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Introduction





Intro to Tarim Basin 
 
The Tarim Basin lies in Xinjiang, the westernmost 
region of China. Bordering 8 countries and over twice 
the size of France it is both the gateway and buffer 
zone to Central Asia, geographically defined by the 
enveloping Tian Shan mountains and the desert heart 
of the Taklamakan. The “strategic invisibility” of desert 
spaces accommodate the pursuit of activities out of 
public view and beyond the realm of judicial and civic 
oversight [1]. Between these zones lie the oasis towns 
and cities which constituted the ancient Silk Road and 
today hosts as a major route in President Xi Jinping’s 
Belt Road Initiative, the economic and infrastructure 
project strengthening trade between Asia, Africa and 
Europe. It is a landscape rich in resources, and for that, 
it is also one of exploitation and contention between 
newly settled Han Chinese from the Nèi dì (central 
china) and the indigenous, of which the majority are 
Uyghurs. From 2009 to 2014, Xinjiang was marked 
by a period of violence as ethnic tensions reached 
knifepoint resulting in a severe government clamp-
down on the Uyghurs in a bid to stamp out religious 
extremification and terrorism. In a location where 
social stability is imperative for maintaining a foothold 
of such a strategic border condition and maintained 
access to key resources, indeed, these actions can be 
nationally justified. However, from a global standpoint, 
their methods resemble cultural genocide.

[1] https://www.e-flux.com/architecture/new-silk-
roads/313103/invisible-desert/
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On borders and Territories

On Borders & Territories
Deseert not desertedOn Borders & Territories
Deseert not deserted

maintained by an active obfuscation of the reality. 
This obfuscation allows the development/exploita-
tion of the region to continue unhindered by exter-
nal affairs or judgment. It became evident that the 
majority of available hard data spoke to everything 
outside of the desert, while everything inside was 
being found through more forensic means and ab-
straction, such as discourse analysis and comparison 
of satellite imagery.

The divide between inside/outside desert thus 
became a thematic reinforcement of the Tarim 
Basin as a territory being the mysterious void, while 
everything on the perimeter following the Silk Road 
being a opaquer construction – the Tarim Basin as a 
border and infrastructure for the Belt Road.

The layering of blue and red elements on the first 
map act as a filter for the two themes of borders & 
territories that allow us to both isolate phenome-
non/patterns and see how they overlap.

In the overlaps, we uncovered interdependent 
systems of exploitation that connect the Belt 
Road with: water systems, minerals and geology, 
de-extremification of the Uighur people, energy 
generation, and nuclear testing sites. Yet we quickly 
found a limit in the expression of these systems and 
thus attempted to reorganize the data in a further 
abstraction, to uncover thematic elements in the dif-
ferent zones of the basin. We also used this moment 
as an opportunity to branch out into our individual 
topics of research.

On Borders & Territories
Deseert not deserted

Kashgar city is located in Xinjiang, the largest 
Chinese province located in the northwest corner of 
China. The Taklamakan desert is the largest desert 
in China and also resides in Xinjiang as a dividing 
geographic feature of the Tarim Basin and a com-
ponent of the ancient Silk Road and contemporary 
Belt Road.

The oases cities of Xinjiang are geographically dis-
persed along the border of the desert and ecological-
ly fragile, which makes them difficult to understand 
as a united whole. However, we’ve found that 
Xinjiang acts as a buffer between China and Central 
Asia with the Tarim Basin as a microcosm, an au-
tonomous region with distinct geographic character 
and independence that links the Belt Road to China 
and Central Asia as a corridor.

Kashgar city is only a small part of a greater system 
of exploitation being applied to the whole territory 
of Xinjiang, where Xinjiang is being treated as a 
tabula rasa within which to inject extra statecraft. 
We thus decided to expand the extents of our re-
search to better understand the larger system.

At first glance, the Tarim Basin appears to be 
an empty void. So, we approached the research 
obliquely by taking a larger sweep of the area and 
slowly build upon the findings. We found that while 
the desert appears to be barren, it is not. It’s filled 
with activity, discourse, history, exploitation, and 
manipulation.
The narrative of Xinjiang as barren and deserted is 
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On borders and Territories

String of Pearls

The oasis towns which lie on the perifery of the Tarim Basin function as a machine for the BRI project, a gateaway 
for central Asia and ultimately Europe.



Collective Mapping

13

Desert not Deserted

The Tarim Desert is a contradiction. Whilst appearing deserted, it is not. Applying a filter, we can discern clues, 
infrastructure, anomalies and different levels of land exploitation.



On borders and Territories

How to read the map | As you drive along the road which defines the 
boundary of the Tarim Basin, to your right you will notice the endless 
expanse of the Taklamakan desert with all its oddities and activities. The 
left of your view becomes an index of exploitation which circumvents 

the desert heart.
 
Slice 1, Lop Nur 
Slice 2, Kunlun Mountains and the Tibetan Plateau 
Slice 3, Aksai Chin 
Slice 4, Hotan 

Slice 5, Kashgar 
Slice 6, Tarim River 
Slice 7, Tian Shan Mountain Mining 
Slice 8, Nuclear Test Sites
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Along the Silk Road



On borders and Territories

Outside the desert

Each slice is an index of the area circumventing the Tarim Basin from the view of the road which delineates the in-
side from the outside. We divided the area into 8 sections which we saw defined by a certain manner of exploitation 
in the forms of mineral, oil, people etc.
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Inside the desert

Within the desert, the slices cannot be so easily defined. As stated in the introduction deserts are useful at concealing 
activity, but this index serves to show there is still indeed human activity.
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we spend on our devices continues to rise, perhaps the in-
visible yet ubiquitous space of communication networks 
should no longer be treated as benign and mysterious or 
left to computer scientists and advertisers to construct.
The work of this paper investigates the nature of the dis-
course that is propagated in the communication networks 
of telecom infrastructure, with spatial implications, to 
discuss the consequences of researching with an internet 
constructed by advertisers. The arguments are built upon: 
Foucault’s notion of discourse from The Archaeology 
of Knowledge, Herman and Chomsky’s media propa-
ganda machine from Manufacturing Consent, aspects 
of contemporary surveillance theory as summarized in 
Bentham, Deleuze and Beyond: An Overview of Surveil-
lance Theories from the Panopticon to Participation, and 
Jonathan Crary’s reflection on the bleak future of sleep 
and the social under the effects of capitalism in 24/7: Late 
Capitalism and the Ends of Sleep.

The System - Surveillance & Media
Haggerty and Ericson propose that post-panoptic theories 
of surveillance have moved away from the physical realm 
of territory into de-territorialized methods of social con-
trol (what they call surveillant assemblage), based on Fou-
cault’s prediction of disciplinary states being the future 
of surveillance and control (and Deleuze and Guattari’s 
notion of control societies and assemblage).2 Deleuze had 
also established that the focus of a post-panoptic society 
is to shape individuals into ideal consumers with a focus 
on monitoring their data double (from Deleuze’s concept 
of the dividual), instead of focusing on the disciplining of 
bodies to establish social norms.3 The goals of discipline 
(in the context of Foucault’s social control) thus diverge 
from establishing normative behavior across social groups 
in a physical context, moving towards a de-territorialized 
neoliberal agenda.
 
By monitoring the digital traces that our bodies leave be-
hind through engagement with digital devices, discipline 
can be designed for each individual. So can the strategies 
for maximizing the captivity of their attention also be 
designed(to ultimately guide them towards their next 
purchase).4 Discipline is thus now focused on construct-
ing and monitoring consumer patterns to build profiles of 
individuals (their data double/digital representation), in 
order to exploit their vulnerabilities, needs, and attention 

2 Michele Bertomen, Transmission Towers on 
the Long Island Expressway: A Study of the Language 
of Form (New York, N.Y: Princeton Architectural Press, 
1991).
3 Maša Galič, Tjerk Timan, and Bert-Jaap 
Koops, “Bentham, Deleuze and Beyond: An Overview of 
Surveillance Theories from the Panopticon to Participa-
tion,” Philosophy & Technology 30, no. 1 (March 2017): 
21, https://doi.org/10.1007/s13347-016-0219-1.
4 Galič, Timan, and Koops, 20.

Discourse Surveillance Social

The Coronavirus pandemic has changed how we work 
and socialize. Working alongside colleagues is no longer 
possible, or is at least in suspension for an unknown 
amount of time, with communication performed solely 
through teleconference.
As a result, the old practice of conducting site visits to 
physically experience a place is no longer possible, having 
a direct impact on research. My research group is faced 
with a compounding challenge: for a site with little quan-
tifiable documentation available, what can be done when 
the research completely relies on the internet?
 
When performing the search query of Xinjiang China, 
a list of articles is returned that focus on either tourism 
or terror. Sensational articles from western-media outlets 
are outraged by the Uyghur “concentration camps” and 
the portrayed human-rights atrocities happening within 
them. Articles from Chinese media focus on positive 
aspects of the post-earthquake reconstruction of Kashgar, 
the de-extremification and integration of the Uyghur cul-
ture into the Han-Chinese culture, and newly developed 
cultural sites for tourism. These contrasting yet equally 
sensational articles constitute the majority of what is 
available to us as researchers. They are discourse loaded 
with propaganda, ideology, and mystery, received through 
the digital terminals of a communication network.
In the book Transmission Towers on the Long Island 
Expressway, Bertomen portrays the significance of 
communication networks and their effects on society, 
made possible by transmission towers. Communication 
networks enable messages from what was once the public 
sphere to penetrate the walls of homes and broadcast 
within living rooms. At the time of publication in the 
late eighties, citizens interacted with communication net-
works via analog terminals, such as the television, radio, 
and telephone. The implications for their effects on social 
life were already dire and imminent. Thirty years later, 
these networks have been expanded upon and exponen-
tially sped up, while the terminals have become digital. 
The personal computer and smartphone (among other 
devices) have also joined the list of digital terminals. The 
impact of communication networks and the attention 
economy on social life have continued to suggest grave 
consequences.1
 
As we become more dependent on communication 
networks and digital space becomes increasingly refined 
towards life-like representations, and the time with which 

1 Michele Bertomen, Transmission Towers on 
the Long Island Expressway: A Study of the Language 
of Form (New York, N.Y: Princeton Architectural Press, 
1991).
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machine and delivered through the communication 
network), the discursive process involves an emotional 
response and decision to accept the message as worthy. If 
deemed worthy, the recursive process involves the mul-
titude of ways that the message is propagated back into 
the communication network to be ingested by others. 
What this means is that the propagation of messages 
from the media do not stop once they reach the termi-
nals. Rather, they are either dismissed (if ineffective) or 
reinforced. Because these messages are originally designed 
to captivate an individual’s attention rather than promote 
truth, a large social issue begins to surface – that one may 
be less likely to apply appropriate reason when evaluating 
the content of a message that is exploiting a biological 
or social need. This results in a disregard for the source 
of the message, a failure to recognize the purpose of the 
message, and the reinforcement of potentially false or 
harmful discourse.
 
There are several social implications with the propagation 
of false/harmful discourse, and in the context of perform-
ing research in the Tarim Basin, one difficulty is clear: 
that the media discourse we find on the internet regarding 
the Xinjian region has likely gone through a propaganda 
machine and the devices with which we access them are 
simultaneously trying to manipulate us into giving them 
attention. To continue research while actively blinded to 
this phenomenon, or actively ignoring it, is a failure to 
recognize extreme biases latent in the data and analysis. 
 
In her essay, Mapping Considered as a Problem of Theory 
and Practice, Kurgan argues that our lives and experience 
are embedded within the digitally-constructed maps 
from satellite imagery and that extreme bias is inevita-
ble when using them. The maps have become a type of 
infrastructure that we cannot separate ourselves from 
and that infrastructure is biased in the representation of 
the land. I believe that a similar approach must be taken 
for our internet-based research on the Tarim Basin, that 
the internet is now an infrastructure within which we 
are embedded and it is impossible to separate ourselves 
from the inherent bias. Instead, we need to embrace the 
infrastructure and its biases as a new (and critical) part of 
our reality.12 
Relying on Foucault’s panopticon as the sole metaphor 
for social control is no longer useful, because of the 
transition from territorial disciplinary states to de-territo-
rialized Deleuzian societies (Deleuze’s notion of a society 
that is based on Foucault’s control societies) that utilize 
methods of control focusing on an individual’s data dou-

12 Laura Kurgan, “Mapping Considered as a 
Poblem of Theory and Practice,” in Close up at a Dis-
tance: Mapping, Technology, and Politics, First hardcover 
edition (Brooklyn, NY: Zone Books, 2013), 14.

for the benefit of advertisers.5 Further analysis can also be 
performed on a profile to determine what physical spaces 
and information an individual should have access to.6
Information collected from internet journalism (unless 
published from a blog or independent journalist) has 
been processed through a machine that Chomsky and 
Herman have coined as the “Five Filters of the Media 
Propaganda Machine.” This machine is designed to serve 
the interests of investors, the majority being advertisers. 
Since the end of the 19th century, the business model 
for journalism has been centered on revenue generated 
from advertising because paper copies and the stories 
themselves have not been sufficient generators of revenue 
on their own.7 Chomsky’s research has shown that in the 
US, the majority of news stories come from Government 
entities and the stories that are published fit pre-approved 
agendas.8 Beyond journalism, the primary motive of 
entertainment media isn’t to promote an appreciation 
and future desire for entertainment, but to encourage 
consumerism. The messages, their tones, and images are 
specifically contrived to exploit human emotion and ten-
dencies to push individuals towards making purchases.9
The point is that media companies are far from neutral. 

The purpose of journalism is not to provide accurate 
descriptions of events for the benefit of humanity and the 
common good, but to stay profitable - to meet the de-
mands of the investing advertisement agencies by offering 
an individual’s captured attention. 
Surveillance capitalism and the agenda of media compa-
nies and their advertisers are thus working in harmony. 
The data collected from surveillance is used to exploit 
biological and social needs to capture attention for as 
long as possible and efficiently discipline bodies towards 
being productive consumers while continuing to capture 
behaviors to fine-tune the system.10

Reception - The Multitude of Terminals
In The Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault proposes 
that ideology is both created and reinforced by recursive 
and discursive group activities, as “practices that systemat-
ically form the objects of which they speak.”11 Discourse, 
Foucault proposes, is the content of the messages and 
images exchanged in these systematic group activities. 
When an individual ingests a message through a terminal 
(a message that has been run through the propaganda 

5 Jonathan Crary, 24/7: Late Capitalism and the 
Ends of Sleep (London: Verso, 2014), 68.
6 Galič, Timan, and Koops, “Bentham, Deleuze 
and Beyond,” 25.
7 Galič, Timan, and Koops, 22.
8 Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky, Man-
ufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass 
Media (New York: Pantheon Books, 2002), 14–15.
9 Herman and Chomsky, 4.
10 Herman and Chomsky, 17–18.
11 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowl-
edge (New York, NY: Pantheon Books, 1982), 49.
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of body cameras by police, or the ability of protesters to 
record violent responses by a government. 
 
However, it seems unlikely that the same level of data 
made accessible to corporations and ruling entities is also 
accessible to citizens, nor do citizen’s have the same degree 
of access to surveillance equipment. So while sousveil-
lance does offer an opportunity to balance the playing 
fields, the opportunity is limited.
 
