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Changes in the Fields: Reflections on My Filmmaking in 
Gulang and Beijing
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Abstract

I first began making films in Gulang County, Gansu Province（甘肃古浪）, followed by more recent works 
in Beijing where I’ve been living over the past ten years. In a sense, these two places represent the two ex-
tremes in today’s China: Beijing, as a mega-city, is well positioned as the country’s political centre, whereas 
Gulang is a remote and underdeveloped region that has fallen behind the times. Nevertheless, Gulang is now 
experiencing drastic changes as it is disrupted by the mighty power of our time. Based on my observations, 
I have noticed certain relationship between Beijing and Gulang. Such relationship is not to be taken in the 
strict causal sense; rather, it is shaped by the same seismic waves of our time.
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From One Field to Another, Then Back to the Same Field

I first began making films in Gulang County, Gansu Province, followed by more recent works in Beijing 
where I’ve been living over the past ten years. In a sense, these two places represent the two extremes in to-
day’s China: Beijing, as a mega-city, is well positioned as the country’s political centre, whereas Gulang is a 
remote and underdeveloped region that has fallen behind the times. Nevertheless, Gulang is now experienc-
ing drastic changes as it is disrupted by the mighty power of our time.
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Both Beijing and Gulang belong to the same country, therefore they are driven by the same social and polit-
ical power. However, Beijing stands as China’s ‘first world’ city whereas Gulang is considered ‘third world’: 
Gansu was placed last amongst China’s provinces in the 2020 GDP ranking, and Gulang in particular has 
just lost its national poverty-stricken county status as a result of China’s latest Poverty Alleviation Campaign
（扶贫攻坚）(during which it removed all remaining counties from its poverty list). 

Even within the same country, the ‘first world’ often relies on the ‘third world’ for much-needed labour 
force, whilst influencing (and manipulating) it through imposing power, order, capital, way of life, as well 
as the so-called ‘best practices’ ( 先进经验 ).The ‘third world’, on the other hand, can only provide raw ma-
terials, cheap labour, and natural sceneries for the ‘first world’ to consume. For example, there used to be a 
labour-exporting project run by Taiwanese entrepreneurs in Gulang named ‘Western talents, Eastern uses‘ 
( 西 才 东 用 ), which literally means talented professionals from underdeveloped Western regions find em-
ployment in the more well-off Eastern regions. In fact, it was merely a cover-up for a scheme to send cheap 
labour into Taiwanese factories in Shenzhen ( 深 圳 ), Dongguan ( 东 莞 ), and other Eastern cities. Such 
projects as ‘Western talents, Eastern uses’, or ‘Sending gas from the West to the East’ ( 西气东输 ) can but 
reveal the hidden development gap between the two regions, which further indicates the eastward flow of the 
cheap resources, whether labour or energy.

Beijing and Gulang are two places that are very important to my life and my work, and they in fact share 
great similarities out of these apparently disparate worlds. 

Self-Questioning and a Change of Direction: ‘Films of Scarcity 1.0’ 

I completed my earlier works on Gulang when I was living in Tongzhou District of Beijing ( 北京通州区 ). I 
moved home several times, approximately every three years, and completed about one different work at each 
place I lived in Tongzhou.  This movement was for personal reasons, and it helped me notice the changes 
happening across the district. Such frequent moving made me realise how unstable my life was, and each 
residence only meant a different editing studio to me. In other words, my life and work had nothing to do 
with where I lived, because that was not even my slightest concern at the time.

I was living in the Beiyuan area of Tongzhou while editing The Unfinished History of Life (未完成的生活史，
2011), which I filmed in Huangyangchuan village in Gulang, and it was during that time I started to notice the 
drastic changes taking place around me. Across the street there was a large square-shaped plot, which once 
was occupied by state-run factories and workers’ residences, and the area also became the heart of Tongzhou’s 
Hui population. Within a year of moving there, the compound gradually became a ghost building with wide 
open doors and windows, and eventually turned into a ruin scheduled for demolition. Therefore, its neigh-
bourhood became a ‘ghost town’. At that time, demolition sites were quite common throughout Tongzhou.

