You cannot imagine how excited 
he was when depicting what he saw in jail when the prison guards illegally 
punished the prisoners and the prisoners fought against each other’ (personal 
communication, 12 January 2017). Zhang Chao’s brief explanation reminds 
me of a woman who I interviewed in 2016. 

In January 2016, I interviewed a local resident Ren Dexian, who was hired 
by Yangdeng Art Cooperatives as a cook and house cleaner. Ren was around 
40 years old, and looking after two daughters on her own because she had 
lost her husband, a coal miner who died in a mining accident in Yangdeng. 
When I asked her about how difficult her life was as a widow in this small 
town, she did not give me a straightforward answer. Instead, she replied that 
she was expecting to find a job in the city of Chongqing because she needed a 
higher income to pay for her children’s education. At that time, I was confused 
by her explanation. I wanted to find the exact reasons why she wanted to 
leave her hometown for a better life and income. Several months later when 
I visited Yangdeng again, I eventually got the answer. When I came across 
the coal mine by accident, I found Ren’s name on an office bulletin. It was a  
penalizing notice depicting Ren as a political dissident who attempted 
to gather her colleagues to challenge the coal mine policy and disturb the 
social order. Beside the notice, there was a salary announcement for the local 
coal miners in which I found that the highest monthly salary was 2000 RMB 
(300 USD) and the lowest was 561 RMB (80 USD). It was obvious that their 
income was very low. I realized that although the local residents seemed to 
be optimistic, their everyday life was still a struggle. Ren and Zhang Zeyue’s 

Figure 2: Zhang Zeyue is using Wechat, January 2017. Photograph courtesy Zhang 
Chao.
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personal life issues may epitomize how local residents’ subclass living  
situation. This situation, which is caused by economic poverty on the one 
hand and the dilemma of social injustice and moral numbness on the other, 
made their optimism complex.

Cruel optImIsm: the affeCtIve apparatus of the yangdeng 
CommunIty

In fact, this subclass optimism has been described by a number of contem-
porary Chinese literary works depicting rural residents’ life situations. In The 
Explosion Chronicles (Yan: 2016), a novel written by Chinese contemporary 
novelist Yan Lianke, the villagers want to live like mannequins, depleted of 
blood and flesh, void of agency and freedom, left only with the hope of a 
life of longevity and development. The rural is not just backward but a void. 
In drastic contrast to the urban, the rural supplies a manageable population 
demanded by the expansion of cities and economic circuits, like the pursuit 
of consumerism and urbanism of Yangdeng people. In both Yangdeng and 
Explosion villages, life is managed in both its everyday form and its exceptional 
state – the politically exceptional status of the villages. This exceptional state 
is equated with lifeless mannequins, like what Gorgio Agamben defines as 
‘bare lives’ (Cao 2016: 186). According to Agamben, the power to put subjects 
to death is still at work in defining the functions of legal institutions; plac-
ing an individual outside the protective realm of law has the same effect as  
jeopardizing his or her life. These ‘bare’ lives, stripped of sovereignty over their 
bodies, are free to be put to death (Agamben 1998: 11). 

Both Yangdeng and the Explosion village, in Yan’s novel, represent the 
social status quo of today’s rural areas of mainland China. On the one hand, 
people who live in the countryside, where rationalism and legal system do 
not function, have the potential to be what Agamben named ‘bare lives’. 
Nevertheless, to consider these lives as bare is not necessarily accurate on 

Figure 3: Zhao Chao and Zhang Zeyue are on the boat, January 2017. Photograph 
courtesy Zhang Chao.
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the other hand. This is because Agamben has posited that bare life remains 
included in politics in the form of the exception, that is, as something that 
is included solely through an exclusion (Anagnost 2004: 11). However, 
the local residents’ living situations in the villages such as Yangdeng and 
Explosion are not as exceptional or bare as Agamben identified. In fact, they 
have established an affective apparatus to resist being bare, through their 
attachment to their social relation, which is not ruled by legislation but by 
emotional relations, such as the gossip from neighbours and comparisons 
between neighbourhoods. What operates here are the affects of aspirational 
normativity – being normed within others’ context. It is ‘a sense of being 
held in a scene, of having reciprocity, and being unanxious somewhere’ 
(Berlant 2014: 166). This affective apparatus promotes people’s attachment 
to the normativity to deal with their anxiety about being ‘bare’. In this affec-
tive apparatus, local residents are not the melancholic subclass struggling 
with poverty. By contrast, they have become positive and optimistic to show 
their capacities of being oriented in the mainstream via their pursuit of 
higher, faster, and stronger economic development. However, this optimism 
implies an aspect of cruelty that is embodied in the moral numbness hidden 
under people’s attachment to their urban life-building fantasy and economic 
optimism. Therefore, this ‘optimism’ is a paradox that is captured by Lauren 
Berlant’s ‘cruel optimism’. 