Crary doesn’t provide a solution to the effects of capital-
ism on sleep and social life (where both are in danger of 
being either eliminated or appropriated by the market) 
in his book. Rather, he demonstrates the importance of 
sleep and the social as final defenses against capitalism – 
that the two are dependent on each other and the natural 
cycles of the earth, and that as we disconnect them from 
each other and the earth’s rhythms, our lives become 
evermore surrendered to capitalism with depressing out-
comes.18 If we defend sleep and the social, we defend basic 
organic properties of humanity that were once considered 
public rights.19 

I don’t believe that the situation is as necessarily dire as 
portrayed by Crary. It may be true that our own lives and 
personalities have already been fully charted and analyzed 
beyond our ability to separate from them, but perhaps we 
can limit the pervasiveness of surveillance by supporting 
physical spaces dedicated to all things social and a defense 
for sleep.
 
Antidotes - Oligopticon, Tactics, & Strategies
The average time I spend indoors since the COVID-19 
Pandemic has risen to almost 22 hours per day. Eight of 
those hours are spent sleeping and perhaps two-to-three 
are spent doing chores or talking on the phone. The 
rest, about eleven hours worth, are spent on the internet 
in some fashion. All of this time is spent in front of a 
device, eyes open, and the brain applying meaning to the 
symbols and imagery that appear. Eleven hours in sixteen 
hours of being awake means that the majority of time 
spent is not spent interacting with or understanding the 
physical world around me, but engaged with the digital 
world projected from the computer screen. The majority 
of time is spent in another world, a world of digital sym-
bols and imagery, while still inhabiting my body in real 
space but the attention is elsewhere. 

and Beyond,” 31.

18 Crary, 24/7, 98; Crary, 71. Notions of the 
communal and social have been under attack or under-
mined by neo-liberal capitalism. Without a dependance 
on the cycles of natural light, time becomes a social 
construct.
19 Crary, 24/7, 27. The ability to sleep in public 
was once supported, but since the 17th century has 
become unsupported and unprotected.

ble rather than their physical body.13 Foucault’s metaphor 
of the panopticon is based on Bentham’s prison design 
and maintains reliance on physical space.14

This is where Latour and Hermant’s oligopticon comes 
into play, where surveillance and discipline are performed 
through a multitude of devices that capture the smaller 
details of daily experience. At first glance, the oligop-
ticon appears to be an antidote to the panopticon as a 
way for citizens to maintain an equal understanding of 
their world in ways not available to the panopticon’s 
control tower. However, it becomes clear that Latour and 
Hermant propose the oligopticon instead as an alternative 
that gains an understanding of the world where the pan-
opticon fails; that to more accurately represent the social 
realm with data, both modes have to be maintained.15

Certeau however, does propose an antidote to the pan-
optic surveillance through his notion of tactics. Tactics 
were the ground-level decisions made in the day-to-day 
moment by individual citizens navigating the controlled 
world, a world established by the strategies of the elite 
that construct the built environment and their panop-
ticon with the intent for social control. Certeau was 
proposing that the panoptic view of the elites from the 
World Trade Center could not possibly foresee or control 
the detailed results of their strategies, and thus not predict 
how individuals would navigate their system for personal 
benefit, or even use physical manifestations of the strate-
gies against them.16

While Certeau’s notion of tactics is optimistic and hope-
ful, the unfortunate reality is that citizens have given the 
elites a full perspective of their daily experience through 
the personal computers and devices carried on their 
bodies. Furthermore, tactics are becoming less and less 
possible and effective each day because the navigation of 
the strategized spaces by citizens has been recorded and 
analyzed over decades to improve the efficiency of the 
strategies. The strategies have also rapidly developed to 
counter pursuits for independence and privacy because 
of the willingness for citizens to give up their minute 
oligoptic views of daily experience.
 
Where tactics fail to balance modes of power in a 
post-panoptic society, Steve Mann proposes that the 
increasing availability of recording devices to citizens 
has afforded them the means to perform surveillance 
from below on the ruling bodies above in what he calls 
sousveillance.17 An example of this would be the wearing 
13 Galič, Timan, and Koops, “Bentham, Deleuze 
and Beyond,” 23.
14 Galič, Timan, and Koops, 12–16.
15 Bruno Latour and Emily Hermant, “Paris: 
Invisible City,” 28, accessed September 23, 2020, http://
www.bruno-latour.fr/virtual/PARIS-INVISIBLE-GB.pdf.
16 Michel de Certeau and Steven Rendall, The 
Practice of Everyday Life, Nachdr. (Berkeley: Univ. of 
California Press, 1988), 34–39.
17 Galič, Timan, and Koops, “Bentham, Deleuze 
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opportunity for academics to begin taking this space 
seriously as a real thing with social consequences and to 
begin surveying and marking the territories. The spaces 
created by computer scientists and advertisers appear to 
be (unfortunately) unregulated, uncharted, and according 
to Crary, eroding the virtuous aspects of community and 
the social.22

22 Crary, 98.

 
If I’m in front of my laptop screen preoccupied with a 
task presented to me through the bright blue light, the 
mind theater is active. It’s simultaneously interacting with 
the images and symbols on the screen while distracted by 
other biological inputs. These images and symbols carry 
language that the mind theater reconstructs through 
understanding. At what point does the mind theater 
become a real type of space instead of an additional layer 
of consciousness? Bertomen argues that the digital world 
is increasingly becoming more lifelike and our ability to 
distinguish between ideas and reality is diminishing.20 
Crary argues that our increased exposure to a constant 
flow of information has been a contributing factor to 
what he calls a cultural “mass amnesia, sustained by 
global capitalism” that has both rendered us incapable of 
sustaining critical thought for long enough to challenge 
the status quo and has made all images (and statements) 
disposable.21

 
I am physically inhabiting the digital space, but the 
digital space is interacting with and being altered by the 
screen’s projection. Its construction is a collaboration 
between the brain where meaning is conjured and the 
messages from the screen’s projection. Whatever exists in 
the brain affects the space constructed, and so does the 
projection on the screen. 
The mind theater affects my body through the chemical 
releases of emotional response and impacts how I interact 
with the physical world. Traces of objects from the mind 
theater linger in my mind and apply residual meaning 
to the objects that I interact with within the physical 
space. The physical world thus becomes an extension of 
my body that is affected by the mind theater. The inverse 
statement is also true, that the digital world becomes an 
extension of my body that is affected by physical space. 
 
The mind theater is a metaphor for a complex process of 
interaction and engagement, ready and ripe for ridicule 
and critique. Yet I believe that the core implication is 
sound, that it is a type of space whose construction is 
affected by our interaction with the symbols and language 
projected from a screen – constantly building, clearing, 
and shifting, and we are spending more and more time 
engaged in it. 
The implication that the mind theater is largely influ-
enced by advertisers and computer scientists is alarming. 
This heavily influential space is being constructed by 
those with little consideration for experience or the 
human body because their professional occupation or 
monetary interests have a separate agenda. This is an 
20 Bertomen, Transmission Towers on the Long 
Island Expressway, 52.

21 Crary, 24/7, 35.
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2.5D

The different topographic layers of telecom infra-
structure are explored in this model. The floating 
satellites in orbit, cellular transmission towers 
beneath and reaching towards the sky, and the 
routing of terrestrial cables through the landscape, 
all condense at a major terrestrial intersection, the 
switch. 
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Discourse Infrastructure

Assemblage

Discourse, infrastructure, the components, and 
the landscape are the objects of investigation. The 
model obsesses about the path of the cable, how it 
weaves and bends as it passes through the landscape 
as a binding element of the components. 
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Tectonics

Bertomen observes that transmission towers have an 
uncanny anthropomorphic form with an indiffer-
ence to humanity as they appear to communicate 
among themselves in a silent and imperceptible di-
alogue, with a verticality towards the heavens as per 
the traditional architectural metaphor of the tower, 
but with a horizontal reach through the communi-
cation network that they support. 

This model began an investigation of Bertomen’s ob-
servation through a strict language of horizontal and 
vertical components as a staircase, where the stairs 
would hang from the antennae that connect them 
with a communication network, and the horizontal 
space condenses as one moves up the treads. 

But perhaps a screen prevents one from physically 
moving up the treads, though they can see the path 
clearly. In his book “24/7: Late Capitalism and the 
Ends of Sleep”, Crary proposes that digital spaces 
can segregate people within physical proximity into 
fabricated universes of experience. In this case, the 
physical space is framed by the green screens that 
create this division.  
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Complete basic information
databases on population, legal persons, natural

resources and geographic space, laws and regulations,
macroeconomics, finance, credit, culture, statistics, and

technology. Vigorously promote the construction of network
infrastructure in old revolutionary areas, ethnic areas, border areas, and

poverty-stricken areas, and provide the people with useful, affordable, and well-
used information services. Formulate government data resource management measures,

promote classified and hierarchical management of data resources, and establish standard
systems for data collection, management, exchange, system architecture, evaluation and

certification. Use information transformation to enhance traditional momentum, promote capacity
reduction, de-inventory, deleveraging, cost reduction, make up for shortcomings, and

improve the quality and efficiency of the supply system. Successfully held
the World Internet Conference, China-US Internet Forum, China-UK

Internet Roundtable, China- ASEAN Information Port Forum,
China-Arab States Online Silk Road Forum, China-Singapore

Internet Forum. Promote the integrateddevelopmentofnew-
generation information technologies such as
broadband networks, mobile Internet, Internet of Things,
cloud computing, big data, and triple play to promote
information consumption. Explore the construction of
a multi-energy complementary, distributed
and coordinated, open and shared energy Internet, and
build a clean, low- carbon, efficient and safe
modern energy system. Promote the application of
smart sensor technology, satellite
navigation, remote sensing, spatial

g e o g r a p h i c information, etc. to enhance the ability to accurately monitor
the agricultural production environment. Use information technology to continuously expand the coverage of

high-quality education resources, build a networked, digital, personalized, and lifelong education system, and build a learning society. Coordinate the
development of network security and informatization in the fields of economy, politics, culture, society, and ecological civilization, and strengthen independent

innovation capabilities. Vigorously develop Internet-based crowd creation, crowdsourcing, crowd support and crowdfunding, and promote innovation in
industrial organization, business models, and supply chains. Strengthen data resource catalog management, integration management, quality management, and safety

management to improve data accuracy, availability, and reliability. Promote the development and application of data security technologies such as data encryption and
decryption, decryption, backup and recovery, auditing, destruction, and integrity verification. Promote the widespread use of information technology, and accelerate the

intelligent transformation of public facilities such as power grids, railways, highways, water conservancy, and municipal
infrastructure. Improve national information literacy, support ordinary colleges and universities,

military academies, industry associations, training institutions, etc. Coordinate the
construction of c o m p r e h e n s i v e infrastructure, and accelerate the

i n t e l l i g e n t transformation of public facilities such as power grids, railways,
highways, water conservancy, and m u n i c i p a l infrastructure.

, Build a new generation of high- speed, mobile, safe, and u b i q u i t o u s
i n f o r m a t i o n infrastructure, and open up the "main artery" of economic
and social d e v e l o p m e n t i n f o r m a t i o n . Accelerate the
promotion of government data openness, Internet information service
management, data ownership, data m a n a g e m e n t , network social
management and other related legislative work. V i g o r o u s l y
promote the development and industrializationof high-end servers,
smart terminal e q u i p m e n t , storage equipment, network and
communicat ion e q u i p m e n t , i n d u s t r i a l c o n t r o l
equipment and s a f e t y p r o t e c t i o n e q u i p m e n t .
Establish a sound national data resource m a n a g e m e n t
system and mechanism, and establish a s y s t e m
o f C o m p l e t e b a s i c i n f o r m a t i o n databases on
p o p u l a t i o n , legal persons, n a t u r a l resources and
g e o g r a p h i c space, laws and regulations,
macroeconomics, finance, credit, c u l t u r e , statistics, and
t e c h n o l o g y . V i g o r ou s l y promote the construction
of network infrastructure in old
revolutionary areas, ethnic areas, border areas, and
p o v e r t y - s t r i c k e n areas, and provide the
people with u s e f u l , affordable, and w e l l - u s e d
i n f o r m a t i o n s e r v i c e s . F o r m u l a t e government
data resource management m e a s u r e s , p r o m o t e
classified and hierarchical management of d a t a
resources, and e s t a b l i s h s t a n d a r d systems for
data collection, management, e x c h a n g e , s y s t e m
architecture, eva l u a t i o n a n d certification.
Use information transformation to enhance
t r a d i t i o n a l m o m e n t u m , p r o m o t e c a p a c i t y
reduction, de- i n v e n t o r y , deleveraging, c o s t
reduction, make up for shortcomings, and improve
the quality and efficiency of the supply s y s t e m .
Successfully held the World Internet Conference,
C h i n a - U S I n t e r n e t Forum, China-UK I n t e r n e t
Roundtable , China-ASEAN InformationPort Forum, China-
Arab States Online Silk Road Forum, C h i n a -
S i n g a p o r e Internet Forum. Promote the i n t e g r a t e d
development of n e w - g e n e r a t i o n i n f ormat i o n
technolog ies such as b r o a d b a n d n e t w o r k s ,
mobile Internet, Internet of Things, cloud computing, big
data, and triple play to p r o m o t e i n f o rm a t i o n
consumpt i o n . Explore the construction of a multi-energy
complementary, distributed and coordinated, open and shared
energy Internet, and build a clean, low- carbon, efficient
and safe modern energy system. Promote the application of
smart sensor t e c h n o l o g y , s a t e l l i t e n a v i g a t i o n ,
remote sensing, s p a t i a l g e o g r a p h i c information, etc.
to enhance the ability to a c c u r a t e l y monitor the
a g r i c u l t u r a l p r o d u c t i o n environment. Use i n f o r m a t i o n
technology to c o n t i n u o u s l y expand the coverage of high-
quality education resources, build a networked, digital, personalized, and
lifelong education system, and build a learning society. Coordinate the
development of network security and informatization in the fields of economy,
politics, culture, society, and ecological civilization, and s t r e n g t h e n
independent innovation capabilities. Vigorously develop Internet-based crowd creation,
crowdsourcing, crowd support and crowdfunding, and promote innovation in industrial
organization, business models, and supply chains. Strengthen data resource catalog management,
integration management, quality management, and safety management to improve data accuracy, availability, and
reliability. Promote the development and application of data security technologies such as data encryption and decryption, decryption, backup and recovery,

auditing, destruction, and integrity verification. Promote the widespread use of information technology, and accelerate the intelligent transformation of public
facilities such as power grids, railways, highways, water conservancy, and municipal infrastructure. Improve national information literacy, support

ordinary colleges and universities, military academies, industry associations, training institutions, etc. Coordinate the construction of
comprehensive infrastructure, and accelerate the intelligent transformation of public facilities such as power grids,

railways, highways, water conservancy, and municipal infrastructure.
, Build a new generation of high-speed, mobile, safe, and ubiquitous

information infrastructure, and open
up the "main

Discourse Infrastructure

Fascination

My early fascination begins with the current situation 
of the COVID-19 crisis and the inaccessible nature of 
the cities we are researching, where the research relies 
almost entirely on data found from search engines and 
the Internet. 

The Tarim Basin is a seemingly empty void where 
hard data is often not directly accessible. But there 
are things there and we are trying to find them. So we 
have to fill this void with forensically scavenged data 
found through oblique means. In my case, the means is 
discourse analysis.  
 
There is a lot of discourse available, maybe too much, 
and it’s messy and loaded with ideology and propagan-
da. But, instead of disregarding it for its militance, can 
it be used as a resource for analyzing the Tarim Basin? 
If so, I wonder how the discourse can be mapped and 
how does one methodically sort through it to avoid the 
emotional traps set by militant statements?
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About 33.500 results (0,45 seconds)



Discourse Infrastructure

Geographic

I’m making a connection between Foucault’s 
panopticon, Latour and Hermant’s oligopticon, 
and Foucault’s work on discourse analysis in The 
Archaeology of Knowledge, where systemic discourse 
is situated within a panoptic view, artifact discourse 
within a series of oligoptic views, and geographic 
as a mediation between the two. Also referencing 
Corboz to suggest that the mind’s perception of the 
landscape as a construct from discourse and satellite 
imagery. 