Over the course of one year, I grew to realise, why couldn’t we just do something to respond to these ev-
eryday changes? As I saw it, these changes also truthfully reflected social reality, and maybe in a more rep-
resentative manner. Without reflecting upon and responding to everyday changes, we as filmmakers have 
failed society. As such, when editing The Unfinished History of Life, I began to question my passive shooting 
style used when making this documentary in Huangyangchuan, Gulang ( 古浪黄羊川 ). 
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Still from Stratum 1: The Visitors 

I felt there was need for making what I coined ‘films of scarcity’ ( 贫乏电影 ): films should be able to record 
and represent the seemingly trivial and mundane matters in society through a personal approach. Then, 
whilst cutting The Unfinished History of Life, I couldn’t help but make occasional visits to the demolition site 
and shoot some footage there, and I began to contemplate how I could use this site for future projects. 

This eventually gave birth to my next production, Stratum 1: The Visitors ( 地层 1：来客 , 2013), which was 
primarily shot amidst this gigantic demolition debris. Soon, it came to light that the demolition was in prepa-
ration for building Tongzhou Wanda Plaza ( 通州的万达广场 ), a large-size, mixed-use complex. Stratum 1: 
The Visitors was based on my investigation of the changes taking place around me, and it also serves as the 
inaugural episode in my ‘stratum’ series of projects examining socio-spatial changes in China.

From today’s vantage point, when I first came up with the notion ‘films of scarcity’, it could be labelled as 
‘films of scarcity 1.0’. In particular, it resonated with what Bruno Latour ( 拉图尔 ) refers to as ‘anthropology 
comes home’ ( 返乡的人类学 ), which focuses on the return to everyday environment from a distant place, 
so as to discover more universalities in social changes. In other words, such anthropological approach should 
not be picky about reality.

In a similar vein, Latour also proposed the idea of ‘symmetrical anthropology’ ( 对称性人类学 ), that is, to 
use identical ethnographic methods when studying those who perceive themselves to be ‘modern’ or ‘devel-
oped’, as ‘pre-modern’ or ‘underdeveloped’. So, when I returned to Beijing from the distant Gulang, what 
kind of ‘identical method’ should I use to study them?
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Still from Stratum 1: The Visitors 

In my understanding, Latour’s ‘symmetrical anthropology’ transforms the traditional ‘other-centred’ anthro-
pology ( 关于他者的人类 ) into a study focusing on both the ‘other’ and ‘self’, as well as the social-spatial 
context of the self. The product of investigation therefore shall also entail the investigator’s self. As such, the 
investigator strives to investigate, and to be investigated.

Geological Resonance; Parallel Relocation; Parallel and Intersecting Lines of Work; ‘Films of Scarcity 
2.0’ ( 贫乏电影 2.0)

In the years that followed, I kept moving from place to place in Beijing as a result of both personal and 
work-related reasons. In a parallel fashion, my mobility was also shared by my friends in Huangyangchuan, 
as many of them were relocated to Gulang. Some purchased new homes, got promoted at work, or even 
changed career: they had started their new lives in the small town, a far cry from what they used to lead. Af-
ter 2011, every time I visited Gulang, I could always spot some familiar faces on the main street, particularly 
during weekends. Indeed, Gulang was quite small, so neighbours from Huangyangchuan might end up in the 
same residential community again in Gulang.

In 2013, Tongzhou Wanda Plaza broke ground in the Beiyuan area (where we shot Stratum 1). In the same 
year, I went back to Gulang. Apart from learning about new things in my friends’ lives, what impressed me 
most was the accelerated spatial transformations there. Gulang’s old town used to encompass only a few 
streets, but the recent urban sprawl had added many new developments: residential buildings, town square, 
high streets, and even parcel service stations. In the evening, like their big city counterparts, local residents 
would also gather in the town square to dance. The vibrant town of Gulang was exuding a rich flavour of life. 

In the meantime, in northern Gulang, a relocation zone to the south edge of Tengger Desert ( 腾格里沙 ) was 
under construction. As a national ‘Relocation-for-poverty-alleviation’ scheme ( 搬迁扶贫项目 ), it planned to 
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resettle villagers from Gulang’s southern mountain area to this newly developed zone once it was completed.

However, when I went to Huangyangchuan Vocational Middle School ( 黄羊川职业中学 ) (my first ‘base’ in 
Gulang), I saw the campus was almost completely deserted: weeds were everywhere, and dilapidated class-
rooms were knocked down, with rubble piling up on the sports ground. The campus was literally turned into 
a waste disposal site for wooden beams or broken aluminium door frames from the nearby demolition sites. 

