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Southernness as an angle 

 from Southern Artists Salon to Theatre 44 

Zoénie Liwen Deng 

 

Introduction  

  

South is not merely a geographical concept, or a geopolitical concept. The global South, with the 

decolonial efforts and discourses, yet within the vast area that is called “the global south”, the 

specificities of the colonial histories, independent movements, paths of development, and 

convergence and divergence, cannot be ignored. There is an abundant amount of scholarship that 

focuses on Southeast Asia in the field of area studies, and decolonial theories based on the situations 

and experiences of African countries and the Caribbean. The non-alliance movement and its 

recuperation remind people of the possibility of countering the hegemony of the former colonisers 

and imperial powers. I do not attempt to theorise on the global South, as I do not have the embodied 

experience of living and conducting situated practices in Southeast Asia and Africa. I am aware of the 

danger of over-generalisation of my experience and observation in the south of China. However, 

southernness is not a concept that is bound with southern China only, but rather, it can be a point of 

view to look into self-organising practices and the efforts of not to be governed like that. As a 

researcher from the south of China, I feel the urge to write about these practices in my home province 

theoretically. I do so not by seeing these cases as singular or regional, but as nodal points in the 

rhizomatic network of self-organising practices around the world, especially in Southeast Asia. I will 

also relate to the decolonial connotation of the term “South”, and how it can help me to rethink the 

notion of “southernness”. 

 This essay analyses four artist-cultural practitioner groups in the south(east) of China, namely, 

Southern Artists Salon in the 1980s, Big Tail Elephants in the 1990s, Yangjiang Youths and World 

Bookstore in 2000s, and Theatre 44 in late 2010s till now, with the main focus on Theatre 44. I choose 

these four groups to find the commonalities and differences in the ways and the ethics of self-

organisation and working together. 

    In the following part of the introduction, I will first briefly review the literature on the 

discourses of “the south”. Self-organisation of cultural practitioners is very common in Southeast Asia, 

and their practices also influence and inspire Theatre 44. Therefore I will succinctly discuss the 

scholarship on self-organisation of art practitioners in Southeast Asia. Then I will explain the three 

concepts that my articulation of “southernness” revolves around in the section conceptual 
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constellation, and last, I will briefly introduce the methodologies that are employed, and outline the 

main body of the essay. 

Brief literature review  

“The South” 

As this research only focuses on how the concept of southernness can be an angle to look into self-

organising practice, I will only refer to the relevant literature that gives me an overview of the debate 

about the discourse of Global South, and the literature that helps me to think about “southernness” 

not as a concept about a geographical region only. 

The term of the South can be traced back to the 1955 Bandung Conference that started the 

Non-Aligned Movement, and South-South Cooperation based on solidarity, common interests, and 

sovereignty (Engel 2019). Miraftab and Kudva contend that “ ‘global South’ offers a useful frame of 

reference by acknowledging the colonial past and a more recent shared development history”(2014, 

4). López argues that the South is not only about subalternity, but it can also “transcend geographical 

and ideological frontiers” (López 2007, 8). In my analysis, the term “southernness” also goes beyond 

these boundaries. Instead of focusing on the issues of globalisation and decolonisation as López did, I 

see this term as a lens to look at self-organising art practices in the south, and beyond. 

However, in contrast to the emancipatory and empowering connotation that this term 

carried in the Non-Aligned Movement, Dorothy Figueira argues that the concept of the Global South 

is another theory of alterity in the tradition of multiculturalism in countries such as the United State, 

“yet another attempt to engage the Other” , which reaffirms the hegemony of the West or the 

Global North (2007, 144). 

Sinah Theres Kloß has a more positive vision: “the Global South may even be considered as a 

practice that facilitates liminality—a liminal space of transition in which a phase of anti-structure 

enables the re-organisation of, for example, social and epistemological power relations, and which 

creates a new model of social, economic, and political interactions that relies on egalitarian principles” 

(2017, 8). The notion of reconfiguring the social and epistemological relations and resources and 

egalitarianism find resonance in my elaboration of southernness, which evolves around fluidity, 

connectivity, and autonomy. 

However, I am aware of the danger of fetishisation of concept of “the South”. Françoise 

Vergès, a political scientist, historian, and feminist, whose latest book is Un féminisme decolonial 

(2019), acutely remarks:  

 

A concept is always useful, but there is no reason to transform it into a fetish, a fixed, 

hegemonic, all-encompassing notion. The “South” is for me a political and historical 
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formation and I want to know how, by whom, for what, and for whom it was formed and 

continues to be formed. The meaning of the “South” also changes by the user—is it the 

World Bank or decolonial thinkers? We need to understand the processes of 

“southification”: extractivism, exploitation, militarisation, dispossession, multiplication 

of enclaves where wealthy people hop from one air-conditioned, clean, military-

protected enclave to another. 

(Vergès 2019) 

 Following Vergès, I do not try to establish the term “southernness” as a fixed or authoritative 

concept, but more as an in actu concept that can help others to look into self-organised cultural 

practices. Homi Bhabha reckons: “translation is the performative nature of cultural communication. It 

is language in actu (enunciation, positionality) rather than language in situ (énoncé, or 

propositionality)”(Bhabha 1994, 228). This means that my conceptualisation of “southernness” 

enunciates from the positionality and the context where it emerges, and it claims neither universality 

nor exclusive regional uniqueness. 

 

The self-organising practices of art practitioners in Southeast Asia 

 

David Teh analyses artist-to-artist, ground-up Chiang Mai Social Installation (CMSI) festivals in the 

1990s in Thailand, and compared it to Baguio Artists Guild and its festivals in the Philippines and 

Singapore’s The Artists Village around the same period. He finds the translocal links of the platforms 

like these three in the region of Southeast Asia (2019, 38). In these three self-organised artist 

platforms, “the energy and resources – the sense of a shared currency – came from fellow artists and 

the public, not from officials, collectors or gallerists” (Teh 2019, 39). He observes three affinities: first, 

similar formal and thematic preferences: they all encouraged “cross-media experiments that could be 

described as ephemeral, performative, site-specific, ‘installative’, socially engaged or participatory”; 

they shared thematic sympathies that had resonance Asia wide such as “struggles against dictatorship 

and censorship, corruption and poverty” and “critiques of irresponsible development and 

environmental degradation, of consumerism and conformism” (in the footnote, Teh mentions that 

similar comparison could be made with both Para Site in Hong Kong (founded 1996) and Big Tail 

Elephants group in Guangzhou (active from 1991)) (Teh 2019, 39) . Second, they shared structural and 

organisational similarities: artist-initiated and artist-run, collectively wrought by artists, without being 

mediated by curators or affirmed by the state or its academicians (ibid.). Third, geographical affinity: 

three platforms began at some remove from the national centre (Teh 2019, 42).  
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 There are many artist collectives in Indonesia, including ruangrupa and KUNCI. Liu Di observes 

that both Indonesian art practitioners and researchers from Europe consider that the traditional 

Javanese concept gotong-royong plays an important role in the flourishing of self-organised groups 

and platforms. Gotong-royong is generally understood as the practice of mutual aid and cooperation. 

Drawing on different scholars, Krystie Ng reckons that gotong-royong literally means “several people 

carrying something together”, and it is a communitarian reciprocity practice that was derived from 

the agrarian society, but no money form of remuneration was involved (Ng 2019, 7). This term is 

broadly used not only in Indonesia, but in other countries in Malay Archipelago such as Malaysia, 

Singapore, and Brunei (Ng 2019, 8).  

 The very active and international famous ruangrupa is an art collective that works on art and 

urban culture and connects to both local and international network (Vanhoe 2016,26), and they have 

set up different platforms that support and nurture the ecosystem of contemporary art and urban 

culture. Reinaart Vanhoe writes about the first 15 years of ruangrupa’s development (2000-2015) and 

he considers that there mainly three (or four) stages. First, 2000-2002: “alternative space”: “a space 

for exchange between artists and others related to art (writers, organisers, family etc.); (semi-

professional), part of mainstream society, he institutionalised art world and the capitalist value system. 

Second, 2002-2007: “also-space”: a) “also-space as an ethical space (focusing on the commons): 

building a substantial and real alternative together with cultural actors (communities, artists, 

individuals, neighbours, etc.) alongside dominant centres of (neo-liberal) culture”; b) also-space as a 

DIWO (do-it-with-others) space: "working within a mixed group of people, communities. People bring 

in their connections, their knowledge, their time, their needs, everyday conversations, etc. The DIWO 

also-space could also be seen as normal space/altered space/poetic space/etc.”. Third, “negotiation 

space”: “strategically putting the needs and concerns of a group of artists /citizens on the institutional 

agenda of cultural and political institutions; making these concerns visible to those in power. 