So I used geography as a point of departure rooted 
in the Tarim Basin. I started with collecting 
discourse on the nine predominant geographic 
regions from Wikipedia, and used their essential 
forms, geographic scales, and their nearby proxim-
ities to layout the discourse within containers. The 
discourse was scraped from search engine results and 
popular videos, then processed by natural language 
processing algorithms such as Wordcloud by Amuel-
ler and spaCy by Explosion.
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Discourse Infrastructure

Systemic

My first observation was that this form of repre-
sentation uncovers aspects of the landscape that are 
filtered out from satellite imagery, which reminds 
me of Corboz’s notion that myths, experiences, and 
descriptions are usually not represented in a map. 

However, a problem arises with using wordclouds 
for analysis due to the loss of context in both words 
and sentences. To supplement the wordclouds, I 
used a sentence summary algorithm (written in 
Python) that determines a weighted value for each 
sentence based on the word occurrence.

Before any conclusions can be made, I have to ob-
tain a more panoptic view of the territory’s discourse 
by looking at the larger systemic alignment of it. In 
this case, the Chinese representation. 

What I found is scattered yet consistent evidence 
regarding border crossings and trade as part of the 
Belt Road Initiative development, such as, railways, 
tourism, and data. This is where I came across the 
Digital Silk Road which is the expansion of telecom 
infrastructure in China as a major component of 
the BRI. 
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Discourse Infrastructure

Artifact

I’m interested in the data aspect of the telecom 
infrastructure because it is part of the BRI and 
China’s ambition to become the economic center of 
the world. It’s also the physical means for discourse 
to travel between devices. 

In Paris Invisible, Latour talks about the dualistic 
nature between the hidden systems below ground 
and the urban condition above, where things on 
the surface can only be understood through their 
connection to what’s below. During my research, I 
began to question whether this process can be re-
versed. Can an understanding of the landscape and 
its digital double be constructed through mapping 
discourse and infrastructure, the deterritorialized 
representation of an object built from the collected 
data of digital transactions and surveillance? 
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Discourse Infrastructure

Moving Towards a Proposal

Foucault suggests in The Archaeology of Knowledge 
that ideology is reinforced by discursive processes 
in groups. This notion begins to demonstrate the 
role that one has when participating in discourse by 
consuming it, being emotionally triggered by it, and 
then sending their own version of it back into the 
infrastructure.  
 
But also, the implications of being removed from 
this process become apparent. In a binary way, you 
have to be connected to this infrastructure in order 
to exist and be on the map. To be removed is to be 
turned off.  
 
In the case for the Uighur people in Xinjiang, de-
spite the supposedly high degree of Internet connec-
tivity, they do not have an online-facing platform 
for their discourse.
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Discourse Infrastructure

Site Approach

I began mapping the telecom infrastructure in 
China. What I found is that China is one of the 
most well-connected countries in the world, with an 
extensive international network that is expanding 
via the BRI with several major data-cable landings, 
large concentrations of data centers and three World 
Internet Exchange Points near their eastern shore. 
In Xinjiang, there is the largest concentration of the 
nation’s coal-based power plants and many wind/
solar farms being built to harvest renewable energy. 
China has recently completed the world’s longest 
and highest capacity transmission corridor that runs 
from a town near Urumqi in Xinjiang to Shanghai. 
This corridor (non-)coincidentally follows the same 
route of the old silk road.  
 
I find it interesting that despite the supposed lack 
of known infrastructure, Xinjiang is one of the 
most well-connected provinces in China, perhaps 
correlating with the degree of surveillance activity.

Particular to the Uighur people, are the many sites 
of heritage that have been important places of social 
gathering and religious pilgrimage, that are being 
discretely destroyed by the government 
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Discourse Infrastructure

Mirage

For their Brasserie project, Diller and Scoffidio 
confront the issues of this new digital realm of space 
and surveillance by connecting the atmosphere of a 
bar with the surveillance cameras that permit entry 
to it. 

I believe that this project is also confronting these 
issues. Perhaps connecting the vulnerability of the 
diminishing social realm with the vulnerability of 
data. Or per the work of Leon Krier, becoming a 
nameable object as a central symbol of the re-
gion, placed along the old silk road at locations of 
destroyed heritage, creating a community-oriented 
urbanism with historic context and enabling a new 
social ritual of pilgrimage.  
 
Or the project is a singular place of monumental 
gravity, protected by the harsh terrain of the desert, 
and facilitating a kitsch spectacle for the commodifi-
cation of culture and a grand allure for tourists. 
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Discourse Infrastructure

Architectural Approach

As a data center this project would require a lot of 
energy, and would perhaps take advantage of the 
renewable energy opportunities in the Tarim Basin, 
such as wind. It would also address the vulnerability 
of data as wealth through security and protection, 
becoming a nameable object (no longer invisible 
in the periphery) and connect the vulnerability of 
data with that of the social, as either the approved 
image of democracy, or the symbol for the aspira-
tions of the Chinese government. While needing to 
somehow connect with the world Internet by either 
transmission or national infrastructure. 

I see this project as a data center with a public 
program, either democratic forum or an authoritar-
ian equivalent. It could be a grassroots operation of 
self-sustaining and self-supporting infrastructure, or 
a proposal in support of the BRI agenda.  
 
Regardless, requiring a major consideration for how 
we as researchers naturally rely on our moral para-
digms to understand a foreign territory for architec-
tural intervention. 



Matthew Touzet

49





51

Individual research - Filippo Testa

Today’s show, live from Xinjiang: 
“Death of a Territory”
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imperial Rome, the fascist Rome, or the current Rome, we 
still identify it as the same place, somehow: a place that has 
kept its ‘sense’ throughout history, no matter the events 
that have caused it to change.2  
Thereupon, the author describes the constant changes as 
a loop, where the outcome, somehow, still holds the same 
‘feeling’. Especially in the case of urban environments, 
which tend to grow bigger or smaller, renewed or left into 
decay, declined and recovered, changing their appearance 
into a more pleasant one or not, based on ones’ senses. 
Jane Jacobs well described this process as the ‘death and 
life’ of the cities3, to which Walter added that the ‘civic 
identity’, the ‘sense of the place’, stays the same throughout 
the process.4 
From Walter’s ‘places’ to Jacobs’ ‘cities’, this essay would 
like to shift the attention to a rather larger scale, where 
more relations are at stake and where the changes within 
a neighborhood become rather irrelevant to the discussion 
of integrity and sense: the notion of the territory. When 
identifying a territory, the focus shifts to the overall agen-
das and tendencies, rather than the singularities, and on 
the multitudes of places where the discussion becomes 
more intricate and less simplistic in its content.
How is the integrity of a territory defined then? What con-
stitutes such? But most importantly, if Jacobs described 
the life and death of the cities as a loop of decline and 
rebirth, what happens once it becomes territorially a closed 
process, leading to an unprecedented loss of integrity? To 
simply put it: how can a territory cease to ‘make sense’? Let 
us take this evaluation one step at a time by firstly denoting 
what concretely defines the integrity of a territory, to then 
understand which kind of changes these specific character-
istics should face for it to, quoting Jacobs, ‘die’.

Namely, Walter identifies three main aspects which, each 
alone, can determine the meaning of a place: what is per-
ceived by the eye, what is learned by ears, and what sits in 
the realm of imagination.
Firstly: the eye. The initial perception is defined by what 
we see, by the physical matters that are giving the primary 
identity of a territory: its features, the landscape with its 
characteristics and properties, as well as the human inter-
ventions, infrastructures and architecture, literally giving 
shape to a territory. Nonetheless, this relies mostly upon 

Death of a Territory.
Absolute de-territorialization of the Tarim Basin

When we think about Rome, whether that being the imperial 
Rome, the fascist Rome, or the current Rome, we still identify 
it as the same place, somehow: a place that has kept its ‘sense’ 
throughout history, no matter the events that have caused it to 
change. A place has an identity, a ‘sense of place’ that pervades 
through changes. Can the same be said for the territory? If the 
identity of a territory is determined by its character (land-
scape), its meaning (culture) and the memory (people) of it, 
can it eventually cease to ‘make sense’? This essay aims at defin-
ing the criteria creating the sense of place of a territory, and, by 
taking a journey through the modern history of one of China’s 
most controversial province, Xinjiang, with a specific focus to 
the area defined by the endorheic basin of Tarim, to identify 
the processes that cause an absolute de-territorialization (bor-
rowing the Deleuzian term), that lead a territory to a loss of 
sense, an unprecedented ‘death’ of a territory.

“The integrity of a place suffers when what we 
learn by ear gets disconnected from what we per-
ceive with the eye – still more when what we imag-
ine seems irrelevant. The imagination makes sense. 
It is, moreover, an organ of perception – like our 
eyes, ears, and legs. We get to know a place when 
we participate in the local imagination. The whole 
synthesis of located experience – including what 
we imagine as well as the sights, stories, feelings, 
and concepts – gives us the sense of a place.”1

Eugene Victor Walter, in his work Placeways: A Theory of 
the Human Environment argues over the experience and 
meaning of a place: he affirms that every single place does, 
clearly, not remain the same throughout history, but, de-
spite the changes, some places continue to ‘make sense’ by 
maintaining their integrity, maintaining that geographical 
and architectural ‘sense of place’. The integrity of a place 
is not merely connected to what the eye perceives, but it 
goes deeper than that, it has to do with a multitude of 
senses and experiences, as well as imagination. We iden-
tify places by the feelings or the atmosphere, more than 
solely by the geographical and architectural discourse. 
Something which is ephemeral, an almost intangible iden-
tity. When we think about Rome, whether that being the 

1  Walter, E. (1988). Placeways: A Theory of the Human 
Environment (Illustrated ed.). University of North 

Carolina Press.
2  Ibid.

3  Jacobs, J. (1992). The Death and Life of Great American 
Cities (Reissue ed.). Vintage.
4  Walter, E. (1988). Placeways: A Theory of the Human 
Environment (Illustrated ed.). University of North

Carolina Press.
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rialization’6 , the first notion identifies a displacement, a 
discontinuity or dissonance, leading to a temporary dis-
mantle of a territory, while the complimentary, re-territori-
alization, instead assembles and shuffles the pieces, leading 
back to a territory.
On the other hand, the two authors also identify the ‘ab-
solute de-territorialization’7, marked by the impossibility 
of being territorialized again, where the notion of territo-
ry gets suspended, almost irrelevant and intangible. This 
condition leads Deleuze to the conclusion of the ‘plane of 
immanence’8, a state of rejection of the idea that life (cre-
ation) is opposed to death (non-creation).

For a territory to cease to ‘make sense’, the system involved 
shouldn’t be the one of the feedback loop but rather an 
end-to-end process. Assuming this logic this essay borrows 
and focuses exclusively on the concept of de-territorializa-
tion applied to a territory at its absolute form. But, to be 
more specific on the subject, and avoiding the vagueness 
that surrounds Deleuze’s theory, the exemplification of the 
concept is carried out through the analysis and applica-
tion of it over the recent history of the Tarim Basin, an 
endorheic region of Chinese’s north-western province of 
Xinjiang.

From a transitional region of strategic importance, both 
economically and geopolitically within the ancient Silk 
Roads, the whole region of the Tarim Basin has been un-
dergoing a process of de-territorialization, or if one wants, 
de-naturalization of its territory, from every point of view. 
If the previous definitions of ‘sense of territory’ were tripar-
tite into character, meaning and memory, it is now essen-
tial to highlight the strong link that those have to the more 
tangible elements which are constituting the territory (i.e. 
the landscape, the culture and the people) to discern the 
destruction leading to an unprecedented ‘death’ that a ter-
ritory can suffer. Rich in recourses, the integrity of the re-
gion has been deeply destabilized from its core as demand 
grew exponentially over the past 50 years. This is key to 
the unravelling of the causes that have led to a territorial 
decline, which happened through the acute exploitation 
of land, culture and people (that we can still witness right 
now) in the region.
With the advent of modernity, the increasingly high de-

the realm of nature: a territory can be such even without 
the touch of human beings. Shortly: the character of the 
landscape.
On the contrary, the second criterion is tightly connected 
to the human intellect and its influence: what is learned 
by ears. From the sound of a place, which characterizes 
different areas (i.e. a metropolis vs a rainforest), to the oral 
traditions passed between generations, shaping the percep-
tion of a territory. This way of discerning the identity is 
more abstract if compared to the mere physical properties, 
it has to deal with words, descriptions and possibly culture. 
The stories behind a territory are completely relying upon 
its inhabitants, and therefore their heritage, their past 
(history), filled with folktales, myths and truths, which 
all participate in creating the ‘feeling’ of a place, helping 
in identifying it even without seeing it. The meaning of a 
territory, which is embodied by the culture.
From the eye to the mouth and lastly the ears: this creates 
a cycle which informs the last principle: the imagination. 
The imagination that can only live in the mind of the peo-
ple who inhabit the territory, and who at the same time 
shape their perception of it. The perception from which 
folktales, heritage and culture were born. The people are 
essential for this imaginative territory that can only survive 
in the mind, the people are feeding the memory of a place 
which is constituted of remembrances from the first two 
aspects. The memory of a territory, fed by its people.

So many are the aspects constituting the ‘sense’ of a terri-
tory, a complex multitude of layers of understanding of it, 
which makes its ‘death’ hard to imagine. In this sense, the 
concept of de-territorialization comes useful in defining 
the crisis of the territory that we are trying to delineate. 
This process was introduced initially by Gilles Deleuze 
and Félix Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus (1980), but it 
is also often associated with Paul Virilio’s Speed and Pol-
itics (1986). The concept, on one hand, derives from an 
understanding, by the French duo, of the territory as an 
element in a state of constant change, referring back to 
the ‘rhizomatic structure’ (another system introduced in 
the aforementioned book by Deleuze and Guattari): the 
‘movements of de-territorialization’ are followed and con-
nected to the ‘processes of re-territorialization’5, existing 
simultaneously. In what is known as ‘relative de-territo-

5  Deleuze, G., Guattari, F., (1987). A Thousand Plateaus: 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia (2nd ed.). University 

of Minnesota Press.
6  Ibid.

7  Ibid.
8  Deleuze, G. (2005). Pure Immanence (2nd ed.). Zone 
Books.
9  Kehoe, A. (1991). Christian contradictions and the world 
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mand for resources has caused an economic superpower 
like China to thoroughly inspect the country in search of 
them, finding in Xinjiang a territory rich in oil, gases and 
minerals, besides its being the biggest water reservoir of 
the whole country, holding an outstanding investment po-
tential. Following the Great Leap West of the 1960s (mass 
migration of Han Chinese communities to Xinjiang, in an 
effort to abate ethnic tension by the increasing economic 
importance of the region), the Tarim Basin has witnessed 
an extensive act of exploitation of its resources. Starting 
from the uncontrolled growth of the farming land and the 
establishment of oil fields in the desert, that has caused the 
demand for water to exceed the natural supply available, 
therefore leading to the engineering of water supply in-
frastructures with a tremendous outcome on the environ-
ment. Numerous rivers have dried out in the course of the 
past 100 years because of their deviation, which has caused 
the disappearance of small oases and lakes: (in)famous is 
the disappearance of the Lop Nor lake, a clear backlash of 
the human interventions. But the apex of the exploitation 
was witnessed with the 50 years of nuclear tests executed 
in the north-east of the basin, which have unavoidably de-
stroyed the ecosystems and the natural stability of the area. 
The act of extreme exploitation carried over the land con-
sequently creates discontinuities in its surface, disorder 
in the ecosystems and incongruity in its structure. What 
is perceived by the eye, the remaining of the land along 
with the actions performed on it, does not ‘make sense’ 
anymore. 