In August 2014, we moved to Songzhuang ( 宋庄 ) (outside Beijing’s Eastern 6th Ring Road), which was also 
the fifth place we stayed in Tongzhou. At the end of 2014, Tongzhou Wanda Plaza opened for business, and 
was swarmed with shoppers on its first day. The new Plaza completely replaced the old state-owned factory 
and the historic residential neighbourhood, which seemed to symbolise an overwhelming victory: the win-
ning side was represented by capital, and legitimised by power. Alternatively, it could be suggested that such 
spatial change was enabled by capital investment. Also in 2014, phase one of the relocation scheme was com-
pleted in Gan’en New Village, and villagers from Gulang’s mountain area were starting to resettle there. 

I revisited Gulang in 2017, and it already felt like a different world to me. The Gulang I used to know (par-
ticularly the southern mountain area) had entered its ‘Version 2.0’: large-scale relocation had almost emptied 
the old town, with several other relocation zones also under construction. The main street in Huangyangch-
uan had already been demolished, along with most of the shops and other buildings. Huangyangchuan was 
gradually moving eastwards, toward the centre of Gulang.

In the old days, there were only a few multi-storey buildings in Huangyangchuan including the township 
government, a middle school, and a hospital. But even with many high-rising flat buildings these days, 
Huangyangchuan was less populated, and in a way it was rather desolate. To some extent, I myself was in-
voluntarily ‘relocated’.

Huangyangchuan, a place I used to hold dear, had grown out of touch with me. As many of my friends had 
moved to Gulang, I could rarely find any friends, or even acquaintances here. For me, Huangyangchuan be-
came an estranged place, and I was merely a stranger.                 

We moved away from Tongzhou to Haidian District ( 北 京海淀 区 ) in 2018 (outside Beijing’s Northwest-
ern Fifth  Ring Road). In the same year, Wanda Plaza, the symbol of the winning capital, opened a branch 
in Wuwei City ( 武威市 ) (sixty kilometres from Gulang). The mighty geological power that had reshaped 
Tongzhou Beiyuan continued its spatial expansion. 

One year later, in 2019, the courtyard house we rented in Songzhuang was demolished, and the landlord built 
a two-storey studio to let. Due to spiking rents and the deteriorating environment in Songzhuang, some of 
my neighbours had to leave the area and settle elsewhere, and quite a number of them moved to Yanjiao in 
Hebei Province. In the summer, I once again went back to Gulang, and saw the completion of the relocation 
scheme. Only a small group of people didn’t relocate, including those with false hopes or strong objections, 
as well as undecided villagers, or those who were too poor to move. 

Throughout the years, people in the mountain area of Gulang primarily followed two distinct trajectories 
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when it comes to moving/relocation, which is also a testimony to the social stratification determined by 
status and income. Most of my friends there were either working at public institutions (such as teachers, 
government employees, and postal service staff) or running small businesses (like Dr. Ma with his private 
clinic), and those people, with their stable employment and income, were able to buy flats in Gulang’s town 
centre and moved there. Such was also the case for some of my former students, as they relied on their public 
institution job or private business to live in the town centre. Generally speaking, the trajectory of those edu-
cated, professionally trained, or public institution-employed people was from mountain area to town.

In contrast, village farmers seemed to have followed a completely divergent path: some of them initially went 
to western Gansu Province or Xinjiang ( 新疆 ) to make a living, but only came back to Gulang because it 
was difficult to have their households registered there. Most of these farmers moved to the relocation zones, 
as it could be rather challenging for them to live in the town centre. Additionally, for those farmers from the 
town’s borders (where their houses were demolished and they were provided with monetary compensations), 
even though they could afford the town centre flats out of their compensation money, it proved to be difficult 
to make ends meet in the town, as they had lost their farming land, and they also had to cover extra fees for 
living in flats, including property management fee, central heating fee, and electricity bills. 

If one compares the patterns of spatial change between Beijing and Gulang, it would be somewhat evident to 
see that the changes in Beijing were mostly manifested through the will of capital; whereas in Gulang, com-
pulsory and sometimes tough policies or administrative directives prevailed. Even though their respective 
changes seemed disparate, this did not necessarily mean Beijing and Gulang were isolated: rather, they were 
subject to the same resonances and therefore can be compared within the same framework.

I would like to draw on an analogy to further illustrate my point: we are not dwelling on a single continental 
plate and trying to observe an islet off the coast. Rather, we are observing two locations on the same conti-
nent, and no matter how far away these locations may be seen from each other, they both yield to the same 
powerful geological resonance, and no place can be immune.