In her book Cruel Optimism, Berlant describes ‘cruel optimism’ existing in 
a relation when ‘something you desire is actually an obstacle to your flourish-
ing’ (Berlant 2014: 1). It is a kind of relation depending on objects that block 
our thriving desire that initially motivates our attachment in the first place. 
According to Berlant, ‘cruel’ is not merely inconvenient or tragic, but is about 
the subjects who may not endure the loss of their object/sense of desire, even 
though its presence threatens their well-being. This is because whatever the 
content of the attachment is, the continuity of its form provides something 
to the continuity of the subject’s sense of what it means to live and to desire 
(Berlant 2014: 24). Even if desire fails to find objects adequate to its aim, its 
errors can still produce pleasure and produce new optimism (Berlant 2014: 43).  

As Berlant proposes, in a relation of cruel optimism, people’s activity is 
revealed as a vehicle for attaining a kind of passivity, which helps us sustain a 
coasting sentience to avoid recognizing the enormity of our own sovereignty 
(Berlant 2014: 43). How does cruel optimism work as an affective apparatus 
to maintain a safe and healthy social order? In a community like Yangdeng, 
the cruel optimism presents as the normativity accounting for local residents’ 
aspirations for consumerism and urbanism in a countryside in such forms 
as Guangchangwu (square dance), estate advertisements, KTV and the local-
ized supermarkets. This pursuit of being normative implies the optimistic 
attachment to another living being – the urban living being. But this opti-
mism contains a contradiction between honesty and cheating, love and desire, 
sympathy and indifference, passion and apathy, physical fertility and spiritual 
barrenness, which fundamentally discloses the subclass’s moral numbness. 

In the work ‘Someone Nearby’, the cruel optimism is examined by the artist 
as an affective apparatus driving the community of Yangdeng. First, Zhang 
Zeyue’s Wechat nickname implies the cruel optimism. The artist Zhang Chao 
was first attracted by the name. As he said, ‘kill the god’ shows Zhang Zeyue’s 
ambition to replace god in order to be the master of his own life. Nevertheless, 
by presenting it as a Wechat nickname, it seems playful and funny, alluding to a 
non-serious aspect of everyday-life coping strategies’ (personal communication,  
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12 January 2017). Indeed, the contradiction between taking something seri-
ously and treating something playfully shows a dialectical everyday life strat-
egy of Yangdeng people. This strategy alludes to how individuals deal with 
everyday life difficulties in a complex society, where local residents struggle 
with the daily life and yet need to optimistically face their daily lives dilem-
mas. For them, this playful attitude is the cruel optimism that results when 
dealing with their life situation – they are forced to enjoy their subclass free-
dom, even though this freedom implies a dilemma of morality. In this sense, 
this optimism becomes the affects that prevents people from resisting the 
present system, even if this system fails them.