It would be overly simplistic to only focus on the appear-
ance and the exploitation acted on the terrain. What lies 
behind an absolute de-territorialization, and the conse-
quent dis-integration of the territory, is rooted much deep-
er within the meaning of it. 
What is to be learnt by ears from the recent history of the 
region is entirely shaped by disputes, violence, repressions 
and destruction. Starting from the 1960s, the Xinjiang 
province has witnessed an increasing number of Han Chi-
nese migrating to the area, which has led to several riots 
and violence exploding at the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury, due to the claims of disparities in opportunities and 
treatment between different ethnic groups. In an attempt 
to avoid further violence and attacks (like the Urumqi riots 

revolution: Letters to my son. Glendale
10  Debord, G. (2002). Society of The Spectacle. Black & 
Red.

of 2009), the Chinese Communist Party has been forc-
ing an agenda of re-education and de-extrimification of 
thoughts. Claiming that the tendencies towards ‘terrorist’ 
(as per their definition) and independency ideals lie with-
in the local uprising and culture in general, the program 
has focused on a cultural saturation (even to the point of 
erasure) at a concrete level, being carried via the demoli-
tion of heritage as well as the ‘disneyfication’9 of specific 
areas in order to enhance tourism. This ‘urbanicide’ has 
affected traditional cemeteries, being replaced by ‘more 
hygienic’ ones, and Mosques, being de-domed, or even 
demolished, because regarded as dangerous or not legiti-
mate. More disputed is the debate over the re-education 
centers’ infrastructure which was introduced to educate 
the local population to the Chinese traditions and culture, 
but instead there are claims that these are nothing more 
than detention centers acting to culturally brainwash its 
prisoners; allegations that the government of China has 
repeatedly disregarded and denied. Different is the case 
of the concept of the ‘disneyfication’, a process of renewal 
and upgrade of potential touristic sites, where the culture 
is appropriated rather than erased in order to elevate it to 
an economic benefit for the country. It creates a reality re-
sembling Disneyland. Destroying the truthful reality and 
leaving a cardboard cutout of the previous territory. What 
we see is therefore undermined, is fake but it still aims at 
resembling the prior existence. We become aware of it only 
by the sense of place being altered.
If the meaning of a territory is directly related to its tradi-
tions, exploiting the culture means detaching it from the 
agency of its routes, and it becomes an act of de-territorial-
ization as a mean to achieve security, profit and ultimately 
control. An act that abruptly deprives the territory of its 
essence and nuances.

We could already talk about a ‘death’ of a territory once 
its characters and meanings are lost as a consequence of 
this process, but it would only be a ‘partial death’ since 
we would still rely on the memory of it, letting the terri-
tory ‘live’ through the imagination, through the people, 
its people.
The notably disputed crisis of the Uighurs minority is 
the epitome of the exploitation of people. Witnesses and 
leaked documents support the theory of a possible enforce-
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ment of labor over the Muslim population of the Xinjiang 
province, beside the aforementioned allegations of mass 
incarceration within the ‘de-extrimification camps’. If we 
were only to focus on the publically stated intensions for 
these ‘re-education centers’, leaving aside allegations, we 
would still be talking about a clear intention to homog-
enize the culture of the area with the Han Chinese tradi-
tions and habits over the different ethnic groups. Creating 
this forced homogeneity of people stand to lose completely 
the territory, and the memory of it by forcing, in this case, 
a re-territorialization of thoughts.

The combination of such processes unavoidably leads the 
territory to a ‘plane of immanence’, an undefined state 
that I hereby tried to connote as the death of it. An irre-
versible death from all possible aspects, tangibles and non: 
deconstructing its characteristics, altering its meaning and 
replacing its memory. 
Once all the processes of de-territorialization are complet-
ed, the permanent changes to the territory leave nothing 
but a dying land, with no culture and a homogenized 
population that can only spectate to this horrific play of 
destruction. Little to no opportunities remain for the peo-
ple, spectators  as well as passive actors to the act, in a 
suggestive new role for them to discover, a new land to 
re-appropriate and a culture to rebuild.

Filippo Testa
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Condition of the Land

Exploitation discontinuity within the territory.
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Condition of the People

Spectacle and spectators.
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Condition of the Unseen

Blurred spectacle and secrets.
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Research: Death of a Territory

The integrity of the Xinjiang region has been deeply 
destabilized from its core over the past 50 years. The 
research aimed at unraveling the causes that have led 
to a territorial decline, which happened through the 
acute exploitation of land, culture and people. 

Such acts, when layered one over the other, lead to an 
absolute exploitation of the territory. An absoluteness 
that leaves no escape, no salvation. These was de-
fined by reinterpreting Foucault’s notion of absolute 
de-territorialization. The definition of such went as 
far as describing how the absolute exploitation leads, 
through the disappearance of heritage, ecosystems, 
land, traditions and people, to an unprecedented 
death of the territory as it once was. Deprived of 
its land, of its culture and of its society / people, the 
Tarim Basin can be therefore regarded as dead.
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Exploitation of the Land 

Starting from the uncontrolled growth of the 
farming land and the establishment of oil fields in 
the desert, that has caused the demand for water to 
exceed the natural supply available, therefore leading 
to the engineering of water supply infrastructures 
with a tremendous outcome on the environment. 
Numerous rivers have dried out in the course of the 
past 100 years because of their deviation, which has 
caused the disappearance of small oases and lakes: (in)
famous is the disappearance of the Lop Nor lake, a 
clear backlash of the human interventions.

The apex of the exploitation was witnessed with the 
50 years of nuclear tests executed in the north-east 
of the basin, which have unavoidably destroyed the 
ecosystems and the natural stability of the area.
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Exploitation of the Culture

The recent history of the region is entirely shaped 
by disputes, violence, repressions and destruction. 
The mass migration of Han has led to several 
riots and violence exploding at the beginning of 
the 20th century. In an attempt to avoid further 
violence and attacks the Chinese Communist Party 
has been forcing an agenda of re-education and de-
extremification of thoughts. 

A cultural saturation (even to the point of erasure) 
at a concrete level, being carried via the demolition 
of heritage as well as the ‘disneyfication’ of specific 
areas in order to enhance tourism. This ‘urbanicide’ 
has affected traditional cemeteries, being replaced by 
‘more hygienic’ ones, and Mosques, being de-domed, 
or even demolished, because regarded as dangerous 
or not legitimate. 
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Exploitation of the Bodies

The notably disputed crisis of the Uighurs minority 
is the epitome of the exploitation of bodies. 
Witnesses and leaked documents support the theory 
of a possible enforcement of labor over the Muslim 
population of the Xinjiang province, beside the 
aforementioned allegations of mass incarceration 
within the ‘de-extrimification camps’. 

If we were only to focus on the publicly stated 
intensions for these ‘re-education centers’, leaving 
aside allegations, we would still be talking about 
a clear intention to homogenize the culture of the 
area with the Han Chinese traditions and habits 
over the different ethnic groups. Creating this forced 
homogeneity of people stand to lose completely the 
territory, and the memory of it by forcing, in this 
case, a re-territorialization of thoughts.
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Proposal

The architectural proposition aims at understanding 
the condition of the territory, at approaching its 
death initially by grieving it. Secondary it will be a 
means of re-owning, re-appropriating the land from 
the point of view of the Uighurs minority, which 
has been previously deprived of it.
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Site Approach:
Nuclear

As a follow up to the research over the ‘exploitation’ 
of the Tarim Basin the site landed in the area which 
represents the apex of the destruction of the land: the 
nuclear tests bases. 

The whole region has been ‘punctured’, ‘cut’ and 
‘blown up’ during a 50 years long period of testing 
which has left the land in a very extreme and discon-
tinuous state. The ‘scars’ in the ground, the ‘corpses’ 
of the abandoned facilities are just the superficial fo-
rensic features of the destruction of the area. Under-
neath the ground lie tunnels, holes, radioactive soil 
and a very complicated reality which makes this the 
perfect spot for an initial approach to the ‘death of a 
territory’ and its grieving.
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If landed within the traditional environment of a 
theatre, the reality of the Muslim minority, as said, 
would be to sit in the stalls and spectating at a play 
which is happening over the stage, where the territo-
ry is the background and the Bingtuan (or Chinese 
political agenda) is the main actor. These highlight-
ing the duality of this set.

The reality is very different from this though, and I 
tried to explain it with a new understanding of the 
roles in this theatrical set. In fact, the spectators are 
here placed in the middle of the stage, becoming part 
of the play and part of the territory, so part of the 
background. The actors are no more in clear site but 
they rather stand in the backstage ‘puling the ropes’ 
that cause the stage to move, change and therefore 
they are manipulating the territory and the people 
in it. 

Artifact
Spectators - Passive Actors

By drawing an analogy with Guy Debord ‘Society of 
the Spectacle’ we could define the Uighurs minority 
as the spectators of the ‘Death of the Territory’ play 
which is acted upon the Tarim Basin. Witnesses and 
spectators to the destruction of the land that they 
once used to own. 

But being an exploited commodity, their role is 
much more complex than the one of mere spectators, 
and the theatrical set comes useful as an analogy to 
unravel their reality. 

The use of study models and formal exercises over a 
new typology of a theatre where roles can shift, has 
helped in the deeper understanding of the analogy 
of the spectacle with the Tarim reality, using famous 
theatrical theories such as Furttenbach machinic the-
atre, Camillo’s theatre of the memory and Gropius 
total theatre.
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Mirage: 
Architectural Proposition

The project intends to serve as a act to rebuild the 
territory by reversing the process of death.

The architecture will utilize the destructions in 
order to acknowledge them, to reveal them, to enable 
the overlooking of them by situating itself in the 
destruction, in the facilities, in the corpses left by the 
process of killing the territory. 

Ultimately it will also serve as a medium to not only 
spectate but also gather and rebuild the territory, 
setting a rebirth of the land, of the culture and, at 
last, of the people.
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Glacier water being extracted for agricutlural use in Xinjiang
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bound to its course. This corresponds to the thinking of 
urbanist Matthew Gandy who regarded water as “a brutal 
delineator of social power which has at various times 
worked to either foster greater urban cohesion or generate 
new forms of political conflict’5 . In desert conditions, 
these issues are intensified. Following the water, we can 
reveal the contemporary struggles of our modernity and 
the social structures which inhabit it, by identifying 
what has been created (the future) and destroyed (the 
past). This analysis reveals our lived reality, acting as a 
barometer to determine our modernity. Meditating on 
our present to better understand where we are since the 
term moderniste was coined by Jean-Jacque Rousseau 
in 1800, what the pursuit for it has done to our built 
environment and society, and where does our new 
modernity lie.

What would we see if we were to fly over the Tarim 
River, as Berman Marshal did over the city of Brasilia? 
At 1:10000, the periphery of the desert is flourishing 
green, defying desert logic. At the centre of the sprawling 
farmlands lies the source to this agricultural success; 
China’s longest inland river, stretching 1,321km 6 from 
west to east Xinjiang, forming the northern edge of the 
Taklamakan desert. One’s eyes would be diverted to 
canals, reservoirs and dams, infrastructure peppered along 
the course of the river breaking its ephemeral flow. Fed 
by glaciers in the Tianshan Mountains, this source of 
freshwater traverses across the land flanking the desert 
bowl before drying up in the endorheic basin. It is no 
coincidence that we find in this border condition, oasis 
towns forming a string of pearls across the neck of the 
desert which used to constitute the ancient Silk Road 
and today acts as China’s gateway route to Europe for 
the Belt Road Initiative. Xinjiang’s rapid development 
over the past 70 years, has led to an explosion of what 
Easterling called, the zone7  conditions. Under an era of 
Maoist policy, further invigorated under the current rule 
of President Xi Jinping, the region continues to undergo 
rapid urbanisation and development: the process of 
modernisation. 

Indeed, from above, this modernity looks good. Oasis 

5 Matthew Gandy, “Rethinking Urban Metab-
olism: Water, Space and the Modern City.” City 8, no. 3 
(2004): 11.
6 “5 Facts About The Tarim River.” China Water 
Risk, August 30, 2018.
7 Easterling, “Zone” , 13

Modernity through the lens of 
water and Creative Destruction.

On capitalism: “We are dealing with an 
evolutionary process”

 Jospeh Schumpeter1  

“From the air Brasilia looked dynamic and exciting: 
in fact it was built to resemble the jet plane from 
which I first observed it. From the ground level, 
however, where people actually live and work, it is 
one of the most dismal cities in the world.”

“All that is solid”-from the clothes on our backs to 
the looms and mills that weave them, to the men 
and women who work the machines, to the houses 
and neighbourhoods the workers live in, to the firms 
and corporations that exploit the workers, to the 
towns and cities and whole regions and even nations 
that embrace them all -all these are made to be 
broken tomorrow, smashed or shredded or pulverized 
or dissolved, so they can be recycled or replaced next 
week, and the whole process can go on again and 
again, hopefully forever, in ever more profitable 
forms”

Berman Marshall2  

Cast your eye over the Tarim River and it will reveal 
the tale of modernity in the 21st Century; the rapid 
urbanisation of oasis towns at the periphery of a desert, 
rubbing against the grain of rich cultural heritage at the 
brink of being erased. Its course is bearing witness to the 
process of Creative Destruction, a term attributed to the 
Austrian economist Joseph Schumpeter, it is both the 
symptom and fodder of capitalism’s evolutionary beat 
.3  In the arid landscape of an endorheic basin, water can 
reveal dispositions,4  clues knitted into the urban tapestry 
as it is extracted, stored, manipulated, commodified 
and privatised. This infrastructure is re-territorializing 
the landscape, whilst simultaneously liquidating old 
processes which precursed it. Life is execrably linked 
with water, so much so, that the success of civilisations is 

1 Joseph Alois Schumpeter, “Capitalism, Social-
ism and Democracy”. Place of publication not identified: 
Wilder Publications, (1942): 82
2 Marshall Berman, “All That Is Solid Melts into 
Air: the Experience of Modernity”. New York :Simon and 
Schuster, 1981: 99
3 Schumpeter, “Capitalism”, 82
4 Easterling, Keller. “Zone: The Spatial Softwares 
of Extrastatecraft.” Places Journal, no. 2012 (2012).
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rather than solves issues.

In the process of modernity the creation of infrastructure 
projects, brought with it new technologies, destroyed 
the need for the seemingly antiquated karez, an 
ancient subterranean well and tunnel system thought 
to be derived from Iranian qanats. Numbering in the 
thousands, the karez had historically supplied oasis towns 
with glacial waters for thousands of years with great 
sustained success. Modern infrastructure projects brought 
by the bingtuan (the quasi agricultural military sent 
by Mao to settle in China’s West frontier) interrupted 
the longstanding relationship between the inhabitants 
and their environment. The need to irrigate the land 
beyond the natural ecological limits into a frontier of 
settlements10  required more water than the karez could 
provide. Even with smarter water practices, modernity 
has not forced us to evolve to live without, or with much 
less water. Instead, we have engineered our environment 
to bring hydraulic necessities to our locus. No longer do 
we need to orientate ourselves and our cities according 
to a waters source. Today we can dam, pump and pipe 
water in a dizzying and dynamic display of technological 
prowess. Infrastructure projects have redefined our 
habitation and social structure by allowing us to grow 
where was once unimaginable. Superseded by the rise 
of modern technological practices, the karez looks to 
fall. Whilst a small number are still in use by Uyghur 
farmers, urbanisation and industrialisation have severed 
the relationship which had uniquely evolved between the 
inhabitants, the limits of the landscape and their need 
for water. These calling cards in the landscape, these 
structures of modernity, raise a question: did we destroy 
something better than what was created?