Changes in connectivity have also added new implications to such resonance and contrast.

In terms of physical connectivity, transportation between Beijing and Gulang was much improved: whilst 
it took almost twenty-six hours on a slow train to reach Wuwei from Bejing, it now only require a two-hour 
flight, or seven-and-a-half hours on high speed train to reach Lanzhou, then a transfer to Gulang is nothing 
but a breeze. Meanwhile, the Lanzhou-Wuwei high speed train project is to be completed within three to five 
years, and its railroad tunnel (in Gulang) has already been built. The sleepy town is now longing for the new 
arrivals. As the result of the much-reduced travelling time, the psychological distance between the people in 
Beijing and Gulang is also shortened. 

In terms of information connectivity, the rise of social media has enabled more direct and convenient com-
munication. Now I have frequent contact with my friends in Gulang via WeChat, and I also subscribed to 
some WeChat public account run by them. The Internet has made distant space effectively within arm’s 
reach. 
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Based on these considerations, I am thinking about bringing my ‘films of scarcity 1.0’ to the next level; that 
is, to align the seemingly parallel work from both the distant and everyday space into a unified and syn-
chronised framework. That’s how I come up with ‘films of scarcity 2.0’, and whilst Gulang has moved up to 
2.0, it is also necessary to upgrade my work, and my thoughts on the ‘stratum’ series to 2.0 accordingly. We 
shall not only focus on a specific and localised stratum, but the entire continental plate as a whole. This is 
one of my directions for future projects. 

We are searching for our own echoes in a distant place: these are the voices of questions and doubts. In the 
same way, we are trying to hear the distant echoes from where we are. If we travel to a distant location to 
gain perspectives on our own lives, it would be equally useful that we approach the distant location from ‘here 
and now’. In Gulang, I reflect on Beijing; in Beijing, I have gained fresh perspectives on Gulang. This is 
what I mean by investigating both the ‘other’ and the ‘self’, and to incorporate the investigator’s immediate 
surroundings into such a process. 

Spatial Observations Under ‘Gulang 2.0’; Space and Happiness; the ‘Unnatural’ Space

The air in both Gulang and Beijing is filled with certain inexplicable power to drive people away. It may 
be similar to smog, but it also disintegrates traditional space, and renders it inorganic. Whether it’s village 
farmers or town residents, they have all lost their roots in their land. Space is no longer a passive and solid 
stage where life unfolds, when the storyline of the time changes, the stage itself will crumble. As the ‘field’ 
undergoes drastic disruptions, it can no longer remain unscathed in the conventional anthropological sense. 

Still from Doctor Ma’s Country Clinic 
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The sweeping changes in Gulang’s mountain area have been transformative, during which the traditional 
way of life and history are gradually wiped out. In particular, it may take ten years, or even decades for the 
relocation zone to become liveable, but it is impossible to reclaim the lost land. Whereas the old lives are 
gone, the new lives have yet to arrive. The emergence of the relocation zone is the result of a centrifugal 
force; and the zone itself is generating centrifugal force, as its existence has hindered the development of the 
town. Compared with several years ago, the town of Gulang is now less populated, as many have been di-
verted to the relocation zone. 

There are three places integral to Gulang’s local people: the mountain area, the town, and the relocation 
zone. However, these places have been separated in the duration of development: the mountain area (being 
relocated) is dozens of kilometres away from the town and is cut off from the relocation zone by a mountain; 
furthermore, the nearest relocation point is about sixty kilometres from the town. 

In fact, the relocation zone is made up by a dozen smaller-sized relocation points spanning for a dozen ki-
lometres along the south rim of the Tengger Desert, and those points are kilometres away from each other. 
Other than built structures (including greenhouses and animal farms), this area is nothing but Gobi Desert 
( 戈壁沙漠 ), and the Tengger Desert is merely several kilometres away to the north. Within these relocation 
points, one can see nothing but rows of newly-built single-storey courtyard houses. Multi-storey flats can 
only be seen at the Oasis Community, a large relocation point.

Despite the lifestyle changes, one thing does remain unchanged for both the mountain area and the reloca-
tion zone: only the old people are the ‘permanent residents’, and younger ones are like migratory birds, who 
leave their home in spring, only to return before the next Spring Festival. My impression is that people’s live-
lihoods there have not done justice to its status as a national ‘Relocation-for-poverty-alleviation’ location, as 
many families are financially challenged, and some even spent all their savings during the process of reloca-
tion. 