Second, it also demonstrates the cruel optimism when Zhang Zeyue 
calmly pointed to the river where someone was drowned. According to 
Zhang Chao, the death of a person should be sympathized; however, when 
Zhang Zeyue described the story in an extremely calm way, the contradiction 
between the reality of the death and people’s attitude towards someone’s 
death in this countryside indicates an inherent contradiction between show-
ing sympathy to another person’s death or showing sympathy to people’s 
self-trauma (personal communication, 12 January 2017). This struggle ques-
tions the dilemma of this community. However, people hold the belief that 
the death of a person is merely a part of their ordinary crisis in their every-
day life. As Zhang Chao said, ‘For these people, how to survive from their 
daily life makes more sense than complaining on the drawbacks of society’ 
(personal communication, 12 January 2017). To this extent, the cruel opti-
mism among the local residents refers to an everyday dialectical relationship. 
This dialectical relationship distributes the affects that drive people’s attach-
ment to their good-life fantasy. Later on, Zhang Zeyue shifted his attention 
from telling the sad story of the person’s death to advocating his own life 
attitude by adding some words – ‘We should enjoy the daily life, we should 
be happy, since we do not know what will happen tomorrow’. This personal 
life manifesto is not only a double-negative comment on the person’s death, 
but also a mental tool for curing people who are suffering from their daily 
life trauma. In this sense, this everyday life attitude shapes an extraordinary 
optimism, which is the main strategy for the local residents to deal with 
their everyday life impasses. By rendering this optimism as their daily life 
surviving strategy, the local residents of Yangdeng may be released from 
their everyday life impasses.

Almost at the same time as ‘Someone Nearby’, another artist, Lou Jin, from 
the Yangdeng Art Cooperative, created a work named ‘Chat Room’. By setting 
up a chat room in an abolished building at the centre of Yangdeng Town where 
the Yangdeng government was located, Lou invited the local residents to chat 
with him. Each participant could tell their life stories or share their dilemmas 
or just chat about everyday issues for no more than twenty minutes. Each 
chat is recorded on video. Among all the participants, an old woman, aged 
73, pretended to be worried since she was afraid of the political problems that 
may be caused by her chat. As Lou Jin said, 

Indeed, for people in Yangdeng, what they are concerned about is their 
daily issues. Otherwise, a terrible political consequence might arrive, as 
most of the local residents believe. This is due to the impassive herit-
age of Cultural Revolution when people’s free speech was seriously 
controlled. This heritage shapes their inner spontaneity of keeping silent. 

(personal communication, 11 July 2017)
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To avoid any political problems through their speech, Yangdeng people choose 
a way to express themselves by viewing their dilemma from an optimistic lens. 
Although this may somehow be considered a moral numbness, it enables the 
local residents to safely keep their distance from the political Red Line.

This case implies something similar to ‘Someone Nearby’. Both of them 
indicate that people choose not to resist the present system, which gener-
ates an impasse that suspends the rules and norms, and rides the wave of the 
system which they attach to, even if this system fails them (Berlant 2014: 24). 
Yangdeng is a community in which people pursue optimism, even if this opti-
mism causes a sense of moral numbness. Nevertheless, this optimism is the 
best living strategy since they have to ‘ride the wave of the system of attach-
ment they are used to’ when the party-state political structure in the coun-
tryside of mainland China is so powerful that the impasse of this structure 
can hardly be challenged by ordinary people. Zhang Chao aims to disclose 
this fact. As he believes, socially engaged art is not only about ‘engaging’ and 
‘doing’ something, but also about collecting facts and showing the facts to 
others (personal communication, 7 July 2017). He prefers to be an archivist 
rather than an artist when doing socially engaged practices.

weChat as the arChIve, artIst as the arChIvIst 

‘Someone Nearby’ is about getting to know someone who lives and works 
in a countryside through establishing a dialogical site. The significance of 
this work lies in the living status of the local residents that is shown by the 
artist. Through dialogues, this work provides details of how the local resi-
dents in Yangdeng Township are struggling with their everyday life. It exam-
ines how cruel optimism is operated as the affective apparatus in emotional 
relation, which is structured by people’s feelings, passions, desires and fanta-
sies towards consumerism and urbanization. Here, the artist plays roles of 
the archivist, rather than artist. His main purpose is to investigate people’s 
daily life in detail and reveal the facts by setting up conversations with local 
residents and recording his Wechat dialogue. Therefore, ‘Someone Nearby’ 
touches upon an archival impulse of socially engaged art by identifying the 
artist as the archivist. 