If the karez is the disposition of the current above water, 
then the oasis town represents the current which flows 
below. The frenzied urbanisation of the Tarim Basin and 
the modernisation of agriculture practices have obliterated 
the concept of the “oasis”. Indeed, the reality does little 
to represent the aesthetic quality historically attached 
to the word. Whilst it remains a “fertile land in desert 
conditions” providing “refuge” or “pleasant contrast” the 
architecture and culture attached to it have disappeared: 
today it is nothing short of a modern-day mirage. From 
the window of a plane, it may seem to represent the same 
ideals, but on the ground, the area has become little more 
than industrial agriculture zone. The economic shift has 
altered the historical regional practices associated with 
oasis inhabitants. Instead, successful modern methods of 
industrialisation are imported or ‘copied’ from different 
zones across the globe and “pasted” into the region to 

10 Cliff, “Oil”, 13

towns boast the “construction of a civilised society”  
8with canals, tower blocks and train stations. On the 
ground, however, the story is more complex and here the 
insidious reality of modernity can be understood. The 
land is entirely reliant on irrigation, much like farmlands 
practices used in America’s West, transformed to be 
agriculturally productive through means of technology 
and manpower. Water is part of the region’s paradoxical 
relationship in the quest for modernity. Although the 
region is dubbed China’s Water Tower, containing 41% 
of countries ice reserves, half of the population today 
live in high water stress environments9 . Simultaneously 
water-rich and poor, the success of the region hinges 
on sustained growth in agriculture practices whilst 
simultaneously standing at odds with the reality of being 
situated in a desert landscape. One can easily oversimplify 
the largescale water poverty to be the cause and effect 
of the river’s unfortunate latitudinal and longitudinal 
position on the globe. However, such arguments ignore 
the history manifested by the naturalised inhabitants who 
successfully engineered the landscape to provide enough 
water to not just settle but create culturally rich oasis 
towns recognised in antiquity. Rather the limitations of 
its geographic setting are compounded by a rapid call for 
urbanisation under the banner of modernity. 

Water consumption in the Tarim Basin increased sharply 
as the population doubled over 50 years. Alongside this, 
an explosion in intensive industrial agriculture practices 
enabled oasis towns to stretch far beyond their historical 
footprints and natural limits, abruptly severing the 
ancient rhythm of life. Unsurprisingly for all that has 
been created in terms of wealth and rapid urbanisation, 
the region has been increasingly riddled with ethnic 
distrust, economic disparity and violence. When part 
of the Tarim river dried up 1970, it should have been a 
warning sign to stop and reflect upon whether the current 
methods adopted for modernisation were working. 
Indeed, looking down from the window of a plane, 
you would be forgiven for perceiving all to be resolved. 
From above, agriculture thrives and the river flows. 
However, three times a year, the river must be recharged 
by reservoirs to ensure it doesn’t dry up again. For the 
success of its course is intertwined with the success of 
the agricultural region. Moving between the bird-eye 
view to the ground plane, we see the contradiction. 
The pursuit for modernity and social stability through 
the employment of rapid urbanisation in water-poor 
environments like that of the Tarim Basin intensifies 

8 Tom Cliff, “Oil and Water: Being Han in Xin-
jiang”. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, (2016): 
27
9 “5 Facts About The Tarim River.” China Water 
Risk, August 30, 2018.
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a dynamic force. Instead, it has created inertia, typified 
by the incessant copying and pasting of zones. The 
lack of diverse regional ecosystems creates homogenous 
environments and these so-called zones conditions sprout 
across the world like weeds.  To understand where it 
went wrong, we must retreat to the roots of creative 
destruction. 

According to Schumpeter who was first to coin the term, 
Creative Destruction is brutal, incessant but an “essential 
fact”14  of capitalism. The economic theory states wealth 
must be devalued to clear the way for new wealth to 
be created; like wildfire, its presence is necessary so the 
ground could be cleared to promote a diverse growth of 
flora to stimulate a healthy economic ecology. The cycle 
forever creates new technology, the fuel which drives the 
capitalist machine. This is the fuel of our modernity. Each 
revolution of technology ushers a new way of life and 
in turn, human environments are dramatically reshaped 
and redefined accordingly. It obliterates the need for the 
pre-existing framework, in the same manner in which 
cars replaced the need for the horse and carriages. No 
longer able to compete, old systems crumble out of 
existence with devasting consequences for those whose 
life and livelihood rested upon it. Seemingly solid entities 
around us are “dissolved” so they can be “recycled or 
replaced next week, and the whole process can go on 
again and again, hopefully forever, in ever more profitable 
forms”15.  Although never specifically using the term 
creative destruction, Marshall’s reading of Goethe’s Faust 
to explain the tragedies which encompass modernity is a 
dead ringer. Creative destruction or to borrow Marshall’s 
terminology “Innovative Self-Destruction” fits the notion 
of the Faustian pact with capitalism achieving much 
in partnership with the devil. Whilst much misery was 
made, it allowed society to evolve from the water wheel 
to the modern power plant and shift our means of 
transportation from the mail coach to the aeroplane 16. 
These accomplishments should not be diminished, for 
it brought a new sense of global cooperation, radically 
redefined the notion of community and occurring in an 
astonishingly short space of time since the modernist 
journey began in the industrial revolution. Indeed, 
destruction is an essential part of the evolutionary cycle, 
as long as the “creative” outputs which are needed to fuel 
the next cycle are balanced. Yet the increasing generic 
global landscape suggests a system out of kilter. 

The rise of universality, owed to the loss of regionalism, 
is evidence of Schumpters prophecy becoming fulfilled. 
The theorist did not believe capitalism could be sustained, 

14 Schumpeter, “All that is solid”, 83
15 Marshall, “Capitalism”, 99
16 Schumpeter, “All that is solid”, 83

stimulate economic growth and profit: an Extrastatecraft11 
. It has created a landscape which resembling a future Karl 
Marx aptly foresaw, “factories in the field”, where farms 
are being manned not by people, but increasingly by bots 
and machines. These areas reach beyond state jurisdiction 
to seduce foreign industry to settle.  It is a process that 
does not afford cross-pollination. Regional uniqueness is 
not given the chance to evolve in tandem but is efficiently 
replaced or deleted. 

Whilst an economist might quip such transformations 
necessary to lift a region out of backwardness and 
poverty towards better, brighter modernity, we can 
see with a retrospective more has been destroyed than 
created. The copy and paste method has reproduced 
generic global environments, deleting the character of 
a region to create areas distinctly lacking in diversity. 
Perhaps more worryingly, this issue was raised over a 
decade ago by Kenneth Frampton in his architectural 
plea ‘Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an 
Architecture of Resistance’ in 1983. Yet, it is important 
to note, homogeneity did create positives: “enhancing 
affective ties between the inhabitants, creating a cohesive 
community and offering a feeling of familiarity and 
security, of a home terrority that enabled coordinated 
collective action that was good for effective warfare and 
production.”12  Globalization, and the seduction of rapid 
economic growth attached alongside it, was hindered 
by the lumbering nature of antiquated regionalist 
formalities. However, the severing of place from its 
historical practices of the pasts, in a bid to quickly “go 
global”, has caused irreversible destruction. It is an 
argument comprehensively explored by architectural 
theorist duo Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre. In 
their essay “Making Regions” in 2013, the pair observe 
the effect of China’s infatuation with modernisation and 
their unwavering drive towards globalization, creating the 
largest urban construction movement in human history 
13. In the case of this essay, the oasis towns of the Tarim 
Basin represent regionalism in direct conflict with the 
unwavering drive of modernisation. For all the creativity 
and necessary destruction, one would expect the world 
before us to be more dynamic and diverse than the world 
which it replaced. Our built environment is a reflection 
of our society and a litmus test of our path towards 
modernity. It would serve to argue, if the world around 
us is increasingly more generic, it would point towards 
an imbalance between what is being destroyed against 
that being innovated. Modernisation was meant to be 

11 Easterling, “Zone”, 13
12 Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre, “Times of 
Creative Destruction: Shaping Buildings and Cities in the 
Late C20th”. London: Routledge, 2018: 265
13 Tzonis and Lefaivre, “Times”, 268
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speculating how it might eventually evolve to undermine 
itself and collapse. However, it would be naive to blindly 
believe Schumpeter saw it all in 1942. He did not 
envisage how computer technology would unequivocally 
transform the world. Whilst the digital age did not 
undermine Schumpeter’s premonition, it did act as a 
catalyst to compound issues and alter the pace of time. 
The incubation period needed for creative destruction to 
mature has always been part of its crux. Repercussions 
of what was destroyed and created, take time to develop 
before hatching. Understanding the current state of our 
modernity is impossible because it is futile to grasp the 
cost of each revolution until the effects have calumniated. 
Worst still, creative destruction is a perennial gale which 
“incessantly revolutionizes the economic structure from 
within, incessantly destroying the old one, incessantly 
creating a new one.” 17 This incessancy coupled with the 
collapse of space-time has compounding effects. Each 
revolution is occurring more rapidly. Every cycle promises 
another technological breakthrough, allowing us to travel 
further, build higher and achieve faster than the cycle 
before. This phenomenon gives rise to why time feels 
rushed and increasingly more contracted in our modern 
lives. At the point of digitalisation, we have reached 
breakneck speed. Blurring in front of our eyes it spins 
ever faster, so the true cost of what has been created vs 
what was destroyed becomes harder to follow. Worse still, 
it has become impossible to see. So do we move slower or 
do we create so that we can understand faster?

Unchecked, the continued irreversible destruction of 
diversity will promise a future desert devoid of richness 
in our built landscape. These ever-accelerating cycles, 
creating new human environments and destroying the 
old18  should not be mistaken with ‘urban renewal” 19,  
as Tzonis and Lefaivre warn. According to the pair, the 
two types of destructions are distinctively different. The 
former regards “destruction (in its most extreme form 
war) as [is] the ‘father of all things’”20  giving it a relation 
to the past. The latter, creative destruction, is defined by 
its catastrophic and irreversible fissure from contextual 
and historical relationships. It does not rebuild in place 
but flattens to leave a vacuum with no context. Zone 
conditions epitomise these lands. De-contextualization 
appeals to global markets because it makes exchange easy 
by dismantling barriers and creating common ground. 
Their uniform architectural language is not bound by 
territories or restricted by borders. They encapsulate the 
notion of sterilization, existing with no context or history 
attached. Slowly, mono-dynamic environments, in turn, 

17 Schumpeter, “Capitalism”, 83
18 Marshall, “All That is Solid”, 13
19 Tzonis and Lefaivre, “Times”, xi
20 20 Ibid.

permeate “structures and infrastructures, ways of living, 
social emotions and ties”21 . Left is a land of minimal 
friction in all respects. At this point, we must ask if we 
are doomed to simply satisfy Marx’s theory? Are we “the 
most violently destructive ruling class in history”22  not 
only bound to be destroyed by capitalism but also drive 
regional diversity to extinction? It would seem, instead 
of creating an environment for diverse flora to grow, 
the wildfire has created a landscape which can only by 
inhabited weeds. If we are aware of the dangers which 
lie ahead why do we continue to pursue this modernity, 
one achieved through unbalanced means of creative 
destruction? Do we have any agency to change our 
modern path course or our current modernist practice?

Whilst the theoretical idea of modernism was born 
in the 19th Century, by no means are Schumpeter or 
Marshall’s ideas outdated. We are still obsessed with 
being a “modern man” living a “modern life” and having 
“modern values”. As we move into 2021, Schumpeter’s 
economic theory turns 80, Marshall’s reflection on 
modernity turns 41 and Marx’s manifesto, which both 
authors stemmed their theory from, was written a 
century before. Rather remarkably, the modernist journey 
predicted by these key theorists has not wavered too 
far from their writing. As warned by Schumpeter, the 
true effects of Creative destruction would take time to 
become visible although it has yet to lead to capitalism 
collapse. Marshall, however, was more optimistic and 
suggested there was a salvation to modernist’s paradox. 
Although he saw the human race lost in the tide of 
modernity in 1982, he believed there was a possibility 
to rechart a new path. All that was required was to look 
backwards and remember “modernisms of the past”23 
. Whilst creative destruction is a fact of capitalism and 
the driving force for our current modernity, it is also 
a fact that “every culture cannot sustain and absorb 
the shock of modern civilization. There is the paradox: 
how to become modern and to return to sources; how 
to revive an old, dormant civilization and take part in 
universal civilization” as rationalised by 20th Century 
French philosopher, Paul Ricoeur. So how do we 
preserve but go forward if our modernity is cycling too 
fast before our eyes to pass judgment? According to 
Schumpeter, we fail to recognise our current modernity 
because we are too concerned with observing a reality 
which does not exist. This stems from the notion that 
capitalism is never stationary. If Creative destruction 
is a balance, then by identifying the imbalance deficit, 
we can uncover the reality of the current status of our 
modernity by treating it as an equation: what is created 

21 Ibid.
22 Marshall, “All That is Solid”, 100
23 Marshall , “All That is Solid”, 35
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(the future) and what is destroyed (the past) to answer 
our lived reality. Understanding Creative Destruction 
can act as a barometer to determine our modernity so 
that we may pivot to counter its issues more precisely. 
Therefore, outdated theoretical texts may help us create 
a methodology which can be used to scrutinise and track 
modernity. 

Another way in which check the deficit of modernity 
is by moving through the scales. In “All that is Solid 
Melts into Air”, Marshal, touches upon this relationship. 
Looking down onto Brasilia from the window of a plane, 
he described a city which in its conception was meant 
to represent a literal metaphor of modernity, both as an 
urban concept and a lived reality. However, he reveals the 
disparity of modernity by shifting between two scales; 
from the macro (the birds-eye view, the largescale, the 
1:2000) to the micro (the human-eye, the ground level, 
the 1:1). Consequently, Marshall shows we may better 
understand the deficit between the concept and reality 
of modernity by a repositioning of the eye. If this is 
true, then the problem of understanding our current 
modernity is similar to the problem of parallax. With too 
much focus on the macro, the smooth network between 
points has skewed our consideration of the ground 
condition. Berman asks us to look back in order to move 
forward: use retrospective to provide a new perspective. 
The hope is to prevent the irreversible damage of 
globalism, but this is not to say we should regress from 
the success of our present. Romanticising of a world 
lost is neither productive nor creative in its thinking. A 
return to regionalism, as Frampton’s Critical Regionalism 
suggest, is to see borders close and disrupt the beauty of 
international cooperation. 

Creative destruction is the perennial gale of capitalism, 
fueling our modernity. They share a relationship with 
another and therefore can be used as a formula to 
reveal onbsecured realities. Whilst causing irreversible 
damage, creative destruction should not be discredited or 
condemned. Without it and the trope of capitalism, the 
world would not be as it is today. The invention of new 
technology brought into existence new building materials 
and new technology to build which was previously 
impossible. The destruction of regional boundaries 
allowed us to come together as a globe to facilitate 
a transfer of data so that all could benefit from each 
technological revolution. By flattening the landscape, we 
can move at an unprecedented scale, speed and efficiency. 
This has opened up new dialogues and frontiers which 
were unimaginable to the yeoman of antiquity. Berman 
and Schumpeter describe creative destruction as if it had 
agency. To them, the bourgeoisie would be unable to 
save themselves, or the world around them from ruin. 