Proactively demonstrating that one is an authority in specific areas” (2016, 91-94). The fourth one is 

marked by a question mark: after 2015—regeneration? Vanhoe asks: “the challenge will. Be to see to 

what extent these early members will be willing or able to make room for the younger generation; 

and for the younger generation., the question is to what extent they will be able to appropriate for 

themselves the apparently comfortable setting they have inherited, while navigating its pitfalls such 

as a still fragile financial foundation” (Vanhoe 2016, 54).   

Liu Di observes that the Indonesian artist collectives not only connect with each other, but 

also with the cultural practitioners and self-organised platforms in other parts of the world (D. Liu 

2020). For instance, ruangrupa have been trying to build an ecosystem together with other collectives 

since 2016, and they collaborated with other two collectives Serrum and Grafis Huru Hara to open 
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Contemporary Art Collective and Ecosystem Studies, with the acronym GUDSKUL in 2018 (ruangrupa 

2018). There are also disagreements in the collective practices: Forum Lenteng, a platform that 

focuses on moving images, used to be part of ruangrupa, but as they were worried about the tendency 

of “centralisation”, and they held different views regarding the paths of art, FL did not join GUDSKUL, 

but moved out from the house where ruangrupa locates and became independent (D. Liu 2020).  

This topography of self-organising space of ruangrupa finds resonances in some of the cases 

in southern China, including the issue of regeneration, which I will discuss in the main body of this 

essay. Yet this path of ruangrupa is one of many possible ones that are tried out by self-organised 

groups. Similarly, there have also been dissonances within the groups in the south of China, which led 

to changes such as dissembling and reconfiguring.  

 

Conceptual constellation 

Fluidity, connectivity, and autonomy—these three concepts are not separated, but interrelated. But 

for the sake of clarity, I will use three sub-sections to explain them. 

Fluidity 

For fluidity, I would like to refer to Deleuze and Guattari’s reading of Paul Virilio’s argument in the 

book Speed and Politics (1986):   

That is why Paul Virilio's thesis is important, when he shows that "the political power of 

the State is polis, police, that is, management of the public ways," and that "the gates of 

the city, its levies and duties, are barriers, filters against the fluidity of the masses, against 

the penetration power of migratory packs," people, animals, and goods…It is not at all 

that the State knows nothing of speed; but it requires that movement, even the fastest, 

cease to be the absolute state of a moving body occupying a smooth space, to become 

the relative characteristic of a "moved body" going from one point to another in a striated 

space. In this sense, the State never ceases to decompose, recompose, and transform 

movement, or to regulate speed…Speed and absolute movement are not without their 

laws, but they are the laws of the nomos, of the smooth space that deploys it, of the war 

machine that populates it.   

(Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 386) 

This is to say, fluidity of people is filtered, mitigated, and regulated by the different apparatuses 

of the State. In the eyes of the State, the more fluid the people are, the more instability and 

uncertainty they induce in its rule. This echoes James C. Scott’s elaboration on “the art of not being 

governed”—the anarchist history of the mountain/upland people who have fled from the organised 

state projects in Southeast Asia, who have employed the strategies that keep their fluidity such as 
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physical dispersion in rugged terrain, agriculture that enhances mobility, pliable ethnic identities, and 

maintenance of a largely oral culture that allows them to reinvent their histories and genealogies as 

they move between and around states(Scott 2010).  

To become fluid (again) is to flee away from the restriction and control on people. In the context 

of China, it may be very hard to disappear from the radar of surveillance and control, but in the south 

of China, it can still be possible to retain and reclaim certain fluidity without triggering the alarm –this 

can be the fluidity of people: for instance, forming a fluid composition of people with different 

backgrounds in the group, or moving in the city in a rather unrestrained and unexpected manner to 

reclaim the right to the city; it can also be the cross-border fluidity of flows of embodied knowledge 

of practitioners who have similar practices of exploring the otherwise ways of living together in 

different parts of Asia. This fluidity intertwines with connectivity.  

 

Connectivity  

In terms of connectivity, I consider it as making connections as assemblages. Here, I refer to Deleuze 

and Guattari’s concept: “an assemblage is precisely this increase in the dimensions of a multiplicity 

that necessarily changes in nature as it expands its connections” (1987, 8). “An assemblage,” they 

expand, “in its multiplicity, necessarily acts on semiotic flows, material flows, and social flows 

simultaneously (independently of any recapitulation that may be made of it in a scientific or 

theoretical corpus)” (1987, 22-23). 

 That is to say, connectivity is not stable but fluid as it grows from different flows of interactions: 

those among humans, those between human and non-human, and those among non-human beings. 

An assemblage embraces changes and multiplicity, and in case of an artist group or a cultural 

practitioner collective, it can be a fluid assemblage with artists and people from other domains, and 

the members connect with each other and bring in different semiotic flows (e.g. refreshing the 

language they use to talk about art or something else), material flows (e.g. sharing materials that they 

can work with; materials that are brought into the shared working space reconfiguring the space), and 

social flows (e.g. connecting to each other and creating social relations). Forming assemblages helps 

practitioners to gain certain degree of autonomy. 

 

Autonomy 

In terms of autonomy, I would like to refer to Karatani Kojin, a Japanese philosopher who founded the 

New Associationist Movement (NAM) in Japan in 2000. In his article Beyond Capital-Nation-State 

(2008), he argues: “with different degrees of dominance, different historical social formations are 

composed of four modes of exchange (reciprocity/gift exchange, redistribution/plunder, commodity 
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exchange, and X) and their corresponding institutional forms”(2008, 569). In the mode of gift-return, 

although this reciprocity brings about solidarity and equality in communities, gifting is a way of 

subordinating others to one’s will, which of course has nothing to do with goodwill (Karatani 2008, 

575). So Karatani proposes the fourth mode of exchange: X, which is an idea or an ideal of the 

reciprocity of freedom, which can take the social form of anarchist, associationist, and so on (2008, 

576). Paik Yon Jae interprets Karatani’s arguments as such: “in this historical process, the capitalist 

nation state regulated communal autonomy by enforcing its mode of exchange and the norms and 

values embedded in it. Hence, reciprocity within a community is replaced by reciprocity within a 

nation—an imagined community tied to imagined relationships” (2019, 59).  

 Paik then puts forwards the idea of “self-help as politics: the making of communal autonomy”, 

which can be seen as a reading of Karatani’s X mode: “creating a communal self-help community 

means not only replacing the dominant mode of exchange, but also developing alternative norms and 

values embedded in the practices of economic exchange. Such a community can be understood as a 

form of Karatani’s ‘association’—a term that he derived from Marx’s and Proudhon’s ‘association’ as 

a hypothetical social formation counteractive to a capitalist nation state” (2019, 60). For Paik, although 

mutual-help is not outrightly political, self-help communities based on communal reciprocity can 

create a space that is autonomous (or partly autonomous) from the capitalist nation state (2019, 61). 

 In the Chinese context, mutual-help within cultural practitioner groups can allow them to live 

together differently (not as secluded atomic individuals but as parts of a commune or community), to 

have more space to experiment with what they want to do (by themselves or together), to support 

each other emotionally and strategise and act together when the control from above is becoming 

stronger, and to gain a sense of autonomy by not entirely relying on the market or the institution, and 

not fully subsumed by the capital-nation-state.  

 

Outline and methods  

 

In this essay, I try to disentangle the self-organising practices that have grown in the south of 

China: Southern Artists Salon, Big Tail Elephants Working Group, Yangjiang youths and World 

Organisation, and Theatre 44. For the first three cases, I use the method of archival research, which 

means that I look into the catalogues, books, newspaper and magazine articles, photos, and interviews, 

mainly from Asian Art Archive in Hong Kong. For the fourth case, apart from looking into their archive 

on Wechat, I employ the methods of semi-structured interview and participating observation. 

Participating observation is defined as “the process of learning through exposure to or involvement in 

the day-to-day or routine activities of participants in the research setting” (Schensul, Schensul, and 
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LeCompte 1999:91). Theatre 44 is the focus of the analysis since it embodies the possibilities and 

problematics of the term “southernness”: it shows the struggles and sparks in working together as a 

fluid group, the empowering moments of connectivity, and the attempts (with setbacks) to de-

centralised autonomous practice. 

The goal of this research is not to establish a fixed concept of “southernness” about this kind 

of practices in the region, but rather, to use this nebulous concept as an entry point to explore the 

socio-political implications and possibilities of artist collectives and cultural practitioners’ self-

organisation, and their dilemmas nowadays, against the background of the top-down power having a 

firmer and firmer grip on the grassroots, and in this case, in the south of China. The research process 

for me has been a learning process, and Françoise Vergès, began her article in the journal of 

documenta 14, South as a State of Mind, with a quote from Audre Lorde: “the learning process is 

something you can incite, literally incite, like a riot”(Lorde 2007, 98). 