This impulse is hardly new in modernist artworks. It was active in differ-
ent forms in both the prewar (e.g. Alexander Rodchenko’s photo files, John 
Heartfield’s photomontages and Hannah Hoch’s photo album creations) and 
the postwar period (e.g. Christian Boltanski, Annette Messager, Mary Kelly 
and Sophie Calle). In the early 2000s, this archival impulse returned, with 
special force, to the point where it could be considered a distinctive tendency 
in its own right. In his book Bad New Days: Art, Criticism, Emergency, art 
historian Hal Foster discovers that the term ‘archive’ in contemporary prac-
tices suggests the changed status of the artwork in an age of reliable digital 
information (2015: 34). According to Foster, the ideal medium of archival art is 
the mega-archive of the Internet, and several terms that evoke the electronic 
network, such as ‘platforms’, and ‘stations’, did appear in art parlance of the 
2000s (2015: 34). Simultaneously, the figure of the artist as archivist follows 
that of the artist as curator and some archival artists continue to play on the 
notion of the collection (Foster 2015: 34).

In ‘Someone Nearby’, the artist intelligently explores the dialectical rela-
tionship between history and present, and archive and the everyday life, by 
examining how cruel optimism plays the affective function of a social trans-
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formation. But what is the socially engaged aspect in this work? If this work 
is associated with collecting data, how can it manifest its function of social 
engagement? To answer this question, we may rethink the relationship 
between archive and everyday life. Michel de Certeau suggests that archive 
means that the archive of everyday life includes not only the recording and 
collection of everyday voices, events, materials and sensations; it should also 
include a process of ‘everyday-ing’ archives already in existence (1984). As De 
Certeau emphasizes, on the one hand, archives show the everyday a more 
productive forum for speaking; on the other, it suggests the possibility that 
existing archives might be attended to by focusing on the everyday as a tena-
cious irruption and interruption within them or a potentiality to be extracted 
by a range of speculative approaches (Highmore 2002: 26). In other words, De 
Certeau has observed the dialectical relationship between archive and every-
day life issues – on the one hand, an archive of the everyday and on the other 
the ‘everyday-ing’ of archives (Highmore 2002: 26). This everyday transforma-
tion feature associated with affective experiences is the archive impulse that 
Zhang Chao aims to form in ‘Someone Nearby’. 

Zhang Chao chose Wechat to set up a dialogical relationship between 
the local residents and himself. It is noteworthy that the chatting history was 
recorded by this tool while chatting. In this sense, Zhang examined the every-
day life of the local residents in detail via Wechat. Simultaneously, these daily 
life details were also recorded by Wechat through images and chat texts to 
form an archive of people’s life. It is similar to the ‘archival impulse’ proposed 
by Foster. Through examining recent contemporary art practices, Foster 
concluded on two characteristics of the archival impulse: first, the archival 
impulse of art underscores the hybrid condition of materials as found and 
constructed, factual and fictive, public and private. Second, also, this art often 
arranges these materials according to a matrix of citation and juxtaposition, 
and sometimes presents them in an architecture that can be called archival: a 
complex of texts, images and objects (Foster 2015: 35). As he claims, the para-
noid dimension of archival art is the other side of its utopian ambition – its 
desire to turn belatedness into becomingness, to recoup failed visions in art, 
literature, philosophy and life into possible scenarios for alternative kinds of 
social relations, to transform the place of an archive into the new place of a 
utopia (Foster 2015: 60). 

In ‘Someone Nearby’, Wechat functions as an archive including texts, 
images and voice threads. These are not only everyday life materials found 
and recorded but also the foundations shaping people’s daily life. Fangjing Tu 
indicates that as the most widely used social media platform in China, Wechat 
has penetrated into daily life and has broad implications for the development 
of civil society (Tu 2016). It is very common for Chinese people to read Wechat 
posts before they go to bed, when they get up or any time they need a break. 
For Chinese people, Wechat has not only been a communication tool, but also 
a means to deal with boredom. People are addicted to this new technique. 
This ‘technique fetishism’ is the new social motif at present. It is the affects 
restructuring social relations in our daily life, and creates an optimistic rela-
tion among people, although they have to face their life dilemmas and ride the 
wave of current systems. Moreover, in the rural areas of China, Wechat also 
establishes a fictional space for social class transformation, even if this trans-
formation can hardly happen in the real world. This is because Wechat is the 
cheapest way for the villagers to show their fashion standards, which poten-
tially manifests their urban-life imaginations. 
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In this sense, Zhang Chao reinforces this archival function of Wechat in 
‘Someone Nearby’ in two ways. First, he rethinks how to deal with our social 
relation in a time when digital technology exerts an intensive impact on the 
everyday life issues. Second, he examines how Wechat can be a digital archive 
that affects our historical consciousness and facilitates social transformation. 
To some extent, ‘Someone Nearby’ indicates a utopian dimension of archi-
val impulse in socially engaged art practices whose desire is to ‘turn belat-
edness into becomingness…to transform the no place of an archive into the 
new place of utopia’ (Foster 2015: 60). In this sense, as a socially engaged art 
practice, this utopian dimension implies what Foster suggests – ‘the move in 
archival art to turn “excavation sites” into ‘construction sites”’ (Foster 2015: 60).