Yet if our hands knowingly create, why can we not choose 
how we destroy. Can we fuel our modernity without 
obsessively fissuring the present from it’s past? Why must 
the landscape be turned into a desert? Can we not retain 
the diversity of a region whilst modernising it? Critical 
regionalism alludes to an answer, but slow architecture 
will not save us. Rather we need to come up with more 
innovative ways to calculate. Moreover, we need to create. 
Only then can balance the destruction stem the erasure 
of regionalism to the point of ruin. So first let us start by 
looking backwards to better understand our present, by 
calculating what has been lost forever and against that 
which been created. 
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2.5D

Tracing Paper, thread and wax.
This model deals with the configuring nature into 
organised parcels representing arable land for 
farming. Thread binds the reorganised landscape 
together whilst also describing the flow of water as 
it journeys from mountain to farmland. The 2D 
surface of A3 paper is cut into many parts,  arranged 
from disorganised to highly organised, before being 
sewn together. It is then manipulated by the string 
which pulls and creates tension in the paper forcing 
it to become a semi-three-dimensional object. 
Crossing the model is vertical and horizontal thread. 
It is a nod to the weaving loom, representing the 
shift in the fabric of time intersecting the plane of 
the landscape. As it cuts across the mountain range 
time is pushed and pulled so the pattern is not 
defined. Over the newly parceled land it is more 
evident, and you an notice the vertical lines setting 
the pace of time. 
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Assemblage
Tights, thread, nails, ECOR, card.
Assemblage is the collection or gathering of things 
in which the total gives a new meaning.
Fabrication is the action or process of manufac-
turing or inventing something from diverse and 
usually standardized parts. In this model, I wanted 
to demonstrate how the landscape is manufactured 
into commercial goods by the act of being broken 
apart and reorganised in a new manor for a new 
purpose. It uses a pair of tights which are broken 
down, in a violent act. The single threads become 
visible from the whole piece as they are separated 
into single lines for fabrication. The model twist 
direction to indicate a shift away from the landscape 
before exporting the lines out of the model. 

Initial Test
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Tectonics
Tracing paper, PVA glue
How to show the obscured processes hidden in the 
landscape. This dirty process, the production of 
cotton, is represented as the act of making coffee. 
Each part, from farm to factory is portrayed using 
these home utensils: the container (the farm), spoon 
and coffee (ginning and spinning), candle (weav-
ing), Moka pot (factory), coffee cup (the exported 
finished product). The entire process is then ob-
scured,hidden under a translucent sheet. The items 
are then removed so the obscured form is what 
remains, with the only hint of the process, being the 
dirt and coffee staining the white sheet. 
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Research

My graduation research is looking for invisible net-
works and relationships in the region of Xinjiang, 
China by tracing water through the landscape. Ac-
cording to urbanist Matthew Gandy water is “a bru-
tal delineator of social power which has at various 
times worked to either foster greater urban cohesion 
or generate new forms of political conflict’. Indeed 
in the desert landscape of Xinjiang, these issues are 
amplified. Thus water can reveal dispositions, clues 
knitted into the urban tapestry as it is diverted for 
human use. Fed by glaciers in the Tianshan Moun-
tains, this source of freshwater traverses across the 
length of the region flanking the desert bowl before 
drying up in the endorheic basin. Revealing with 
it a system of oasis towns and their eternal depen-
dency on the Tarim River. The research adopted a 
forensic methodology that uses water as a reductive 
lens to filter information. It allows us to look for 
recurring phenomena or patterns in the architecture 
and infrastructure of the landscape. The following 
maps exercise these findings.
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Environmental 
A Game of Creative Destruction

Over the course of a half-century, the mass im-
migration of Han Chinese to Xinjiang, under the 
CCNP’s policy of Hanification, has added pressure 
on water sources. In Tom Cliff’s book: Oil and Wa-
ter being Han in Xinjiang, he identifies three main 
players which have settled in the Xinjiang region 
each with a different approach in the way water is 
used to create their urban environment. These dif-
ferences represent the game of rapid modernisation 
through the means of industrialisation: a game of 
creation and destruction. The ancient oasis towns of 
the silk road, inhabited by a predominantly Uygurs 
historically used the ephemeral flow of the river 
alongside a well and tunnel system called the karez 
to succeed at the desert periphery. 
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...

This dramatically differed with the long and straight 
canal systems of bingtuan settlements, the qua-
si-military entity sent west by the Chinese Nation-
al Party to  promote economic development in 
Xinjiang aka “the West Frontier” by settling through 
means of agriculture. 
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...

In complete contrast, the China National Petroleum 
Corp (CNPC) uses water as a means of status in the 
design of their compounds. These areas are typified 
by enlarged canal systems and water parks achieved 
by diverting water away from oasis towns, whilst 
simultaneously competing with bingtuan.
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Systems: Water

From above cotton blooms in the desert. Yet over 
half a century of successful industrial farming has 
diminished groundwater supplies. In fact, the entire 
process has completely ignored the environmental 
limits being situated at a desert periphery. Moreover, 
scientists believe within 50 years half of the glaciers 
which feed the Tarim River will have disappeared, 
casting uncertainty for the future of agriculture and 
civilization in the region. 
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The Artifact

If you were to follow Xinjaing’s water from the 
source to the mouth one’s eyes would be diverted to 
canals, reservoirs and dams, infrastructure peppered 
along the course of the river breaking its ephemeral 
flow. These structures are artifact, both monuments 
of modernism and relics of a time long gone. The 
series of postcards contain these artifacts defined by 
water as tourist destinations. Together they reveal a 
colorful picture of water’s role in the region.
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Proposal

My graduation project is looking for invisible cities, 
the fuzzy networks and metropolises hidden in the 
region of Xinjiang, China. It will do so by tracing 
water through the landscape to reveal the weaving 
powers which constitute these invisible cities and 
sew doubt in the light of their obscurity. This shall 
inform a proposal which will question why these 
cities should be visible and imagine a possible 
future in which architecture can provide this. It will 
imagine a solution to this by creating a city which 
can Draw Water, Weave Power and Sew Doubt; 
standing as an alternative to the current modes of 
operation in a bid to meet global environmental and 
ethical standards. 
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The Artifact: Weaving Loom

The weaving loom is the artifact of time. Each tech-
nological improvement from the introduction of the 
jacquard loom to computerisation and digitalisation 
has served to increase the speed and quantity of 
production. Through this drawing, I try to tell this 
story. Over time, products are being made faster, the 
material is being weaved tighter and products are 
being made in larger quantities. Despite technologi-
cal advances, shown in the change from the hand to 
the jacquard to the machine, there is still a human 
hand behind this process albeit more obscured and 
invisible than it was ever before. The proposal will 
be an attempt to solve these issues.
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A Site

To be more visible, I believe the industries should be 
gathered together in clusters to create a  visible mass. 
To give the city a visible identity, there is a possibil-
ity for the architectural language to be informed by 
the industry it hosts. Indeed the lightweight tensile 
structures by Frei Otto are suggestive of an architec-
tural language which can take on many forms useful 
for housing different types of buildings and needs. 
Including the water tower, which is needed to 
provide the visible city with a water source indepen-
dent from the river before the glaciers and rivers run 
dry. Here we can see how Otto’s structures resemble 
that of architect Arture Vittori’s water tower which 
uses large swathes of material to capture moisture 
in the air to collect for potable water.  Finally once 
self-sufficient, the system can be disconnected from 
the river entirely allowing to source was from the air 
autonomously.
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The Mirage

The mirage is an attempt to make these invisible 
cities visible, by imagining these fuzzy networks 
and metropolises hidden in the region of Xinjiang, 
China coming together, massing themselves into a 
visible entity for the world to see. Of course, this 
massing and knotting create obscurities of their 
own.
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To comprehend and define the complexity between a 
multidimensional experience of displacement where 
humanity might get superseded by sovereignty, it’s im-
portant to understand that the sense of belonging and the 
feelings of attachment constitute into the identification 
of people. It interweaves with various contexts, which is 
why this research will get divided into 3 chapters. This 
research seeks by using Xinjiang as a case study to un-
tangle the theoretical rationale. The paper will start with 
a brief introduction about the currently ongoing social 
dilemma in Xinjiang, followed by the second chapter 
which will further elaborate on the term identity which 
breaks into the sense of belonging, the social change and 
the multidimensional aspect of belonging. After defining 
these relationships, the third chapter will introduce the 
term sovereignty. With this chapter various factors that 
indicate the feeling of dominance will hold up to view. 
In addition to defining these factors, this segment will go 
further by displaying selective examples on self-reliance 
in comparison to sovereignty and the tension between 
the two. After the discussion on the transitory and fluid 
notions of reattachment and resistance, a conclusion will 
be drawn.

Foreign on own lands
Often when the media undertakes Xinjiang as matter of 
contention it latches onto the re-educational camps. Yet 
the pivotal confusion on the dislocation of the Uyghur 
people remains. To get to the bottom of this issue its 
important to highlight the inconspicuous forms of assault 
inflicted by the core act of relocating, as well as forcing 
to dispossess. In this research the term displacement is 
defined as involuntary physical relocation of the Uyghur 
people, which implements the condition of losing one’s 
identity as well as unification within the community. As 
mentioned by Sarah Tynen in her article ‘Dispossession 
and displacement of migrant workers: the impact of state 
terror and economic development on Uyghurs in urban 
Xinjiang’, the damage that is done on your property and 
occupation leads to the experience of losing personal in-
dependence and domination over one’s own body, family 
and household, which becomes fundamental components 
of state control. She breaks down the captivity which 
is operated is not a segregated phenomenon, but the 
outcome of various notions such as; an uneven develop-
ment of the economy, migration of the Han Chinese, 
settler colonialism, debates regarding safety linked with 
racism along with other factors that are associated to the 
political-economic system. In other words, displacement 
is a reaction from the state which suppresses individual 
independence and hinders the ability to move in order to 
ethnically cleanse the Uyghur people. 

Confronting Crimes 
 
A research on the social contribution of commitment in 
humanity to not override to the commitment to sover-
eignty 

The place acts dialectically so as to create the people The place acts dialectically so as to create the people 
who are out of that place. These qualities of locales who are out of that place. These qualities of locales 
and landscapes give rise to a feeling of belonging and and landscapes give rise to a feeling of belonging and 
rootedness and a familiarity, which is not born just rootedness and a familiarity, which is not born just 
out of knowledge, but of concern that provides onto-out of knowledge, but of concern that provides onto-
logical security. They give rise to a power to act and a logical security. They give rise to a power to act and a 
power to relate that is both liberating and productive. power to relate that is both liberating and productive. 
(Tilley, 1994)(Tilley, 1994)

What we describe as our home, neighborhood or even na-
tive land can make us feel secure, however what happens 
when all this is taken away from you? ‘China’s northern 
multi-religious region Xinjiang has for quite some time been 
under numerous terroristic attacks by religious extremists, 
protesters and terrorists. In defiance of these frightful threats 
and in order to ensure safety for people of all kinds, it was 
decided by the government to operate according to the 
principles of the rule of law. This signified that combatting 
terrorism in this complex and severe situation would be done 
with a law-based manner where people with an ethnical 
background that are associated with crime or violence would 
be disciplined in re-educational camps. With the purpose of 
protection, their lives and possessions would get taken away’ 
(The State Council Information Office of the People’s Re-
public of China, 2019). Yet one might still wonder, how 
the harmony on these prosperous rich lands with decades 
of trade and coexistence between the different cultures 
and religions mutated into fear.

The currently negative portrayed image of the Uyghur 
minority getting displaced or scattered within the region, 
where protection needs are not being met lead me to 
search for a durable solution within the architectural field 
to the ongoing conflict between the Chinese government 
and Uyghur minority at a historically ethno-religiously 
diverse region. With as goal to formulate a framework 
which incorporates non-discriminatory/non-sovereign 
elements to prevent the approach on future displacements 
of the vulnerable group with the following research 
question: 

How can we contribute to our commitment in human-
ity to not override our commitment to sovereignty?

This research question will be supported by the following 
sub-questions:
1 | What delineates identity pertaining to a territo-
rial    location?   
2 | What makes self-reliance and sovereignty bring 
in    tension?
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The very name of the region is a bone of contention. 
Uyghurs point out acerbically that Xinjiang means 
“new boundaries” or “new dominions” in Chinese, 
unambiguously acknowledging the territory’s late 
incorporation into a Chinese-speaking polity. Many 
Uyghurs revile the name as a Chinese imposition and 
prefer Eastern Turkestan or Uyghurstan, toponyms 
whose use the government forbids today. (Bovingdon, 
2010, 24)

The practice of displacing people can result them in the 
feeling of identity loss. The identity of an individual is 
often set in metaphors of embodiment to land. Social 
practices and shared cognitive maps construct significant 
places for a community that strengthen the individual’s 
connection to their location. Both the personal and 
collective connections towards a certain location are 
crucial regarding the feeling of belonging. When getting 
displaced, the social uses and cultural values established 
at the prior location no longer match the one assigned 
by the state. This results to unfamiliarity and develops 
the feeling of identity loss (Dautcher, 2009, 38). For this 
reason, along with the thought of the minority their re-
sponse in either coexisting according to the state its rules 
or perhaps constituting to resistance, obligates further 
information on the importance of identity and the signif-
icance of political dominance. which will be explained in 
the following chapters. 

Attachment to a territorial location
As acknowledged in the previous chapter, the identity of 
an individual is particularly crucial in settings where they 
might experience separation or marginalization due to 
pre-conceptions of their nature. The word identity on its 
own can be defined with various rationale and interpreta-
tions that are tied with diverse disciplines. According to 
Pfaff-Czarnecka in ‘Multiple belonging and the chal-
lenges to biographic navigation’, there are a few primary 
dissimilarities between identity and belonging. Whilst the 
term identity is defined as a categorical notion, the term 
belonging on the other hand incorporates categorization 
with social relating. The individual’s identity depends 
on an explicit limit-drawing particularism, and is liable 
to support social disagreement. It is valuable to reiterate 
the complicated components that are forwarded by the 
notion of identity and belonging.  
 
1 | What delineates identity pertaining to a territo-

rial    location?   

As Proshansky, Fabian and Kaminoff suggest in 
‘Place-identity: Physical world socialization of the self’, 
their formulation of the theory regarding an individual’s 
identity towards a location leads to the hypothesis that 
there is not a single, however a range of identities when 
it is related to a place, region or territory. A range of 
possibilities of which the individual identifies with an 
urban environment and experiences a sense of belonging, 
whereas the actual complexity of the identity amongst the 
individuals lies not in the setting but rather in the social 
roles and relationships that underlie in the individual’s 
identity of the place. Correspondingly, the feeling of be-
longing develops in the social life of the individual, where 
shared knowledge is continuously being generated. This 
collective information between multiple people is realized 
during negotiations, compromises, conflicts, but also in 
reevaluations about the values and norms to the already 
given social world (Pfaff-Czarnecka, 2013, 16). It involves 
processes of developing feelings of identification with the 
individual’s communal, physical and relational sur-
roundings (May, 2011, 368). Which demonstrates how 
belonging is a merge of the personally acquired, interindi-
vidually debated and structurally affected experience and 
knowledge (Pfaff-Czarnecka, 2013, 13). 

From a community perspective, attachment to places 
can help inspire action as people who find meaning 
in the place are attached, with motivation to seek, 
stay in, protect, and improve their place. (Manzo & 
Perkins, 2006, 347)

This also means that the complex phenomenon of 
belonging has various integral, collective qualities that are 
not collected from independent factors or components. 
Which makes the perspective suitable with transactional 
views, orientations and approaches (Low & Altman, 
1992, 4-7) and that is in line with the literature written 
by Manzo and Perkins, wherein further is emphasized 
that the sense of belonging in a community can be 
explained and approached through various manners, it 
is thought to be intricate with having many dimensions, 
but the most important consensus mediates around 
the sense of being included to a group of individuals, 
containing psychological networks developed through 
a shared past, concern or interest (339). The difficulty 
however of dealing with the sense of belonging in cases 
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where replacement takes places, is the fact of having to 
examine and comprehend the preexisting conditions prior 
to the displacement as well as the conditions that are 
affected after the dislocation, because the individual has 
attachments which includes multifaceted relations with 
behaviors on individual-place and communal bonding 
occurring at various levels with interplays of beliefs, emo-
tions and actions in relation to their location and social 
surroundings (Low & Altman, 1992, 301; Qingjiu & 
Maliki, 2013, 633; Manzo & Perkins, 2006, 347).