The drinking water issue of the relocation zone has been more or less resolved through channelling water 
from the Caojiahu Reservoir ( 曹家湖水库 ) near Huangyangchuan, but there isn’t enough water for irriga-
tion, so arable land is in very short supply. I heard another project to direct water from the Yellow River (黄河) 
to the relocation zone was already underway, but many uncertainties still remain: how long will it take? Will 
it work in the long run? How much will farmers pay for irrigation? 

The local government has also provided farmers with subsidies to build greenhouses or animal farms, but 
such endeavours require considerable investment, which most relocated farmers are unable to afford. How-
ever, I think the elephant in the room is that the relocation zone itself cannot provide sufficient employment 
or income to the farmers, therefore most of them can only find jobs elsewhere, away from the zone.

Have those relocated farmers adapted well in the relocation zone?

A friend of mine, who worked in the relocation zone on poverty-alleviation projects, told me stories about 
‘safeguarded households’（ 兜 底 户）, which refers to households with only one or two old persons living 
by themselves. They were relocated to the same residential block within the Oasis Community. In order to 
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bring down their water bills, some of them would use the woods across the street instead of their own toilets 
at home. Another case was even more dreadful: the year 2019 alone had seen almost ten suicides within the 
Oasis Community (most of them were elderly women, and one young woman). These tragedies reminded me 
of the serial suicides in Foxconn ( 富士康 ) factories, though they were not directly linked in any way.

I think these were extreme reactions when the villagers were unable to adapt to the new environment, there-
fore they committed suicide as the ultimate way of rejection. Indeed, very often, only one flat was allocated 
to one household, and sometimes two or three generations had to live together. One could feel the stark con-
trast between the crammed flat and the more spacious (albeit in poorer conditions) village courtyard house. 
This may also mean that the psychological distance of the people living together was very limited, which 
could lead to more confrontations between family members.

What is particularly shocking about these suicides is that those elderly women chose to end their lives in 
a way that was previously unknown in the mountain area. I had never heard anyone committed suicide by 
jumping off a cliff during my many years in Huangyangchuan.

Whilst dwelling in this unfamiliar space, people have to make new arrangements for their funerals. At 
present, if any of the relocated villagers pass away (particularly the elderly), they wish to be buried in their 
ancestral graveyard in the mountain. That is to say, there isn’t any real connection between the villagers and 
their relocation flats, and they still consider the old courtyard in the mountain their actual home. Regrettably, 
these courtyard houses have all been demolished after the relocation, therefore it is impossible for them to 
return. 

Apparently, the name ‘Oasis Community’ tries to suggest ‘an oasis in the desert’, but it sounds more like an 
‘Islet Community’ to me. Previously, when those villagers were living in the mountain area, the connection 
between humans and nature was direct, intimate, and organic. Now, the old neighbours are gone, and the hu-
man-nature connection has been broken. The relocated villagers have to cope with the challenges to rebuild 
these relationships.

Isn’t happiness, a subjective criterion on life, closely related to the notion of space? I think happiness is close-
ly associated with freedom, and freedom can be further determined by space. Yet, it seems like we have been 
talking about ‘happiness’ under the lens of modernity, that is, ‘modern’ is a term to gauge material progress, 
and it implies ‘evolution’. Such understanding would also lead to the conclusion that happiness comes from 
evolution, and evolution is the precondition for happiness. 

In reality, it would be problematic if government policies are formulated without giving due consideration 
to local conditions or individual differences. As such, it would not be a good idea to drive people away from 
their native land and force them into a ‘modern’ lifestyle in the relocation zone. For instance, the older gener-
ations always envisaged a life with a ‘two-storey house, with electric lights and telephone’ ( 楼上楼下，电灯
电话）as happiness, but when this was achieved (in the relocation homes), there was only sheer emptiness in 
people’s hearts. The relationship between happiness and space is unfortunately exemplified by these suicide 
cases. 
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To move away from the mountain area means different things to different people. In fact, even with such a 
harsh environment, many people were reluctant to leave. It is also worth mentioning that many poverty alle-
viation policies/schemes throughout the years have mostly been hollow or ill-conceived. 