 

Southern Artists Salon: interdisciplinary self-organisation 

 

In 1985, as the reform and opening-up started, Western modern literature and philosophy 

were translated into Chinese en mass, and modern art was introduced as well. On the one hand, artists 

felt the need to gather and experiment together; on the other, the institutions were still rather official 

and conservative, artists had to support each other as groups. Different artist groups emerged all over 

China during the “85 New Wave” avant-garde movement, experimenting with all forms of modern 

and contemporary art from the West including abstract art, Dadaism, surrealism, pop art (Wang 2008). 

Wang Du, in his interview in the Materials of the Future i project, said: “If you ask when was the start 

of real resistance to the monopolising official art system, and the start of deep interrogation of cultural 

issues, it was the time when artists consciously organised themselves as artists and hosted non-official 

activities, and that should be 1985 New Wave”(Wang 2008, 1).  

In the southern city of Guangzhou, instead of forming a group of artists only, some 

Guangzhou-based artists gathered in a rather fluid salon and invited people from different disciplines 

to join. As one of the members of the Salon Chen Shaoxiong remarked: “at that time we didn’t want 

to categorise and separate arts…we wanted to re-integrate them”(Chen 2007, 3). In March 1986, right 

after founding the Salon, artists such as Wang Du and Chen Shaoxiong, who just graduated from 

Guangzhou Academy of Fine Arts, went to different universities to meet students and ask them to join 

the Salon. In the salon, there were philosophy students, film theory students, dancers, theatre 

students etc.. Wang Du said: “I hoped that more people from different disciplines could join this group 

(Salon), mingling with and inspiring each other, (ideas) fermenting, which would generate greater 
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energy”(Wang 2008, 1).  There were 40 to 50 members at the beginning, and they started to host 

monthly roaming seminar since April since they did not have a regular place.  Later, when they rented 

a room in Sun Yat-sen Library, the number of participants grew to 100 and even 150. This was rather 

unusual at the time since artist groups were quite small. But this flexible and fluid salon did not focus 

on making art only—in the monthly seminars, their discussions ranged from “the relationship between 

dance and visual art”, “thinking through philosophy: what is art doing?”, to “modernity”, 

phenomenology (Chen 2007, 3).  

In the salon, young people from different disciplines formed a fluid assemblage. This 

interdisciplinary aspect of the Salon to some extend led to a collectively produced performance-

installation as the first experimental show of the Salon, rather than an exhibition of paintings by the 

members. As one can see in the photo below, the show was a choreographed performance with 

theatrical lighting, moveable installation, painting, and music — an integration of different art forms 

that was rather different from the practices of artist groups in China in 1986—artists mainly made 

works in single forms: painting, sculpture, and installation, and they seldom blended them in one work. 

There were a few chapters of the performance, the last one “free dance” was improvisation and 

interactions with the audiences (Wang 2008, 14). Shenzhen Business News at that time commented: 

“this form of art that stresses on public participation is rather rare” at that time (quoted by Fu 2017). 

 

 
Figure 1. Photo of the First Experimental Show of Southern Artists Salon, 1986. Courtesy of Southern Artists Salon. (In AAA’s Materials of 

the Future.) 
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However, the Salon, even though it was interdisciplinary and fluid, it was based on collectivism, 

which meant that the individualities of the participants could not manifest in the First Experimental 

Show. As one of the key members, artist Chen Shaoxiong reckoned: “we opposed to individualisation. 

That’s to say, we thought that individuality didn’t carry a lot of weight” (Chen 2007, 2). Another core 

member, artist Lin Yilin recalled: “[at the beginning], the Salon was very active organising seminars 

and events, but as time passed by, a lot of members left to pursuit other careers. I remembered that 

in the First Experimental Show, only very few members participated”(Lin 2007, 8). “The show was 

mainly produced by Wang Du, Chen Shaoxiong, Liang Juhui, Zhang Bo, Huang Xiaopeng, and me, who 

all had art practices”(Chen 2007, 2). They worked with dancers in the show, but the dancers just 

performed what was on the script. It seemed that the Salon was a roaming alternative space (see 

Vanhoe’s description in the introduction) for young people from different disciplines to gather and 

discuss as a fluid group. Yet, it did not provide a framework for people who were not artists to 

participate in collective art production equally. Member artist Huang Xiaopeng remarked: “I have 

always been quite sceptical of collectivism…we all made proposals for the first show, but since Wang 

Du had rather strong characters, in the end only his proposal was realised…although we produced this 

show, the dance performance didn’t really have much to do with us [as artists]…After the show, I told 

Wang Du that we couldn’t continue like this. People in the group should be able to manifest their own 

individualities, instead of following one leader”(Huang 2007, 6). Although the gathering and cross-

disciplinary pollination were exciting for them, the power imbalance in the Salon made the artist 

members rethink the way they organised themselves, and their own artistic practices as individuals.  

 

Big Tail Elephants Working Group: an artist group with flattened power structure 

 

 For Chen Shaoxiong, what Southern Artists Salon had done best “was not the Experimental 

Show, but the people who came out of the Salon. Only after we had experienced the training on our 

thinking and minds in the Salon, that we created Big Tail Elephants and so on” (Chen 2007, 7). For Lin 

Yilin, “Only until the time [when we worked as] Big Tail Elephants that [I] got rid of the restrictions of 

collectivism from the Salon”. Lin also expressed that the Experimental Show had positive influence on 

Big Tail Elephants, since it made them realise “how art created influence in society (Lin 2007, 8). This 

meant that art shall not confine itself to a studio, as it could intertwine with urban life and 

contemporary society. Liang Juhui, Chen Shaoxiong, and Lin Yilin, who already knew each other in the 

Salon, founded Big Tail Elephants Working Group in the 1990; in 1993, Xu Tan joined. They organised 

themselves in a decentralised manner, as they all treasured individuality, freedom, and autonomy in 
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art creation, and they did not want to inherit collectivism from the Salon. Yet, there was connectivity 

among them. 

In the internal discussion of the group in July 1993, Chen Shaoxiong said: “what brings us 

together is what sets us apart from other artists’ groups. For instance, there isn't a core leader in Big 

Tail Elephants; if any member were to leave the group, Big Tail Elephants would still hold up. It's kind 

of funny—it pulls us toward union but it doesn’t have a core”; Xu Tan described this as “a mystic sense 

of cohesion”; Liang Juhui used the analogy of magnets in a magnetic field: “complete opposites or 

complete compatibility cannot make a union” (Liang et al. 1993). Perhaps what brought them together 

was not a certain manifesto-like belief, since they all had rather distinct art practices from each other, 

but rather, a common artistic interest in urban daily life, and the idea of having one’s independent 

practice while inspiring each other in art and intellectuality, supporting each other emotionally, and 

sharing resources as there was not much infrastructural support for art back then. This could be seen 

as an effort to pursue autonomy in the sense of Karatani, which is based on communal mutual help. 

About Guangzhou, where they based, Xu Tan remarked in 1993: “there is no culture here—

it's a cultural desert. However, I feel very elated walking in this desert” (Liang et al. 1993). This was 

based on the fact that Guangzhou was one of the few cities in China that started to open to foreign 

capital and to commercialise in early 1990s, and the major cultural scenes then were in the north. This 

might be one of the reasons why they gathered as Big Tail Elephants — they needed cultural and 

intellectual stimulations from each other in the environment where most people were busy exploiting 

the economic opportunities in the south. However, the popular culture from Hong Kong was prevalent 

in Guangzhou, which influenced them. For Xu Tan: “we had the intuitional experience of the modern 

lifestyle like that in Hong Kong, and the openness of it” (Liang et al. 1993). As one can see in the image 

below, the visuality and materiality of urban daily life seeped through Chen Shaoxiong’s 5 Hours (1993): 

clubs and bars started to emerge in Guangzhou, and the neon lights were everywhere in them. In the 

1990s, the sense of time in Guangzhou was quite different from that in the previous decades – the 

cityscape was changing rapidly, and people were rushing to make money. As the name suggested, the 

concept of time was key in Chen Shaoxiong’s works in the early 1990s – “the time in my work creates 

an environment and mechanism for escaping, which allows you to feel that your life is distant from 

the outside, but I don’t know which one is more real” (Liang et al. 1993).   
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Figure 2. 5 Hours (Exhibition View), 1993 , Installation (fluorescent lights, watt-hour meter), 300cm x 300cm x 200cm. Chen 

Shaoxiong. Image courtesy of Chen Shaoxiong and AAA. 