ConClusIon

In his article ‘An Angry Committed Alliance’, Zheng Bo raises a question – 
‘how do we think collective affect in socially engaged art’ (2015)? This question 
relates socially engaged art to a new research dimension after approaching 
this issue under the scopes of post-structuralism and post-Marxism for a 
long time. It is the affects that inspires artists to reckon the ethical and politi-
cal outcomes of social engagement of art and performances, and encour-
ages people to purse publicness through their social engagements. Although 
‘Someone Nearby’ does not address the collective affect issue, it provides an 
affective scope to view a rural community of contemporary China, where 
people’s pursuit of consumerism and urban life are driving their attachment 
to their neo-liberal good-life fantasy, even if this fantasy shows their moral 
numbness. 

Yangdeng is a sample reflecting the situations in most of the countryside in 
China. On the one hand, urbanism and consumerism are impacting its social 
structure and strengthening the urban/rural dichotomy. On the other, people’s 
good-life fantasy to urban life and consumerism is highly linked to the ‘cruel 
optimism’. This cruel optimism is the basic affective apparatus of this society 
that shapes people’s living strategies. For these local residents, it is hard to 
resist the system; otherwise, they would become another Ren Dexian who had 
to face the eviction (exclusion) by both the political system and their social 
relation, and thus, became a ‘bare life’. Instead, they have to positively engage 
in the normativity – being normed within other’s context and being normed in 
the system of attachment that they are used to, since the party-state political 
structure in the countryside of China is so powerful that the impasse of this 
structure can hardly be challenged by the ordinary people.

Under such circumstance, how does socially engaged art interact with the 
affective apparatus of cruel optimism? Particularly, ‘Someone Nearby’ does 
not directly intervene in society by displaying works in a material form or 
showing any performance to establish its antagonistic position. The artist, 
here, plays the role of an archivist. His basic work is about using participa-
tory observations to explore how the local residents in Yangdeng township 
are struggling with their everyday life, and the reason for this, by setting 
up conversations with local residents and recording his Wechat dialogue. 
This work examines cruel optimism as the affects, which impact the affec-
tive apparatus structured by people’s feelings, passions, desires and fantasies 
towards consumerism and urbanization, in the urban/rural dichotomy. In this 
sense, this work aims to examine the affective apparatus that affects people’s 
living strategy and reveals it by showing people’s everyday situation in detail. 
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However, as archive also includes a function of social transformation, to this 
extent, by providing an everyday archive based on the dialogues between the 
artist and the local residents, ‘Someone Nearby’ also establishes an archival 
system in an attempt to reform everyday life. This everyday reform and social 
transformation promoted by the affects imply a new aspect of social critique 
in socially engaged art. 
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By paying tribute to matter, materiality and materialization, 
the examples of contemporary art assembled in What’s Next? 
Eco Materialism and Contemporary Art challenge the social, 
cultural and ethical norms that prevailed in the twentieth century. 
This significant frontier of contemporary culture is identified 
as Eco Materialism because it affirms the emergent philosophy 
of New Materialism and attends to the pragmatic urgency 
of environmentalism.

In this highly original book, Linda Weintraub surveys the work of 40 
international artists who present materiality as a strategy to convert 
society’s environmental neglect into responsible stewardship. These 
bold art initiatives, enriched by their associations with philosophy, 
ecology and cultural critique, bear the hallmark of a significant new 
art movement. This accessible text, augmented with visuals, charts 
and questionnaires, invites students and a wider readership to engage 
in this timely arena of contemporary art.
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