For example, Huangyangchuan’s northern mountain area used to be densely populated, but there was only 
one dirt road connecting it with the outside world, with only a few buses operating daily. On rainy or snowy 
days, the muddy road would make the villages completely inaccessible. For years, no improvement was car-
ried out, and some paths leading up to the villages were even built by villagers themselves.

However, as soon as the villagers were relocated (and this area would soon become a ‘no man’s land’), a con-
crete road was built there. Nevertheless, I think it made good sense to relocate the northern part of Huang-
yangchuan, since it experienced poor harvests due to the ravine-shaped terrain and lack of water for irriga-
tion. That said, I think such a plan should have been implemented only on voluntary basis. 

With regard to the eastern Huangyangchuan area, it is a different scenario, as the terrain there is less hilly, 
and transportation is more convenient. Thus, it would have been feasible to just expand the existing settle-
ment along the main road and avoid relocation. Additionally, as many of the villagers had already left the 
village for better jobs, those who stayed there could enjoy relatively better living conditions than before. 

As far as I know, there are many people who wished to stay in the village for two reasons: their strong affec-
tions towards the land, and, when it comes to income, they would be better-off not relocating.  Particularly, 
some families used up all their savings to build a new house, and they were reluctant to leave. This kind 
of centrifugal force has been tearing families and villages apart, and triggers strong emotional responses 
amongst the local people.

The cohesive power used to hold the space together has been dramatically weakened. The newly introduced 
‘power for change’ worked like torrents, washing the old lifestyle away without mercy, and the people were 
swallowed by flood and rushed downstream, until they eventually reached the Gobi Desert. The once-seclud-
ed mountain area has become a barren land on the edge of the desert. Sands in the desert not only represent 
water scarcity, but the bond between villagers, and between villagers and land, is long gone.

The accelerated changes have also damaged both the time and the space associated with this land. Except 
for ‘Oasis Community’, all the rest relocation points were named ‘Xincun’ (‘New Village’), such as ‘Gan’en 
Xincun’ (Gratitude New Village), ‘Yuanmeng Xincun’ (Dream-realisation New Village), ‘Aimin Xincun’ 
(People-loving New Village), and ‘Yangguang Xincun’ (Sunshine New Village). Such a naming pattern is 
different from that of the early dwellers on the land, as they typically named a place according to its natural 
characteristics, such as a source of water, or the family names of the first settlers: ‘Well Spring’, ‘Leek Val-
ley’, or ‘Zhang’s Valley’, to name but a few.  

But now, the names in the relocation zone apparently have nothing to do with the land they represent; in 
other words, they were superficially coined. This is quite similar to the relationship between the villagers 
and their new settlement, as the names are only empty promises, and were merely determined by ideology. 
Together with the traditional lifestyle, those historical names, though carrying a special taste, will also be 
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buried in oblivion. 

I think the new relocation zones can also be labelled ‘unnatural spaces’ ( 不自然的空间 ), which doesn’t nec-
essarily mean spaces external to nature, but instead emphasizes the unbalanced relationship between people 
and space. Being artificially created, such space is unable to accommodate the actual needs of the people. As 
a result, the long-standing ties between humanity and nature are jeopardised, and the reciprocal relationship 
between the vitality of the space and the lives of the people living there ceases to exist. 

This so-called ‘unnatural space’ has become an unstable container, which is not a transition, but a separa-
tion. The human factors inside the ‘unnatural space’ make it more unpredictable and uncontrollable, and po-
tentially more destructive. It came from a power irrelevant to tradition, or that even flouts tradition. Further-
more, such space is not voluntarily organised by its inhabitants, or progressively developed by them. Instead, 
it has turned into an inorganic space controlled and manipulated by an external force, which includes ad-
ministrative directives, social power, and privatisation. Simply put, such space has lost its ability to naturally 
propagate. 

A policy on improving afforestation has been carried out in the mountain area, which means the mountain 
is now inaccessible to people. On one hand, this policy has facilitated rehabilitation of the environment, and 
wild animals such as wolves, foxes, rabbits, and pheasants are spotted from time to time. On the other hand, 
it has also generated some side effects: without animal grazing, weeds are growing quickly, which gives rise 
to frequent wildfire. I think a moderate level of grazing is good for the fields, and farmers may serve as the 
first responders in the event of fire. Therefore, such a policy has wantonly cut the connections between man 
and nature, without considering the historic alliance of the two.