 

Another critical aspect of their practices was the non-binary way of thinking and working: 

being grounded in the south did not mean that it was counter-north or anti-north, neither did it mean 

that it was based on localism, which can be seen as a form of non-dualistic artistic autonomy. The 

curators Hou Hanru and Cai Yingqian Nikita, who curated Operation PRD - Big Tail Elephants: One Hour, 

No Room, Five Shows (2016), a touring retrospective and archival exhibition of the group, maintained:  

“driven by economic growth and material desires, an alternative model of modernisation, neither 

Western nor Chinese, had taken shape and come into reality. Witnessing and experiencing this 

complex set of realities, Big Tail Elephants strove for the autonomy and legitimacy of artists and artistic 

production, and developed self-conscious modes of critique and resistance to the modernist binaries 

of West/China, central/local, public/private, and avant-garde/conservative”(Hou and Cai 2016, 4). The 

non-antagonistic critical attitude and resistance manifested differently in Yangjiang Youths’ practices, 

and the communalistic practices of World Organisation and the younger Yangjiang youths.  

 

Yangjiang Youths and World Organisation (Bookstore): mutual-aid and communalism 

 

Yangjiang is a small coastal city in South-west Guangdong. This town became famous in the 

contemporary art scene because of Yangjiang Youths — a group of creative practitioners who lived in 

Yangjiang (the name came from a work of Zheng Guogu, which was a series of photos of the staged 



 13 

scenes of Yangjiang youngsters’ armed fights and harassing behaviours. See fig. 3). The most active 

one was Zheng Guogu, a Yangjiang local who returned home in 1994 after graduating from Guangzhou 

Fine Art Academy, and he joined the Yimei Design Company.  

 

 
Figure 3. The Vagarious Life of Yangjiang Youths, 1996. Image courtesy of Zheng Guogu and Eli Klein Gallery. 

http://www.galleryek.com/ch/artists/zheng-guo-gu/series/yang-jiang-qing-nian-de-yue-gui-xing-wei 

 

In 2000, Zheng Guogu found a piece of land ten kilometres away from Yangjiang, and he 

started the project Age of Empires, named after the video game he played. This is an architectural 

project that realises the virtual world—it is a growing architecture freely designed by him, with garden, 

trees, and lake inside. It was renamed as Liao Garden (了園) in 2011, and it is still growing and 

transforming now. This project would have been impossible without the non-binary and non-

oppositional approach that Zheng has been taking. This giant building may be illegal, but in the face 

of law and bureaucracy, Zheng tries to “soften the stiffness” of them, as he expressed in 2018: “there 

are infinite possibilities of the development of reality. Law always adjusts its stiff boundaries to the 

changing reality. So you should soften this stiffness, like accept the fine that is issued [as a way for the 

law] to acknowledge the existence [of Liao Garden] tacitly, and you’ll always be on the road of 

becoming legal” (Zheng 2018).  

Apart from non-oppositional approach, the communalist practice in Yangjiang was another 

important aspect of two generations of Yangjiang youths. According to Lu Yi, a writer from Yangjiang 

http://www.galleryek.com/ch/artists/zheng-guo-gu/series/yang-jiang-qing-nian-de-yue-gui-xing-wei
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and who opened the World Organisation (Bookstore) there, considering what happened in Yangjiang 

in the 1990s and 2000s was a movement: “this movement involved many people from different fields, 

and they finally formed a mixed and loose group with no common guiding principle, which included 

artists, designers, poets, novelists, newspaper editors, entrepreneurs, amateurs, etc.”. Although they 

were all based in this small town, they were not secluded from the outside world. Zheng Guogu invited 

practitioners from Guangzhou to visit, including Chen Tong, artist and the founder of Borges Libreria 

(Insitute of contemporary art), Xu Tan, Chen Shaoxiong, and writer and curator Hu Fang, who was one 

of the founders of Vitamin Creative Space, and their visits influenced this group’s practices (Lu 2010). 

Lu Yi got to know Zheng Guogu via Chen Tong, and he founded the World Bookstore in 1999. Apart 

from publishing with the help of Zheng, the bookstore joined with Yimei Design Company to host many 

cultural events in the 2000s, including forums and exhibitions with artists in Yangjiang and Guangzhou.  

Poet Chen Ge, the contemporary of Zheng Guogu, also joined the group through World 

Organisation in 1999. With his support, the younger generation that was born in the mid-1980s 

(compared to Zheng’s generation that was born in the early 1970s): Cheng Wanhao, Deng Liyi, Feng 

Junhua, Huang Danyi opened the space “Home of the Youths with a Cut” in 2002 (“with a cut” in 

Chinese is 打口 dakou, usually translated as cut-out, refers to the smuggled cut-out cassettes and CDs 

in China. Young people in the 1990s listened to music from around the world through these cut-outsii.). 

In this space, these literature and arts enthusiasts formed their commune and led a life of mutual-aid 

and mutual-inspiration, which was an exploration of autonomy.  

Figure 4. An activity in World Organisation. 2002. Photo courtesy of Wang Bang. 
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They adjusted their practices with the influences from the artists, curators, writers, and 

organisors who came to see the backstage and working place of Canton Express (2003), as Feng Junhua 

recalled. They also had deep doubt of formal education and establishments, and they preferred to 

learn through doing things together (Feng 2020). This had direct influence on Feng, and on his later 

practices such as the initiation of On Practice (2015-ongoing), and his participation in Theatre 44, 

which will be discussed in next sub-section. “[from the antecessors] I saw an associative state that was 

egalitarian, quotidian, cross-disciplinary, and cross-class” (ibid.). This echoes Karatani’s notion of 

autonomy, which is based on the egalitarian communal reciprocity. The cross-disciplinary and cross-

class aspect shows the fluidity the assemblages of Yangjiang youths as they did not mark a rigid 

boundary that made the group exclusive.  

The hype of Canton Express saw the rise of Cantonese art including Yangjiang Youths on the 

global stage. In 2004, Zheng Guogu and Chen Zan left Yimei Design Company, and Lu Yi merged World 

Organisation with Borges Libreria, the Yangjiang Youths somehow dispersed. Zheng Guogu, Chen 

Zaiyan, Sun Qinglin formed the artist group Yangjiang Group in 2002. Feng Junhua and other younger 

Yangjiang youths moved to Guangzhou around 2004. Feng worked part-time in Borges Libreria to learn 

from Chen Tong. 

At this moment of change, Feng Junhua reflected on Yangjiang youths. He remarked: “the 

antecessors seemed to demonstrate that the possibility of culture and creation came from themselves. 

When they gathered, they talked about Yangjiang, Guangdong, and Hong Kong, and laughed at the 

power centres (both the north within the country and the Global North). Mr. Chen Tong defined 

himself as a neo-localist” (Feng 2020).  Chen Tong has said: “you point east, I don’t go west. I go south” 

(Chen quoted by Yung 2019). Even though neo-localism was not about becoming a centre or anti-

centre, it was still situated within the paradigm of centre-periphery: Guangdong was a periphery and 

it would not become the centre. So instead of becoming the opposite of the centre, we just based 

ourselves here to create something different, not following the suit of the east, nor the west.  

Feng reckoned: “the issue is not about how to define what is centre, what is non-centre since 

this is based on the oppositional relation outside of ourselves. The issue lies in how to decentralise, 

and how to renew oneself continuously”. This triggered him to group with a few other Yangjiang 

youths (in his generation) in Guangzhou to organise ding-ding-fing! Co-operative in 2006, but he found 

that this kind of communalism was not encouraged by the more senior art practitioners in Guangzhou 

(Feng 2020). After the closure of ding-ding-fing! in 2008, this communalistic and associationistic 

practice continues in other forms in Feng’s participations in On Practice, and Theatre 44.  
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Theatre 44: decentralised, fluid, and interdisciplinary group 

 

In late 2016, Theatre 44 emerged in Guangzhou. Like Southern Artists Salon, this group is also fluid 

and interdisciplinary. Theatre 44 grew from the ongoing project On Practice [实践论] (2015-ongoing), 

which tries to gather cultural practitioners from different realms in social practices (Feng Junhua 

quoted by S. Liu 2016), and to promote a more open co-practice of young people in which they 

together immerse in contemporary scenarios, and identify some issues and even reach some common 

understandings, so that the practitioners can bring these experiences into their own practices (Zheng 

Hongbin quoted by S. Liu 2016). On Practice (2015-ongoing) started in March 2015 in Guangzhou, the 

initiators curator Zheng Hongbin, and writer and publisher Feng Junhua invited artists, researchers, 

writers, curators, those who ran independent cultural spaces to join the project. They delved into 

contemporary issues such as the possibilities of trans-disciplinary co-practising under the current 

regime of China. They first started from Guangzhou, then roamed to other cities such as Xi’an and 

cities in North-East China. With practitioners both from the locales and from other places,  the 

temporary collective worked with contemporary Chinese writer and poet Wang Wei to deliberate on 

and perform his poetic dramas that dealt with some issues in contemporary China such as the legacy 

of Mao Zedong and the struggle between socialism and capitalism in China for the past 30 years. In 

2015 and 2016, they conducted two rounds of intensive works, including workshops, debates, 

collective writing, and performances. 