A considerable amount of the research explained prior 
tends to fixate on the feelings and cognition of the indi-
viduals sense of belonging attained through communal, 
physical, relational and territorial surroundings on a static 
state. For a fuller comprehension on identity pertaining 
to a territorial location, it is essential to investigate on 
literature that examines the changes this feeling of attach-
ment undergoes. The sense of belonging can be obtained 
through both carrying out activities as being in this world 
(May, 2011, 370-372). This implies on the fact that the 
term belonging on its own already is in a variable state 
and consists various notions of dwelling as pointed out 
by Heidegger (1971) in ‘Building, Dwelling, Thinking’. 
Furthermore, he clarifies in his study that belonging is 
something which can continuously adapt and modify 
through both time and space, as well as the act of erecting 
territorial boundaries which is also not encircling around 
fixed origins. According to him the territorialization is 
more fluid and transitory. The feeling of attachment 
changes, just like how individuals find themselves chang-
ing over time, as well as how their environments undergo 
alterations too. All these modifications that happen in life 
provide the sense of belonging to shift (May, 2011, 372). 
An example given by Miller (2003, 222-223) is, in order 
to belong, one has to embrace properly who and what 
oneself is. It’s something that can be accomplished by 
processes done actively. Thus, the difficulty for the sense 
of belonging can be hinted as an assignment of which 
one becomes oneself, including having authenticity and 
clearness on the subject of where the individual originates 
from and happens to be, meaning that it isn’t an entity 
that can be obtained after all. People encounter occasions 
where they ought to create connections, touching up their 
own sense of belonging, similar to when their material 
surrounding changes. This also contributes in having to 
make possible unfamiliar new relations. In other word, 
this feeling of belonging can regularly be subjected to ad-

justments and changes, as the world changes, so does the 
social change and the connection to belonging (Edensor, 
2007, 217-232; May, 2011, 372; Miller, 2003, 222-223). 
 
Sovereignty
Whilst the significance of governmental values and na-
tionalism fluctuates over time so drastically, the condition 
of sovereignty changes as well. As Bovingdon distinctly 
points out, in ‘The Uyghurs Strangers in Their Own 
Land’, only some nations have stood up in the past for 
self-determination of individuals in order to protect the 
justice system. He also acknowledges that global crowds 
have indicated their responsibility and obligation to 
safeguard civil rights. Whilst on surface the thoughtfully 
delineated standard of safeguarding human rights in Xin-
jiang tends a little less alarming or dangerous than that 
of endorsed self-determination, by advantage of literally 
being a shared right, indicates the feasibility of withdraw-
al. In defiance of appearing to be outside the limits con-
sidering the morally ethical conditions, still mediations 
to protect the civil rights have silently been confronted 
and opposed by quite some nations in practice. Dreading 
about their own sovereignty as aftereffect, an abundant 
number of states have been careful and dubious of both 
judging and blaming individuals that have broken the law 
regarding the civil rights, with China unequivocally being 
no exception of (Krasner, 1993, 164; Bovingdon, 2010, 
165).

2 | What makes self-reliance and sovereignty bring 
in    tension?
 
With being both a concept essential of and likewise 
derivative from governmental establishment and identity. 
Sovereignty, a term that remains universal, includes a 
distinct perceptive of dominance, whilst it also forms 
an urge to independency from dictatorship of someone 
else. The theory of an absolute everlasting power, in 
its political scheme, is where the term sovereignty has 
historically been born from. The dominance of the ruler, 
the government’s power and rules set in laws, suppressed 
and controlled politics even as it positions the border for 
self-governance (Elshtain, 1991, 557). Bovingdon further 
elaborates on Elshtain’s rationale on the term sovereignty 
by stating the following:  

All autonomy regimes privilege territorial integrity 
over absolute responsiveness to the demands of the 
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autonomous group: they are a compromise between 
states that want unabridged sovereignty and homo-
geneous populations and peoples that want self-de-
termination, generally meaning independence. Such 
compromises often leave neither side satisfied (2010, 
41). 

 
Along these lines, it shouldn’t be out of the ordinary to 
discover the demand for re-agreement between both the 
government and independent communities. Though, the 
extent in which these two differ are strikingly apparent 
and in this case significant to highlight. As Bovingdon for-
wards, it concerns the contrast in obligations and degree of 
forced drive to change against the self- 
governing individuals. This tension on the other hand 
has been brought up by Emerson too. He has pointed 
out in his research that the clash occurs due the reason of 
self-governance and the power of sovereignty emerges both 
from separate origins (1962, 229). For its own continuity 
and protection, the government has an absolute responsi-
bility and immunity: “If it were to be accepted that people 
have a right to self-determination whenever they ask for 
it, it would make nonsense of organized international so-
ciety” (Emerson, 1962, 451; Bovingdon, 2010, 163). Yet, 
one can still wonder at this point, what if the individual 
does not want to belong? Majority of the people experi-
ences the collision between the feeling of belonging to and 
wanting to be alike to a community, and the feeling of 
being unlike or dissimilar to the others. Thus, this feeling 
of not wanting to belong should not necessarily be knowl-
edgeable as something harmful or bad (May, 1011, 373). 
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
As earlier in the theoretical formulation implied, an 
individual can experience a range of identities when it is 
related to a territory. The actual complexity of the identity 
amongst the individuals lies not in the setting but rather 
in the social roles and relationships that underlie in the 
individual’s identity of the place. It involves processes of 
developing feelings of identification with the commu-
nal, physical and relational surroundings. However, the 
feeling of attachment can alter over time, just like how 
individuals find themselves changing, so will the environ-
ment they have been attached to. So to contribute to our 
commitment in humanity, it is significant to recognize 
that all the modifications that happen provide the sense 
of belonging to shift and continuously adapt and modify 
through both time and space, as well as the act of erecting 
territorial boundaries which is also not encircling around 
fixed origins, making it fluid and transitory. But besides 
the feeling of belonging to a certain territorial location or 

social community, the feeling of not wanting to belong 
should have equal consequences. Since both of them don’t 
significantly hold the role of being something in an ideal 
state. However, the theory that would need additional 
investigation in order to not override our commitment to 
sovereignty would be the political outcome as well as the 
resistance that might occur as response to the individuals’ 
relocations. Beyond doubt there is an expansive variety 
on extreme resistance and cooperation with the request 
of power. The question lies in, to what degree could the 
behavior be defined or treated as resistance. Or perhaps 
various acts of resisting can strengthen the shared identity 
of the Uyghur community and courage to endure being 
noticeably different from the Chinese society. 
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Depression Zone

The assignment of the Modus Operandi is used in 
order to understand the geographical features of 
the project location Turpan, which is located in the 
northern east part of the Xinjiang province. Turpan 
is known as one of the hottest places on earth and 
also the deepest below sea level. On top of that, it is 
also positioned on a depression zone, which results 
in an area with lots of differences in height. 

Through the act of pushing and pulling, the move-
ment of the plateaus within the land is brought to 
light in order to understand how certain mecha-
nisms in the landscape are created. Significant exam-
ples are the uplifts, slopes and plateaus, as swell as 
the modified and rural areas that are visible within 
the model. 
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Grid of Networks 

The assemblage model is an abstract representation 
of the complex grid and network system that is ap-
parent in the Turpan area. The model illustrates how 
each layer separately functions, and behaves on the 
layer it is connected to. Observing through various 
angles will expose the unique intertwined relations 
of the networks, in contrary to the experience the 
viewer gets from afar, giving the illusion of a singu-
lar object consisted out of the many.
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Glimpse on the Traditional
 
The grapes of Turpan have shaped the city’s identity 
for centuries. Grape arbors charm nearly every 
home there, and the rural landscape is dotted with 
imposing brick-and-mud drying towers, where 
the grapes are turned into raisins. The mud-brick 
village called Turpan offers a fascinating glimpse 
of traditional life and architecture, ass well as the 
craftsmanship used in order to create the sun-dried 
yellow brick structures.  
 
Multiple attempts have been made during this 
exercise in order to understand the extreme weather 
conditions of this place. Which gave me the oppor-
tunity to experience how bricks perform the condi-
tions of erosion and extreme temperature change of 
the chosen site.
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Hidden Gems

Xinjiang as a province still acts as an economic pas-
sage which is positioned on the Eurasian Corridor. 
The urbanization within this province started estab-
lishing next to areas that contained water resources 
with a relatively slow development. With each city 
having a high distance from each other, it became 
difficult for an economic growth. They were highly 
dependent on water resources and directly affected 
by the condition of it.  
 
After the discovery of mineral resources, the cities 
in Xinjiang rapidly grew and became independent 
for their own. The development of the mineral 
industry reduced the reliance on agriculture and 
illustrates the point at which the traditional oasis 
urban system converted to the spatial pattern of the 
modern urban system. The following research aims 
to understand the opportunities and challenges of 
the Xinjiang province in relation to the mineral 
resources obtained from this region.
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Trade of Jade

Trade has become an increasingly important part 
of Xinjiang’s overall economy, and it has been a 
significant tool used for economic modernization. 
The Xinjiang area is famous throughout East Asia as 
the major source of jade. Researching an area that 
contains clashing ethnicities makes it extraordinary 
when compromises can be made. When it comes 
to trade, these two groups come to terms. The 
Muslim culture of the Uyghurs proscribes dealing in 
representational images, which is why they harvest 
the jade in its pure form and trade it off to the Han 
Chinese, who monopolize and highly cherish the 
jade and carve the jade to its final form. Perhaps the 
act of trading can be used as a tool to activate com-
mon grounds between contradicting identities.
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Mineral Resources
 
Minerals from the Xinjiang region are really import-
ant, not only do they provide a main income for 
China, they have an importance on a Global scale. 
The area of Xinjiang contains a lot of minerals. To 
get further in depth about the richness of this area, 
there are 422 valid minerals recorded. If one were to 
count their varieties this number would highly go 
up to 604.  
 
The study on the mineral resources overviews all 
the recorded minerals and mineral extraction sites, 
additionally it is relevant to indicate that there is 
much more yet to be found.
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Recovery of  
Niobium and Tantalum

Some of the mineral resources worldwide can only 
be obtained from few locations where the Xinjiang 
area is one of. Great examples of these rare minerals 
are Niobium and Tantalum. The graph made for 
their extraction process shows how the 2 rare miner-
als can have an impact on a massive variety of indus-
tries where the world is so highly in need for. From 
devices in healthcare to touchscreen technologies, 
to even prosthetics. Their range is broad and their 
production isn’t the easiest, yet we cannot imagine 
the industrial industries without them. 
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While electric pumps in farms are beginning to be 
regulated by the Chinese government, installing 
pumps for a factory or a mine is not restricted on 
the chosen site, Turpan. If the traditional knowledge 
systems such as the Karez are not considered im-
portant in the government’s plan for basin sustain-
ability, then they are at risk of disappearing.

While aspects of local culture may be protected by 
governmental rules on conservation and heritage, 
their role in society connecting people to the history 
and identity of their land is lost when they are relo-
cated into museums and exhibition centers. 

With the research proposal I want to convey that 
the topics of interest, form an essential part of the 
history and identity of the Uyghur people. Starting 
from their main economic income to the demands 
it needs to the desertification or loss of cultural 
identity. It always will circle back in an endless loop, 
thus with uncovering and defining their common 
grounds within the term trade has always felt like 
a solid starting point for the research regarding the 
ongoing conflict between the Uyghur and Chinese 
inhabitants of Xinjiang.
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Classes of  
Landscape Patterns

Turpan is a region with an almost even demographic 
of Uighur and Han Chinese inhabitants. On top 
of that, it also is an area with many extremes, from 
weather conditions to preserved historical systems, 
traditional buildings and contains traces from var-
ious fields, providing a broad palette to work with, 
meeting the demands for global industries.
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Cultural  
and Critical Features

Water, and its management in particular, has played 
a central role in Turpan. The most impressive struc-
tures designed to deliver water in the region remain 
the Karez, a system of underground tunnels which 
transport water from higher aquifers recharged 
through snow melt at the base of the mountains to 
the villages and cultivated lands of Turpan, mainly 
the grapes, which is the main economic activity in 
Turpan. The grapes have a traditional way of riping 
in brick drying houses. Combined with the extreme 
temperature switch- creating a unique sweetness. 

During the summer, the landscape is covered with 
green vines, the vivid colors and life of the oasis in 
stark contrast with the vast empty desert, reminding 
the observer of how precious water is in the fragile 
balance of this environment. 
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Deceitful Mirage  
or Sparkling Oasis

Not everything is as bright as it seems. Once 
taking a closer look of each individual subject and 
digging further into the site research of Turpan, it 
astonished me that the industrial sector does not 
come under the same regulations as the agricultural 
sector. Contributing on the disappearance of the 
Karez, which illustrates an example among many in 
China, where ancient traditional methods are given 
no space to survive within the current political and 
social framework.
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A Landscape Poem



A Landscape Poem

Fig 1: Plan of Roma Interrotta , 1978
Paolo Portoghesi and Vittorio Gigliotti, Roma Interrotta, 1978, accessed 
on January 3,2021. https://i.pinimg.com/originals/c4/8f/e6/c48fe6fe-
612608044747a3e415245d67.jpg.
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human survival and development are restricted by the geo-
graphical context, making it difficult to form settlements 
and cities. As the largest province in China, Xinjiang is 
such a case with an area of 1.66 million square kilome-
ters, locating at the northwestern border of China. The 
geographical environment of Xinjiang is rather inclement 
where the biggest desert in China-- the Taklimakan desert 
locates. A peculiar natural landscape--oasis thus was born 
around Tarim Basin, which provides space for production 
and social activities as well as contributes to the formation 
and development of cities. 

However, Xinjiang oases are geomorphologically enclosed, 
geographically dispersed, and ecologically fragile. The spa-
tial form of the oasis city was constantly changing with 
economic development and the transformation of trans-
portation methods. Historically, Oasis cities were region-
ally isolated so that their economic activities usually oc-
curred internally. At this moment, the landscape was the 
only feeder and carrier of the early cities. In the process of 
urbanization, one of the most prominent urban features 
was the shift from “closed” to “open”. Gradually, the oasis 
town system relied more on external energy, material, and 
information to develop. Since the oases were exceeding 
their capacity, the city started to turn desert into artificial 
oases, which could be described as “oasification”. Specifi-
cally, doubled in the last 50 years, the total area of Xinjiang 
Oasis is 12.9016 million hectares, accounting for 7.76% 
area of the whole region, among which 9.073 hectares is 
artificial oases.1 While at the same time, the city behaved 
more like the new “desert” at the material level, eroding 
from the very heart of the oasis and causing a series of 
problems, such as water shortage, air pollution, and cul-
ture destruction etc. 

The relationship between city and landscape in Xinjiang 
is highly complex systemic and the understanding of the 
two roles is essential in managing its urban development. 
Because of the propaganda of modernization, the same 
city template is copying and pasting everywhere in China 
with little consideration to the regional particularity. The 
landscape, which used to be considered as the background 
of the city, urgently needs to be treated as a component 
of the city with no less important than buildings, espe-
cially in oasis city whose life is closely tied to the oasis. 
Because the landscape is the only native language of that 
region which should not be replaced by Esperanto. In the 
following chapters, this thesis will discuss the reconcep-
tualization and systematicness of landscape in the process 
of urbanism considering the specific geographical context. 
From city’s perspective, city needs to be conceptualized 
like landscape as a living arena of processes and exchanges 
over time, permitting new forces and connections to set up 
the ground for new activities and patterns of inhabitance. 