It seems to me that whilst formulating ecology-related policies, the people affected by the policy have always 
been left out. Although the official slogan is ‘ecological relocation’ ( 生态移民 ), in reality, the interests of 
humanity and nature are never aligned: either man is winning over nature, or the other way around.

It would be interesting to mention one anecdote here: there’s a type of edible wild vegetable commonly found 
in the mountains in Gulang, and locals call it ‘earth skin veggie’ ( 地芥皮 ), and it’s quite tasty when cooked 
with noodles or eggs, or wrapped in the traditional ‘leek box’ ( 韭菜盒子里 ). The locals told me the vegeta-
ble could only grow in soil with sheep dung on it. That means there’s certain microbes in the sheep’s stom-
ach that enable such vegetable to grow. Since all the sheep are farmed in Gulang, this may show the silent 
cooperation between humans and nature. 

New Medium and New Field: ‘The Field of the Medium’

There have been fundamental changes in how we record and communicate the space of Gulang.

At present, mobiles phones are already very common in the villages, and the Internet and social media have 
opened new horizons for the local people. Whilst many are learning the distant world unknown to them be-
fore, some have also found new meanings within everyday space. The hybrid of virtual and real spaces has 
generated new opportunities. Villagers have brand-new ways to express themselves, such as using social me-
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dia—for example on Douyin ( 抖音 ) or Kuaishou ( 快手 )—to share some short videos on local food, farm 
work, harvest, and natural sceneries. 

The new communication methods have also provided people with new connectivity.

The village of one of my friends was designated to be relocated. However, a dozen households, including his 
older brother, were unwilling to move. Although the houses were all knocked down, they were able to find 
some alternative spaces to live in, such as abandoned cave-homes or sheep pens, though conditions were 
poor. Even so, those holdouts were in fact quite satisfied with their circumstances, as there were large areas 
of land for grazing, which subsequently improved their incomes. 

During Spring Festival, one household in the village held a house party and all other villagers were invited. 
Since this area was recently included in the Mount Qilian Natural Reserve ( 祁连山自然保护区 ), there were 
workers from the local forestry administration making inspection trips to see if there was unauthorised graz-
ing in the controlled area, and they could also confiscate the sheep if any violations were found. 

In order to address the situation, the shepherds in the village created a chat group on WeChat ( 微 信 ) to 
notify each other when inspectors were seen, so that they could quickly relocate their sheep. In such social 
media-enabled cat-and-mouse game, the WeChat group played a role of early warning and safeguarding.

Ten years ago, Gulang was still in a static state. Due to its slow economy, photography was a luxury, and 
photos were carefully placed in the most conspicuous place in the room as if a part of the family shrine. At 
that time, other than the reporters at Gulang Television and Radio Station ( 广播局 ), I was the only person 
in possession of a camera. When I filmed in Gulang for the first time in 2005, someone even travelled from 
the nearby village the next day only to take a look at himself on my camera. Needless to say, this is no longer 
happening, and the relationship between people and photographic images has also changed. 

With the advent of mobile phones, Gulang has also entered a Big Bang for image and video sharing, as ev-
eryone can create, store, as well as share video whenever and wherever they want. Yet, as our space is over-
flowing with videos, there has been a reversal: image itself has become the subject, while the previous sub-
jects of image-making are passing away. That is to say, the ordinary things and ways of life are disappearing 
along with the native land, and some have even disappeared completely. 

There is a small exhibition room inside a private tourist retreat in the relocation zone called Jinshuiyuan ( 金
水 源 ‘golden water source’), and the old farming tools from the mountain area are on display. I genuinely 
don’t think the next generation will ever reminisce about such equipment; it’s just like ten years ago, no one 
would have foreseen the death of such a way of life. The question is: will those people be able to rebuild their 
traditions and culture in the relocation zone?

For relocated villagers, since their traditional space has already disintegrated, they will need more psycho-
logical compensation in the form of a sense of belonging, so that they can hopefully rebuild the space in 
some way. The disintegration of traditional space has made their nostalgia even stronger.
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On some WeChat public account run by Gulang locals, I have seen quite a few drone videos taken above the 
mountain area, and the message has been consistent, as the vloggers lament the lost lifestyle in the mountain 
villages and expressed their homesickness. In 2017 and 2019, I also joined forces with some friends to shoot 
a lot of videos about the mountain area and the relocation zone.