In late 2016, On Practice (2015-ongoing) was invited by Nikita Cai, the chief curator of Times 

Museum in Guangzhou, to take part in the exhibition The Man Who Never Threw Anything Away in 

January 2017, which would be about archive and institution. So the main participants took this 

opportunity to reflect on and archive their practices from 2015 to 2016. Since most of the practices 

took place outside of an art museum, they thought of a form that could be effective in an exhibition 

setting, which was Theatre 44, an even more fluid collective of practitioners that gather to respond to 

the issues the exhibitions explore.    

Like Big Tail Elephants, participants in Theatre 44 also organise themselves in a decentralised 

manner (although according to the gossips passed onto the younger generation artists in Theatre 44, 

there was a hierarchy in Big Tail Elephants, such as two of them could pick the good spots in an 

exhibition venue first, and the other two had to use what was left). However, practitioners from other 

disciplines join, not to make individual artworks, but to address certain issue together in a framework 

that is open enough for the participants to have their own take on the issue and initiate their own sub-

projects. Also, in the fourth edition, they collectively wrote the script of a theatre performance about 
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an incident of a girl’s suicide and sexual harassment that led to this tragedy, which was rather different 

from how Southern Artists Salon produced their first show. 

Like On Practice, Theatre 44 aims at discovering different ways of decentralised collaboration 

across disciplines and regions to practise through arts and beyond on matters of concern, and 

exploring a “prefigurative ethics of practice” in co-practising and connecting. The “prefigurative” here 

is close to Luke Yate’s reflection on prefigurative politics: “prefigurative politics combines five 

processes: collective experimentation, the imagining, production and circulation of political meanings, 

the creating of new and future-oriented social norms or ‘conduct’, their consolidation in movement 

infrastructure, and the diffusion and contamination of ideas, messages and goals to wider networks 

and constituencies” (Deleuze and Guattari 1986). This means that Theatre 44 strives for cross-

pollination of practices from different localities, and ethics that points towards a more collaborative 

and fair future.  

The first series of Theatre 44 took place in Guangzhou. The coordinators—Guangzhou-based 

independent publisher Feng Junhua, and Shenyang-based writer Pan He invited writer and poet Wang 

Wei, writer and anthropologist Tong Mo, writer Jin Te, musician of Miao ethnicity Dieel Guik, 

Shanghai-based curator and writer Zhang Hanlu, and Guangzhou-based artists Zhu Jianlin, Shi Zhenhao, 

Liu Jiawen, Li Zhiyong, Chen Jialu, Wuhan-based comic artist and activist Zijie, Hong Kong-based artist 

and activist Elaine W. Ho, Malaysian comic artist Ray Chan etc. and me, as a researcher-writer. I need 

to mention that not having curators but coordinators is a conscious choice by Theatre 44—it is to 

decentralise power within the temporary assemblage. However, in reality it is hard to fully achieve 

this. This problem will be reflected later in this section. 

 

First edition:  urban nomads testing the control in the city 

 

The theme of the first series was “becoming nomads in the city”, and it consisted of workshops 

such as “How to prepare for roaming/the materials for roaming?” joined by artists in Guangzhou, 

Wuhan, Hong Kong, and Kuala Lumpur, “How to return the street to us” facilitated by the Japanese 

anarchist and activist Matsumoto Hajime, text studies such as the study on Karatani Kojin’s The 

Principles of New Associationist Movement (NAM) chaired by Pan He, the study on the anonymous 

anarchist group the Invisible Committee’s To Our Friends chaired by Zhang Hanlu, study on 

“nomadology-the war machine” in the Thousand Plateaus chaired by  Wang Wei. The first book is an 

important work that sheds light on how to exit the “unholy trinity of capital-nation-state”; the second 

book is a partisan advocation on resistances to unjust powers, on self-organised life forms, and 

communalism; the book chapter on nomadology is a proposition of “a creative and resistant ethics of 
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becoming-imperceptible, strategising a continuous invention of weapons on the run”(Deleuze and 

Guattari 1986).  There were also image studies such as study on the film La Commune (Paris, 1871) 

(2000)—a historical re-enactment of the Paris Commune in the form of documentary, Adachi Masao’s 

AKA Serial Killer (1969), a film that demonstrates landscape theory in its unusual tracing of a serial 

killer in Tokyo—the places the killer lived and the things he saw, which shows that governmentality 

that structured around the capital and policing that have created condition of poverty and madnessiii. 

They also hosted talks such as Dieel Guik’s presentation and performance titled “Returning to the site 

of ancient songs”, “Why Yangjiang Youths” by Chen Ge and so on. 

 
Figure 5. Theatre 44 rehearsing the poetic drama on Liede Highway central reservation. 2nd Jan 2017. Courtesy of the 

author. 

 

There were four nocturnal roaming-performances in Guangzhou in January 2017. The routes 

were collectively planned by the participants in Guangzhou. I have participated in the first two. In the 

first one, we biked together from Second Worker Movement Palace to Liede Highway central 

reservation, where we used it as a backstage to rehearse Roman von Ungern-Sternberg (2015)—a 

poetic drama written by Wang Wei, which is about geopolitics of Northeast Asia, and the interrelated 

past and the contemporary (see fig. 5). We also appropriated this space as stage for Ray Chan’s 
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presentation on underground comics in Malaysia. The second nomadic performance followed the 

route of Peasant Movement Institute (PMI)-Zhongshan Fourth Road-Donghao Creek-Xiaobei Road. 

We first found the roller shutter door of a store near PMI, and we projected the script in slides onto 

the door while reading it aloud in loudspeakers (see Fig. 6). Like the first experimental show of 

Southern Artists Salon, it was a multi-media performance, but unlike the former, Theatre 44’s 

performance was not entirely scripted and choreographed.  Dieel Guik was improvising music inspired 

by traditional Miao music with drums bound to his legs and a hand drum, while Jin Te, a writer of 

Manchu ethnicity, was playing tanpura, also in improvisation. Next to him, there was a foam board 

saying “I Love Canton Wong”iv. Who played which role was not pre-planned — the roles were taken 

up by anyone who wanted to do so at that moment, on the site.   

Some fragments of the poet drama were rather political. 

Ossendowski 

        I saw it next to Coolum Road, at every 

        70 meters, there was a standing cell for punishing communists. 

        Are you going to make a red Appian Way? 

 

Ungern 

        Your head’s silhouette looks flushed. 

        The doctor said I used my eyes too much 

        The red shadows were as blinding as Lenin’s roars. 

 

Roman von Ungern-Sternberg, often referred as Baron Ungern, fought for the Russians in 

World War I and continued to fight for the White Army against the Bolsheviks after the Russian 

Revolution, and later became an independent warlord who invaded Mongolia against China. He even 

wanted to restore an empire and become a monarch, and he was famous for his ruthless killing 

(Danforth 2016). As one can tell, the connotation of communism in this short segment does not 

resonate with the glorious and liberating narrative that is promoted in PMI, and it makes people to 

reflect on imperialism and communism (and the connection and parallelism between them as well).  
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Figure 6. Theatre 44 performed near Peasant Movement Institute. 4th Jan 2017. Courtesy of the 

author. 

   

 Theatre 44’s temporary appropriations of open spaces in the city such as street echo Big Tail 

Elephants Working Group’s practices in the 1990s. As curator Hou Hanru has observed, Big Tail 

Elephants “act almost like Guerrillas, installing their works and mounting exhibitions in non-art spaces 

as various as construction sites, streets, bars and public transport system”(Hou 1998, 56). The 

Guerrilla tactic finds its resemblance in Theatre 44’s nomadic roaming, as the latter also agilely hacked 

into the urban spaces that were not meant for artistic activities.  However, while the Big Tail Elephants 

responded to the rapidly changing urban landscape and city life, Theatre 44 tested the boundaries of 

urban surveillance and control in some open spaces in Guangzhou, and the possibilities of reclaiming 

the streets as civic spaces via art and performance. 

 Theatre 44 also relates to Big Tail Elephants in another aspect. Different participants, mainly 

those who were educated in Guangzhou Fine Arts Academy, expressed how their understandings of 

art were influenced by the practices of artists and institutions in the south: Big Tail Elephants, Huang 

Xiaopeng, Xu Tan, Borges Libreria, Vitamin Creative Space, Pak Sheung Chuen, Hu Fang, Yangjiang 

Group, and the World Bookshop. For instance, key participant in the first edition of Theatre 44, artist 

Zhu Jianlin told me in the interview: “[when I was studying], I first read Qiu Zhijie’s book about post-

sense-sensibility, and I realised that the site/xianchang was important, but that was the site of art. 
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Then I went to Libreria Borges Institute of Contemporary Art, the catalogue of Canton Expressv (2003) 

there inspired me a lot. I knew Big Tail Elephants from this catalogue, and I realised that art could 

relate to daily life… if you look at [the practices of] Big Tail Elephants, like when Lin Yilin manoeuvred 

across Lin He Roadvi, it was a site, but it’s different [from Qiu Zhijie’s understanding of the term], which 

opened up a new dimension [for me]. So the earliest southern art that I knew of was about how art 

related to everyday life, and this context extended to Zheng Guogu, Cao Fei, Shu Yun, Pak Sheung 

Chuen, and Vitamin Creative Space”(Zhu 2019).  

Although Zhu was describing the connections between the older generations’ art and his own 

understanding of art, the idea of art intertwining with the quotidian also seeped into the practice of 

Theatre 44. For instance, the Liede Highway central reservation in the first nocturnal wondering of 

Theatre 44 was first discovered by Zhu Jianlin and and Liu Jiawen, who was then his girlfriend (they 

have since got married). The space is captured in their 26-minute film Garden (2015). Garden depicts 

their daily interventions in the city (making a flower bed in front of their apartment using a stolen 

cement roll, for example); the mundane yet extraordinary moments of their shared lives (Liu trimming 

Zhu’s beard with scissors); and intimate appropriations of open spaces (kissing on the edge of a fly-

over highway’s central reservation). In Theatre 44, the appropriation of the same space was less 

intimate and personal, but the quotidian (it was not a formal rehearsal, but rather casual, mixing with 

hanging-out) and the extraordinary (occupying the planned green space as a group in mid-night) in 

the rehearsal of poetic drama on this central reservation echoed those qualities in Garden (2015).  

 

Second edition: gender, cooperation, labour 

The second edition also took place in Guangzhou, triggered by another invitation from Times 

Museum to participate in the exhibition Pan Yuliang—A journey to Silence (2017). In this edition, they 

explored how female-artist has been written, and rewrote-remade the film La Peintre (1993) in the 

form of forum theatre. The framework had three parts: everyday hangout and studies on texts and 

images; theatrical manifestations of the issues and rewriting; responses from other locales (Theatre 

44 2018). Different participants organised various activities including making the gendering bending 

short film Costume Runway of “Five Scenes of Pan Yuliang’s Life” (2017) by Wu Haizhu and Wu Wenli 

(see fig.7), performative forums: Talking about body in theatre—my gender experience led by Li 

Bohong, the 5th Companion mobile workshop that was based on the Chinese translation of The Power 

of Women and the Subversion of the Community (1975) published by Instance in 2017, Mother and 

Painter discussion coordinated by Huang Jingyuan (artist who is conducting a long-term socially 

engaged project Writing • Mother (2017-ongoing)vii ) and Feng Junhua. They also organised studies on 
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texts such as Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema (1975) and Why Have There Been No Great Women 

Artists? (1971), and studies on images such as Invisible Weight led by artist Vivian Xiaoshi Qin.  

 

 
Figure 7. Screenshot of Costume Runway of “Five Scenes of Pan Yuliang’s Life”. (10:02). Courtesy of Wu Haizhu and Wu 

Wenli. 2017. 

They collectively wrote and produced an interactive theatre play in Shanghai Ming 

Contemporary Art Museum: Friends 666: Le Cœur à Gaz (2017), describing a social practice artist who 

overworked and fell ill (it was inspired by the second staging of Dadaist theatre piece Le Cœur à Gaz 

(1932)). While at the same time, in Times Museum in Guangzhou, the other participants and audiences 

watched the live streamed performance from Shanghai and imagined Pan Yuliang was watching it. 

This summation does not include all the activities from September to November 2017. This 

edition intensely explored the issues around gender and labour, gender and art, labour and art, family 

and labour, gender and family, patriarchy and production-reproduction, family and art, which were all 

important issues that had not been discussed enough both inside and outside of art institutions. 

Artists Bubu Liu Jiawen, Chen Jialu, theatre performer and the owner of Boring Store, Money 

made the costumes together for Five Scenes of Pan Yuliang’s Life (2017). Bubu recalled in the interview:  

“after making the costumes together, we found that we are all interested in the issues regarding 

women (and gender), so we formed the group NZTT Sewing Co-op. I felt that our collaboration went 

very smoothly, so I proposed to the other two to continue working together. Perhaps this is a working 

method from Theatre 44: you collaborate with different people, and you find that you click with some 
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peers so well and so comfortably that you want to continue…We received some commissions for 

exhibitions and costumes, then Miao Zi (a fashion designer who got tired of the fashion industry and 

opened a clothes clinic in Sheung Jeung Toi (SJT) joined us. (SJT is an anarchistic space in Guangzhou 

for young people from different backgrounds to hang out and realise their projects, and it is based on 

decentralised and democratic principles. It is quite close to what Vanhoe describes as “also-space”. 

Now Miao Zi is exploring the practice of otherwise family and parenting, and sewing with female 

workers as cooperative social practice.) We all want to make something about women’s issues. 

Although we produce very slowly, we have the intention” (J. Liu 2019).  

On the one hand, in the context of the second edition, as it was a commission by the museum, 

there was a deadline, so there was a practical need to collaborate and to share the labour involved; 

on the other,  participants were encouraged to group with others from different disciplines to create 

something that would be different from their own practices. Perhaps what Bubu termed as the 

working method of Theatre 44 can be described as non-hierarchical cooperation and association with 

care, in which the members feel respected, inspired, and cared. Wu Wenli expressed something 

similar: “most of times you only find those things (explored in Theatre 44) interesting after they have 

ended. Theatre 44 has a set of methods: in a certain period, a group of people are making things 

together, but I am not very clear about that particular thing, so afterwards I will explore more or try it 

out again in activities I organise, or in my own artistic creation. Moreover, I can team up with the 

people I got to know in Theatre 44 to do stuff” (Wu 2019). 

Besides, the NZTT Sewing Co-op is a female group in which the members consciously come 

together to explore gender issues not as feminist activists, but as cultural workers, which is not very 

common in China.  

The gender issue had not been dealt with in the artists groups before Theatre 44, neither as a 

topic, nor as micropolitics within the group. When asked whether there were any female artists in the 

circle in Southern Artists Salon, Chen Shaoxiong said: “there’s no independent female artist there. All 

the females in the Salon joined as ‘family members’ (meaning girlfriends of the male 

participants) …They did something that we couldn’t do, like organising materials and 

coordinating”(Chen 2007).  

Awareness and discussions of gender imbalance from previous projects partially lead to the 

micro-politics of Theatre 44, which sees gender equality as the basis of the ethics of prefigurative 

politics. The issue of indoor smoking triggered the reflection on gender equality and power relation 

within the group in the second round of On Practice: some practitioners, mainly male, smoked inside 

while others preferred smoke-free, yet the need of the non-smokers was not respected. In Theatre 

44, this issue was finally addressed when female curators Zhang Hanlu and Li Xiaotian, among others, 
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raised it and pushed through the house rule that bans smoking inside. Equality is key to autonomy, as 

Hannah Arendt says: “this notion of no-rule was expressed by the word isonomy, whose outstanding 

characteristic among the forms of government, as the ancients had enumerated them, was that the 

notion of rule (the “archy” from αρχειν in monarchy and oligarchy, or the “cracy” from κρατειν in 

democracy) was entirely absent from it” (Arendt 1963, 20). Borrowing Arendt’s reading of isonomy, 

gender equality means no patriarchy or any power structure (archy) that places one gender over the 

others, and in the scenario of autonomy of a fluid cultural collective like Theatre 44, addressing the 

issue of gender inequality in the group is a step towards autonomy.  

Another issue that became more acute in the second edition was labour. The intensity and 

amounts of activities of this edition of Theatre 44 could be compared to “an art biennale, like a festival” 

as Zhang Hanlu, the coordinator of the second edition, described in the interview. This also meant 

that the workloads involved were rather high. Artist Wu Haizhu remarked: “I was in Sheung Jeung Toi, 

and I often collaborated with Wu Wenli in doing artist film screenings, and that’s the reason why we 

formed the collective Relay Running. We made these screenings quite often, and we established many 

common understandings in working together. When the second edition took place, and the 

coordinator told me that there was only a very limited budget, I felt that it’s not a big deal, so I started 

to film (the costume runway film). But then I found that it took us two so much time to do it (one day 

filming, five days editing), and I only got 100 RMB” (Guo and Wu 2019) (she made a comic about art 

labour after this)viii.  