I believe mobile phones and drones represent two extremes: mobile phones can create the most personal and 
perceptual videos, whereas drones typically generate a non-human perspective, unrealistic and sleepwalk-
ing-like. Incidentally, when drones entered people’s lives, the mountain lifestyle in Gulang was on the cusp 
of collapse. Drone videos are about geological landscape, environment, as well as space, and they provide a 
distant perspective that is out of the viewers’ reach. In a way, the land in those videos is like an unreadable 
hard drive containing all the precious memories, data-rich yet inaccessible. As the drones seem to review 
and reflect upon the old lifestyle from a higher level, they could provide a special consolation to the locals. 

Only when the field has completely died and people are no longer able to live in it, can they approach the 
field from a distance, as if they were viewing scenery from afar. Conversely, if the field is still heavily popu-
lated, no one living there would use such perspective to speculate on the land, nor would they expect such a 
day of reminiscence might eventually come. 

In the past, it was difficult for small places to make themselves heard, because they didn’t possess either the 
tools or the platform.  Now, thanks to the advent of photography and the internet, their voices are getting 
louder. Locals are able to write about, express, and shape their locality, and their local identity has been 
strengthened during this process. 

With regard to articles on WeChat public accounts, be it reposting newly-issued policies, or promoting local 
culture, the authors always showcase their identity as a Gulang local, and one can feel that they are really 
proud to do so. Some public accounts even serve as local news bulletins, exposing traffic violations and pub-
lic incidents, or introducing latest directives for the relocation zone. In a sense, WeChat public accounts have 
added the much-needed cohesive power to the local community, although the topics can sometimes be limit-
ed, due to the self-sufficiency of the village life.

I think ‘here’ and ‘now’ can be considered our anthropological field. Even so, ‘here’ and a ‘distant place’ are 
not necessarily isolated from each other. In fact, the real-time connectivity of the internet has made it pos-
sible to link up any space through real or virtual means. In such highly synchronised space, ideology and 
administrative directives are omnipresent and barrier-free; additionally, different spaces are becoming ho-
mogenous, but their distinctiveness is even more pronounced.

Whilst living in the real, physical space, we are also spending more time living in a space created by new 
photographic images and new mediums, or, ‘the field of the medium’ ( 媒介田野 ). On the one hand, the old 
spaces and fields have disintegrated; on the other hand, the new space and fields come into play. ‘The field of 
the medium’ is therefore the constantly changing mirror image of the real-life field.

Consequently, both Stratum 2: The Asthenosphere ( 地层 2：软流层 , 2018) and On the Passage of a Few 
People through a Rather Brief Unity of Time ( 关于短时间内的某几个人的经过 , 2021) are based on my 
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investigations of ‘the field of the medium’. During working on Stratum 2, I began to notice the ever-growing 
online community in Gulang, so I subscribed to several of their public accounts. Interestingly, this became 
an innovative method in visual ethnography: I was able to obtain materials about Gulang from Beijing. 

In this new space in which the internet is the medium, it is possible to achieve certain interactions that used 
to be blocked by physical space before. For example, on a WeChat public account named ‘Gulang local club’
（古浪老乡俱乐部）, I came across a nostalgic article which shared a photo I took more than ten years ago 
in Huangyangchuan. The article was quite sentimental, as it even used the words ‘running with tears’ ( 泪
奔 )in the title. Thanks to ‘the field of the medium’, we were able to share the same field at a distance. The 
development of the internet, social media, and photographic medium has introduced a new relationship in 
filmmaking, which further gives rise to a novel way of investigation: ‘social fly-eye’ ( 社会复眼 ), as I call it. 
The internet has facilitated the participatory social cognition, and each material uploader provides room for 
others to interpret.  

Finally, universal access to media has also catalysed another version of the ‘symmetrical anthropology’, that 
is, equality of interpretive power. Self-interpretation is now feasible, even without the presence of the pre-de-
termined interpreter. This can be seen as a paradigm shift from being described by others to self-description. 
Such symmetrical anthropology is able to rectify the term ‘film subject’ as one may feel disgusted by it. 

With such understanding, I think intersubjectivity holds the key for anthropology. The process of investigat-
ing Gulang is also the process finding my own subjectivity, and I shall explore the possibilities in my own 
life whilst living elsewhere. Accordingly, Gulang is on a quest for its own subjectivity. In addition to the tra-
ditional other-centred anthropology, will there be an anthropology that is self-aware? 