Haizhu expressed that since Theatre 44 did not impose any requirement on how the film 

should be like, the filming and editing became an exploration and development of their own talents 

and skills, and Wenli felt that compared to the first edition, in which he was asked to video recording 

everything, he had more agency in the second edition. “Filming the costume runway, it could be seen 

as the first collaboration of everybody in SJT, so it became very important”, Wenli recalled (Wu 2019). 

Yet the issue of labour remains: even though Theatre 44’s invitation gave them a chance to collaborate 

in making this artwork that was to be exhibited in Times Museum, and that was a film that they were 

passionate about, it was not justifiable to make them to work for almost free. I do not know how much 

budget Theatre 44 got, and how it was spent. However, this instance is not a singular case, and it asks 

for more attention on ethics of decentralised practice and labour like those in Theatre 44, and 

(self)exploitation in the art industry.  

 

Third edition: rupture, the conundrum of decentralisation   

The third edition took place in K11 in Shenyang in 2018, which was much less busy: an archival 

exhibition of the previous two editions and On Practice, and a few workshops. There was a rupture 
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between this edition and the previous ones—most of the old core participants withdrew from it. The 

coordinator, artist Xin Wei expressed: “I was very frustrated after coordinating this edition. So I 

directly asked what happened (why all the old members didn’t participate). They told me that they 

wanted to give away Theatre 44 so that it could be more dispersed, decentralised, and more people 

could join. I totally accept this explanation, but they didn’t expect that their withdrawal would lead to 

huge pressure [on the coordinator] to organise—people didn’t really get together. Its anarchistic 

structure and decentralised management made it very hard for me to organise…Theatre 44 is de-

structured, but de-structuration has to rely on a framework (so the group can still function), for 

example: tacit understanding of each other” (Xin 2019). Tacit understanding only grows out of thick 

connections among people when they spend long enough time together and experience things 

together. But in the third edition, the old participants, who already have been working together for 

years, left altogether, while the new participants did not have time to gather and nurture connections, 

Theatre 44 somehow fell apart. The connectivity formed among the old participants in the assemblage 

was not transmittable to the new participants. The stickiness of connectivity can be the power to 

propel the self-organised activity to move forward, but it can also be a barrier when new participants 

join and they have neither a working mechanism or a clear working method to refer to, nor enough 

time to cultivate connection that is thick enough to allow them to create their own working method.  

Although quite different from ruangrupa’s situation, Theatre 44 was also faced with the problem of 

regeneration. The fluidity of Theatre 44 allows participants come and go, and if the old participants 

have not passed on their experiences to the next generation, their absence of the old participants 

would cause a lack of cohesiveness. After the third edition, Xin Wei did not feel accomplished, and he 

wanted to know more about how Theatre 44 worked (could work), so he volunteered to be the 

coordinator of the fourth edition.  

When I asked curator and writer Zhang Hanlu, a key participant, about the working method 

of Theatre 44, she told me: “having meetings to discuss a framework” (Zhang 2019). However, not 

everyone is able to join the meetings, and those who are in the meetings make decisions; no matter 

how long the meetings are (the record is 18 hours), they cannot foresee how things unfold and change. 

For Shi Zhenhao, this is a problem about procedural justice: “sometimes there were only three to four 

people who discussed the framework, and the rest could only think of what they wanted to do in the 

framework. You cannot form a centre first, then decentralise it…what I expect is not something 

efficient, but something more just, which requires participants to spend more time to invent new ways 

to do things together…another thing is the unreproducible embodied experience (of working 

together), which needs a lot of time (to  acquire) (and which becomes a threshold for new participants). 
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Those who have the embodied experiences of On Practice were the key participants in Theatre 44 

who caused this situation (the paradoxical decentralised centre)” (Shi 2019). 

This is indeed a conundrum for Theatre 44:  from 2016 to 2018, all four editions were 

produced because of museum invitations, which meant that there were deadlines, expectations from 

the art world, and even themes they needed to address. These practical matters may make the 

coordinators feel the pressure of negotiating between respecting the non-hierarchical and 

decentralised framework of Theatre 44, and meeting the demand of on-time production of projects. 

The ambitions of the first two editions (mini-biennales) also implied that the coordinators carried 

more responsibilities, administrative works, and emotional labour—they could not require the 

participants to do something since this was not manager-employee relation or curator-artist relation, 

and they could only negotiate with them, and even encourage them or pamper them when they went 

over the deadline. In the fourth edition, however, the only director of Theatre 44 by far somehow 

found a solution to this problem. 

 

Fourth edition:  making proper theatre performance for the first time 

  

This edition was rather different compared to the previous ones for two things: there was a 

director who is a theatre practitioner, and for first time that they produced a play that affected some 

of the audiences to tears. 

This time, Theatre 44 was invited by theatre-maker, the founder of Grass Stage Zhao Chuanix 

to join the theatre performance programme Staging Alterity 2018 (meeting of performances) in 

Shanghai Ming Contemporary Art Museum. They first thought about making a play about internet 

celebrity, labour issue, and exploitation involved in this form of platform economy. Then they found 

the case of Li Yiyi’s suicide, a middle school girl from Qingyang No. 6 Middle School in Gansu Province 

who was sexually harassed by her teacher at school. Her father tried to fight for justice by asking the 

school to act on it, but with no avail. At the meantime, Li Yiyi was suffering from PTSD, and attempted 

suicide for a dozen of times. After all the efforts for justice had failed, she chose to jump from the 

department store building. She was sitting on the edge for hours, people on the ground actually filmed 

it with their phones, and some even instigated her to jump. When she jumped off, the firefighter 

managed to grab her hand, but she broke free from his grip and fell, leaving the firefighter howling 

desperately (J. Wang 2018). The videos of her suicide went viral online. People started to condemn 

the perpetrator, the school, and those cruel onlookers online and offline who expected Li Yiyi to kill 

herself. This was on 20th June 2018.This incident affected the participants, especially the female ones 

in this edition, and they decided to make a theatre performance about it. Wu Haizhu said that the 
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knowledge about gender issues and women’s rights in the second edition helped her to expand her 

thinking in the fourth edition. 

They used the method of documentary theatre and collective creation to discuss sexual 

harassment, the banal evil of online and offline spectators, the media spectacle, and the 

performativity of online users. There were an imagined scene of trial and accusation of the perpetrator 

and the education system that protected him, a re-enactment of some moments of this incident, a 

scene of the movements of caressing faces (the first harassment Li Yiyi suffered was the unsolicited 

caress of her face), and a personal monologue by a performer who related her experience to Li Yiyi’s. 

They performed without reading the script, which was the first time in Theatre 44. Coordinator Xin 

Wei considered this as “nothing edgy, but I am proud of this edition, because the audience got what 

we wanted to express, and some even cried” (Xin 2019). Guo Yun, one of the key performers in the 

play, said: “Friends 666 (also in Ming) was quite embarrassing. There were too many activities in the 

second edition. We didn’t have enough time to prepare for it. Another actor asked me quietly on stage 

‘what’s the next scene’ during the performance… I felt so sorry for the audience” (Guo and Wu 2019). 

Ding Bo, the director, remarked: “if the previous editions were manifestations of the artists’ interests 

and tastes, the breakthrough of this edition was that I wanted to communicate with the audience. The 

reason why some audiences cried was because of this: we wanted to have real conversation with you” 

(Ding 2019).  

As Theatre 44 is non-hierarchical, what does it mean to be a theatre director in it? Ding Bo 

recalled: “being the director of Theatre 44 was quite scary: you couldn’t mobilise people to do stuffs 

(because I didn’t have the power or authority to do so). So my legitimacy was always in the 

confirmation and reconfirmation. I realised that we needed to have consensus: this was what you 

really wanted to do, and I was here to assist you…we didn’t spend every day together to create this 

performance. I remember in one evening, I called each of them, and said: ‘I think what is most 

important is not how to use artistic means to render it, but whether you care about this matter or not. 

If not, it’s meaningless to continue. You should say what you really want to say, and I can give some 

guidance on how to transform it into theatre performance’” (Ding 2019). 

As the director, Ding Bo did not impose any authority or hierarchy on Theatre 44, but rather, 

he helped to bring different people and elements together in a theatre play by assisting the 

participants in realising their agencies and in transforming their concerns and creativities into a 

theatrical performance. 

Another issue was about dedication and (hard) work in collective creation. Remembering the 

script that they had written by heart in the performance required more dedication than before. There 

was a conflict about (hard) work in the second edition between Guo Yun and Pan He, the latter was 
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the founder of the Roaming Bookstore in Shenyang. He considered it was anti-capitalist not to work 

hard but earn money; Guo Yun told him that his attitude towards work (in Theatre 44) made those 

serious participants share his labour and bear the result. Pan commented her remarks: “companies 

like to hire people like you” (quoted by Guo Yun in Guo and Wu 2019). In the self-organised 

decentralised Theatre 44, participants can decide how much they want to dedicate themselves to, and 

how hard they want to work for the project. There is no guarantee that the distribution of labour 

would be fair, and no one has the power to demand others to work. The imbalance of dedication and 

labour within the temporary collective made some participants dropped out after a few activities, as 

they found that they overworked and they did not feel very accomplished.  

Ding Bo reflected on the pros and cons of this de-structured structure in the fourth edition: 

“you may not have enough time to work on the project, and it’s hard to mobilise people to work. The 

project isn’t their daytime job. Whatever they do (in the project) is ok. The good thing is, it’s very free, 

and they really want to express themselves in this project”. Guo Yun similarly noted: “there’s no 

requirement (in Theatre 44), and it allows failure”(Ding 2019). Perhaps this way of self-organisation 

will never be the most productive or efficient way in creating art, but it gives us the space to explore 

the ethics of working together differently, and the space to experiment, and to fail.  

 

Discussion and conclusion 

 

Feng Junhua, the key participant of the first and second editions of Theatre 44, expressed: “Chen Yun 

once told me: ‘Guangzhou is part of southeast Asia’, and this has opened my imagination—I can go 

beyond the duality of centre-periphery, and return to the southeast-south to explore and find ways 

to conduct practices…I founded Instance (independent publishing), with the vision to renew, rethink, 

and discuss social language. In order to construct this language, we need to invent our own politics” 

(Feng 2019). So they organised two trips to different parts of Asia, including Tokyo, Jakarta, and 

Yogyakarta, to exchange ideas and strategies of self-organisation and social practices. Just before the 

birth of Theatre 44, in Tokyo, Feng and other Guangzhou artists encountered Karatani Kojin in 2016, 

and Feng published the Chinese translation his book the Principles of New Associationist Movement 

(2000) (the movement that counters the hegemony of capital-nation-state) (Ohji 2020). Through this 

book, he realised that what he and his peers have been trying to do is anarchistic. He now understands 

the relationship between the south (such as Guangzhou and Hong Kong) and the north as the relation 

between mountain/sea, and the mainland, and the encounters between fluidity-mobility and the 

control of it.  
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Similarly, artist Zhu Jianlin, a key participant in On Practice and Theatre 44’s first two editions, 

reckoned: “in a period, when Guangzhou artists exhibit somewhere else, they would receive the 

comment: ‘very vivid and fierce(生猛); very special!’. But other artists’ works are also special, if not, 

how can they be artists? So ‘vivid and special’ has become the discourse for the system to co-op you. 

But if you go beyond this way of thinking, you will realise that southern China embodies a thousand-

year-long dialogue between fluidity/mobility and governance” (Zhu 2019). For Feng and Zhu, Theatre 

44 is part of the practices of rediscovering and reinventing this fluidity and finding the ways of not to 

be governed as such.  

In the broader context of China where control and surveillance on people’s daily life have 

become tighter and tighter, and people’s liberty has been eroded more and more, Feng, Zhu, and their 

peers as cultural practitioners with anarchistic and communalistic thoughts and practices, explore 

autonomy and “the art of not being governed like that and at that cost”, as Foucault terms it (Foucault 

1997, 21). In the more specific context of Theatre 44, they try to practice a form of politics that does 

not replicate the hierarchical and authoritarian logic and structure, and work together towards a 

prefigurative ethics that is decentralised, equal, and fair. 

Zhang Hanlu said: “the ethics is, simply put, decentralisation, but not only. If anyone who puts 

forward any idea, or raises any question, we need to face it and address it. Besides, a collective project 

shouldn’t hijack individuals—it’s quite difficult since this will make the end product rather nebulous. 

It’s because there too many voices in it”(Zhang 2019). While exploring the mode of working and living 

together in a decentralised way and beyond the “trinity” of capital-nation-state, they also learn from 

other self-ogranised groups and collectives in East Asian and Southeast Asia. Li Zhiyong, artist and 

participant of the first two edition, said: “in Yogyakarta, we visited many collectives (such as KUNCI), 

and they all last for so long—one or two decades. In China, there are artist groups too, but they 

dissolve once the members feel that they can work on their own. But why it doesn’t happen in 

Indonesia? Collectives there worth our studies” (Li 2019). They also read the books by Karatani Kojin 

and others on doing co-op, mutual-aid, living together and the democratic principles involved, and 

creating autonomy etc.  

However, in reality, they are faced with problems such as the paradoxical decentralised centre 

(as discussed in the third edition). Another issue is the imbalanced power of discoursing. Those who 

are better versed in the artistic and theoretical discourses tend to write about Theatre 44. Compared 

to those who come from other backgrounds, their voices become more audible in the art world. In 

the past editions, some practitioners felt that the intensity and short time of the projects made it 

difficult to participate. They did not want to constrain themselves to specific roles in the project, and 

they might need more time to form their own initiative within the framework. Some others expressed 
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that they were always asked to take up the same tasks since they were trained in certain fields (for 

instance, those who were trained to be artists were asked to paint the stage sets), which could become 

monotonous. 

When I asked Zhang about how to continue Theatre 44 when there is no invitation from art 

institutions, she replied that she hoped that it could become daily practice, and perhaps there would 

be several branches in different cities (e.g. Guangzhou and Shanghai), and there would be an office 

that prepares for the summit or festival like intense works. During the outbreak of Covid-19, in March 

2020, some participants have joined the collective writing in the name of Theatre 44, which results in 

a monthly zinex. This zine can be seen as a more quotidian practice of working together, and a gesture 

of these cultural practitioners that they are continuing their exploration of self-organisation and 

anarchistic ways of working and living.  

To conclude, in this essay, through discussing self-organising practices in Southern Artists 

Salon, Big Tail Elephants, Yangjiang Youths, and mainly Theatre 44, I argue that fluidity and 

connectivity in self-organisation and the pursuit of certain degree of autonomy constitute forms of 

southernness, which are different from the dominant way of working and living.  

 In terms of southernness, although I do not want to relate it to Guangdong localism, there 

were certain contextual elements of Guangdong that influenced the practices of the Salon, and the 

artist participants’ trajectories afterwards. When reminiscing about 1980s, Chen Shaoxiong remarked: 

“[in] Guangzhou [we]utilised cultural resources, and [we] explored western thoughts, then [our art 

practices] connected to daily life. We make works from daily experiences in urban society, and subtle 

personal matters – we can’t play with those ‘Chinese symbols’”(Chen 2007, 13). For Xu Tan, “I feel 

that Guangdong is the freest place in China—the citizens here usually have a bit of chance to protect 

their rights, although I can’t say there’s much”(Xu 2007, 3). Huang Xiaopeng shared a similar view: “I 

feel that the thinking in Guangzhou is quite different from other places: it’s more independent, 

anarchistic, ‘the mountain is high and the emperor is far away (the control from the centre is rather 

weak)”(Huang 2007, 8).  

However, as the socio-political and economic structures nowadays are quite different from 

those in  the 1980s and the mid-2000s, and the control and surveillance of citizens’ lives have become 

more severe in recent years, this optimism of relative freedom and autonomy in the south of China 

might not find its ground anymore (recently China has imposed National Security Law on Hong Kong, 

de facto cancelling Hong Kong’s judicial independence). Hou Hanru, the curator who has curated many 

exhibitions about Cantonese art including Canton Express, in the interview with me, expressed that 

southernness can be understood as fluidity and changeability, and the attempt and ability to imagine 

the alternative outside of authoritarian powers and rationalism, to transform, to occupy, to deploy 
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Guerrilla tactics, and to constantly destruct the big structure (that alienate, suppress, and control 

people). Nikita Cai, in the curatorial statement of the 7th Para-curatorial Symposium, South of the 

South: rhetorics of geography and imageries of delinking in 2018, writes: “the recent top-down 

renaming of the former Pearl River Delta (PRD) as the ‘Greater Bay Area’ has given rise to conflicted 

geopolitical implications which ask for new strategies of relating, recuperating, and resistance, and of 

bottom-up cosmopolitanism” (Cai 2018). Both Hou and Cai call for new strategies of resistance in the 

current global and national hegemonies, and “the south” is not a localist claim or identity politics, but 

as a starting point of the journeys to relate, to sensitise, to recuperate, to learn, and to unlearn. 

While I argue that the embodiment of “southernness” can be seen in fluidity and changeability, 

self-organisation, the pursuit of autonomy, inter-local connectivity on the ground, and the effort of 

going beyond the hegemonies, which can take place in the south of China or anywhere else, I do not 

try to petrify or fetishise this angle as THE angle to understand and to conceptualise self-organising 

practices.  Besides, I am aware of the risk of romantisation of self-organisation since the practitioners 

all need to make their livings in one way or another, in the capitalist system.   
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