The Reconceptualization of 
Landscape and Urbanism 
in the Contemporary Context

Abstract
For a long time, architecture was considered as the basic 
elements of urban design while landscapes were simply 
treated as healthful exceptions to the unhealthy city that 
surrounded them. Most of us tend to overlook the fact 
that originally, the formation of cities was driven by land-
scape in the form of farmlands and ranches. As a result, the 
districts of cities developed in regions that depended on 
complex irrigation systems often retain the pattern of early 
irrigation districts in their boundary locations. However, 
after stepping in into the industrial era, landscape was no 
longer the only feeder of cities, causing the withdraw of 
landscape from the historical urban design arena. In the 
wake of the social and environmental disasters of indus-
trialization, postmodern architecture retreated to the com-
forting forms of nostalgia and seemingly stable, secure, and 
more permanent forms of urban arrangement when the 
importance of engaging landscape into urbanism gradually 
bubbled up. Landscape is no longer the background of the 
city, but a complex system that contains dynamic urban 
processes.

Firstly, the dilemma between cityscape and landscape will 
be explained and discussed according to the complicated 
urbanization process in Xinjiang’s oasis cities. Then to get 
a general understanding of landscape urbanism, this pa-
per will reconceptualize the disciplines of landscape and 
urbanism in the contemporary context. By emphasizing 
on landscape as a system, this paper intends to construct 
a dialectical understanding of how landscape relates to the 
processes of modern urbanism. Accordingly, this paper ex-
plores the interactions between city and landscape in terms 
of formation, function, systematicness, and temporality. 
Moreover, it will be proposed that landscape is a suit-
able medium and considerable methodology in urbanism 
through which to order programmatic and social change 
over time, especially complex evolving arrangements of ur-
ban activities. Like infrastructures, landscape can be con-
structed within the city that does real work.
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Introduction
The natural landscape has an important influence on hu-
man activities, especially at the beginning of human civ-
ilization and the agricultural era when productivity was 
still laggard. In regions with harsh natural environments, 



A Landscape Poem

Landscape is not the background of the city, but the un-
derlying system of the city.

The emphasis on landscape as a system does not imply to 
exclude architectural form but rather looks for construct-
ing an argumentative understanding of how landscape 
relates to the processes of urbanism. This infers shifting 
attention away from the object qualities of space (whether 
formal or scenic) to the systems that condition the distri-
bution and density of urban form.7 Just as Corner suggest-
ed, “With this preface, we can begin to imagine how the 
concept of landscape urbanism suggests a more promising, 
more radical, and more creative form of practice than that 
defined by rigid disciplinary categorizations.”8 The relative 
freedom and changefulness of landscape can hopefully be 
a cure to the implicit finitude of zoning.9

Transition: City as Landcape
Over recent centuries of urban design, the predominant 
use of analytical figure-ground plans that excluded vegeta-
tion, topography, or even spaces with public access, have 
left our idea of the city as abstract as to be almost irrelevant 
to the actual place designers sought to describe. However, 
Giambattista Nolli’s map of Rome in 1748 showed not 
just building figures and white ground, but also patterns 
of vegetation and topography in the exterior of buildings, 
and public use in the interior. Buildings and boundaries 
were shown in the plan view, whereas plants appeared 
within the bird’s eye perspective to present a holistic un-
derstanding of the city. The use of figure-ground maps in 
modern urban design on the contrary, reflects our power-
lessness to perceive the fundamental discernment of the 
city’s co-existence with the landscape.

When the Roma Interrotta project was launched in 1978, 
among the 12 architects envisioning the future Rome 
based on the Nolli’s map, Paolo Portoghesi however, pro-
posed a critical relationship of continuity between the his-
torical landscape and its present counterpart. To retrieve 
the ‘future’ in the ‘past’, Portoghesi researched on ‘Rome 
before Rome’.10 That is, depending on the typical original 
landscape which still ran beneath the city and undermined 
the foundation of its buildings, the structure of the future 
city was resuscitated and reorganized by contemporary lin-
guistics. To Portoghesi, former ruins and landscape were 
the specific nature of the city because they spoke the native 
language and dialect which should never be replaced by 
Esperando. The study on the landscape before the con-
struction of the city of Rome, its orography and analogy, 
results in the final tree-like masterplan (Fig.1), unexpect-
edly blurring the boundary between city and landscape: 
landscape forms the city and at the same time the city be-
comes the landscape.

The new conception of landscape in terms of urbanism 
will hopefully shed light on the reflection on disciplinary 
and how architects and urban planners reconsider the role 
of landscape, providing new methodology in dealing with 
Xinjiang’s situation.    

Dilemma: Cityscape and Landscape 
Modernism was abundantly transparent in its division 
of components that made up a new city: housing, work, 
recreation, commerce, etc. These elements were thought 
to be all that was required, and the masterplan provided 
the vehicle for holding their functions together whereas in 
any case guaranteeing that they remained particular and 
separated.2 At the same time landscape was considered no 
more than the green color filling the white voids on the 
map. In modern cities, regularity and order were empha-
sized more than fantasy and tumult by the leading power. 
Urbanists and architects were never given the preference 
to predict how the whole city would look like in the pro-
cess of urbanism. Urban landscape, which has long been 
neglected, on the other hand, with its temporal charac-
teristics, remains forever incomplete and unruled, which 
dramatically becomes the only fresh blood in the city.

Traditionally, landscape is firmed attached to the cultural 
image of “Nature” which is mostly represented by delicate-
ly undulating peaceful scene, generally considered ethical, 
generous and alleviating, a moral as well as an antidote to 
the broken environmental and social qualities of the con-
temporary city.3 In 1955, the mega-mall urbanist Victor 
Gruen coined the term “cityscape,” which he posited in 
contradistinction to “landscape.”4 For Gruen, cityscape or 
architecture was the protagonist in the war of converting 
chaos into order and changing mechanization from a ty-
rant to a slave at the city’s heart. On the contrary, land-
scape was the environment where nature was predomi-
nant, such as mountain valleys and rural areas, having little 
effect on modernization.5 By designing a large number of 
shopping malls, Gruen temporarily solved the problems of 
suburban commercial slums in American cities, but such 
actions were only palliatives. Because those giant commer-
cial machines kept trapping people inside without breath-
ing the “free air”, thus spreading new diseases to the sick 
urban life. The idea that cityscape and landscape are clearly 
isolated is never applicable since the city will not be able 
to break its connections to the land and landscape, not 
to mention human beings get independent of the natu-
ral environment. To further explain, all urban construc-
tions have been built into the pattern of pre-existing land 
frameworks, comprised of process and elements – water 
streams, edges, bowls, shorelines, plants which both extend 
beyond the human city in space and are contained within 
its boundaries. When their scale is now not free of urban 
limits, they subsume the city and its built frameworks.6 



Fig 2: Renaturation of the River Aire, 2016
Superpositions, Top view of river Aire project, 2016, accessed on January 3rd ,2021.
http://landezine.com/index.php/2016/06/renaturation-of-the-river-aire-geneva/
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the existing suburbs.”15 Walking around La Villette under 
the open sky, it is pretty clear that it is a park and not much 
like a building at all. But Tschumi’s deconstructive ap-
proach compels us to reconsider the relationship between 
such oppositions as culture and nature, urban and rural, 
form and function. The project formulated landscape as 
the most suitable medium through which to order pro-
grammatic and social change over time, especially complex 
evolving arrangements of urban activities.

Urban parks reveal the role of large-scale landscape as an 
element of urban infrastructure whose openness is the 
one thing that cannot be experienced in buildings. But 
considering the high density of buildings in modern cit-
ies, it is not always possible to build such a large land-
scape project. What’s worse, numerous landscapes have 
already been thoughtlessly disposed of in the process of 
rapid urbanization. What can we do to these spaces when 
we want to bring nature back, by simply erasing them? 
Architect Georges Descombes proposed an ingenious an-
swer in his project the ‘Renaturation of the River Aire’. 
From the late 19th century, the Aire river was canalized 
for farming purposes. In 2001 State of Geneva opened a 
competition with the idea of restoring the river to its orig-
inal shape by destroying the canal. Instead of replacing the 
canal with an organic river, Descombes transformed the 
existing canal into a reference line giving the possibility to 
understand the evolution of the landscape and alter it by 
juxtaposing a vast divagation space as a new riverbed. The 
former straight stream is still in use as a linear park while 
the diamond- shape sand islands open a complex series of 
undetermined channels for the flows (Fig 2).16Contrast-
ing with the old gesture of fixing the river in one place, 
this project makes way to an indeterminate evolution of 
the river course. With a series of appropriate interventions, 
the urgent ecological shifts are incorporated into a larger 
cultural change, breaking the opposition between nature 
and culture.    

 
In the context of landscape urbanism, the shift from an 
image-based planning process to an operative method 
requires the shift from architecture’s historical role as the 
basic building block of urban design to surface (both nat-
ural and artificial) understood as fundamental urban infra-
structure.17 That is to say, architectures, landscapes, and 
all kinds of surfaces have the same hierarchy in terms of 
urban design. With this revolutionary transition, the new 
conception of landscape will ideally be finalized, like archi-
tect Alex Wall suggested “ the term of landscape no longer 
refers to prospects of pastoral innocence but rather invokes 
the functioning matrix of connective tissues that orga-
nized not only objects and spaces but dynamic processes 
and events that move through them.”18 Furthermore, the 

According to the work of Portoghesi, landscape clearly can 
produce new insights in response to the contemporary ur-
ban situation. It also reveals the need for contemporary 
techniques of representing the radical characteristics of the 
city, wherein the full scope of agents, actors, and forces 
that work across a given territory might be brought into 
consideration, mobilized, and redirected. Such need forces 
us to reconsider the essential inquiries, for example, “what 
is a building?” and “what is a landscape?”. In this lies the 
possibility to refine the parameters of each discipline—ur-
banism and landscape—in relation to each other. More-
over, the city should not be given superiority over the land-
scape since the city was born from it and to some extent, 
the city is the landscape itself. Similar to the terminology 
“Landscape Urbanism” advocate and elaborated by urban-
ist Charles Waldheim and landscape architect James Cor-
ner, such new crossovers allow us to depict the territory in 
terms of an equivalent dialogue between architecture and 
landscape.11 Yet this dialogue is not restricted by the tra-
ditional definition of terms ‘city’ and ‘landscape’; it allows 
for the simultaneous presence of the one within the other, 
cities as landscapes, landscapes as cities.  

Methodology: Landscape as Infrastructure
In terms of the methodology of urban management, the 
relationship of urbanism to landscape might start to oper-
ate on a metaphoric and metonymic register. The concept 
that urbanism relies much on the construction of surfaces 
and voids as it does on the construction of buildings seems 
to make the literal use of landscape as a material device 
a necessity. Notwithstanding, the fact that landscape in-
cludes an explicit recognition of the changing nature of the 
land through time permits the possibility of a profitable 
relationship on a metonymic register to urbanism whose 
conception of time has commonly gotten more implicit 
and linear.12 Like cities, landscapes are cultural, social, 
and political agents whose job is not exhausted by their 
formal and aesthetic performance. According to the Aus-
tralian landscape architect Richard Weller, “the landscape 
itself is a medium through which all ecological transactions 
must pass: it is the infrastructure of the future.”13 

Among the first projects to orchestrate urban programs as 
a landscape process was the 1982 Competition for Parc de 
la Villette. The competition for la Villette began a trajecto-
ry of the postmodern urban park, in which landscape was 
itself conceived as a complex medium capable of articulat-
ing relations between urban infrastructure, public events, 
and indeterminate urban futures for large post-industrial 
sites, rather than simply as healthful scenery.14 Just like 
Bernard Tschumi described the La Villette project, “ The 
park could be conceived as one of the largest buildings ever 
constructed – a discontinuous building, but nevertheless a 
single structure, overlapping certain area with the city and 
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methodology -- landscape as infrastructure-- indicates the 
need for reevaluation of all the material elements, both 
physical and conceptual, permanent and ephemeral that 
together provide the infrastructure of the urban: building, 
roads, rivers, parks, bridges, lights, markings, etc. Rather 
than a nostalgic longing for lost models of public space, 
monuments, piazzas, we should envision, support and 
construct alternative models of urbanism that are open to, 
and encourage, participation by all citizens. By construct-
ing new infrastructures that can be both landscape and ar-
chitecture at the same time, the tension between cityscape 
and landscape can hopefully be defused. 

Conclusion
Although being neglected for a long time by architects and 
urbanists, landscape is never lost its fundamental role in 
the process of urbanism. Ever since the agricultural era, 
landscape was both the instigator and accelerator of ur-
ban development, leaving traces in the genes of the city. In 
the contemporary context, landscape is no longer firmly 
attached to the cultural image of nature but seen as a com-
plex system that conditions the distribution and density of 
urban form. The emphasis on landscape as a system does 
not imply to exclude architectural form but rather looks 
for constructing a dialectical understanding of how land-
scape relates to the processes of urbanism. 

From the city’s perspective, city is like landscape as a liv-
ing arena of processes and exchanges over time, permitting 
new forces and connections to set up the ground for new 
activities and patterns of inhabitance. The transition of the 
understanding city as landscape allows us to depict the ter-
ritory in terms of an equivalent dialogue between architec-
ture and landscape, which also renews the conception of 
landscape. The reconceptualization of city and landscape 
lies the potential to refine the parameters of each disci-
pline—urbanism and landscape—in relation to each other, 
which could be added to the current collection of material 
components as inspirations to the urbanism methodology. 

When comes to how we can turn an image-based planning 
process into an operative method, it requires an ideological 
shift from architecture’s historical role as the basic elements 
of urban design to the general surface understood as fun-
damental urban infrastructure. In the practice of urban 
park design in the 20th century, the urban program was 
orchestrated as a landscape process. Landscape was con-
ceived not as an antidote to the unhealthy city anymore, 
but rather a complex medium capable of articulating re-
lations between urban infrastructure, public events, and 
indeterminate urban futures. Even the historically destruc-
tive landscapes for developing purposes have the potential 
to be transformed into better infrastructures in the urban 
realm with appropriate interventions. Among the practices 

by different architects, the key methodology is to construct 
a landscape as an infrastructure that deserves more consid-
erations on its position. 

Furthermore, a consideration of urbanism in terms of the 
network and infrastructure of a large landscape should not 
only bring to bear the utilitarian aspects of these projects 
but their reflexive and pleasurable duties. By means of en-
couraging participation by all citizens, landscape or city 
will in the future, with their temporal and social character-
istics, set the scene for urban prosperity.



A Landscape Poem

Notes:

1. Yimin He, Oasis and Oasis city: The characteristics of 
Xinjiang urbanism from the agricultural and animal hus-
bandry era to the industrial era, Journal of Ethnology, 
2017.
2. Mohsen Mostafavi, “Landscapes of Urbanism”, Land-
scape Urbanism: A Manual for the Machinic Landscape, 
edited by Mohsen Mostafavi and Ciro Najle (London: Ar-
chitectural Association, 2003), 5-9. 
3. James Corner, “Terra Fluxus”, Landscape Urbanism 
Reader, ed. Charles Waldheim (New York: Princeton Ar-
chitectural Press 2006), 21-34.
4. Victor Gruen, The Heart of our Cities: The Urban Cri-
sis, Diagnosis and Cure (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1964). 
5. Victor Gruen, “Cityscape and Landscape”, Arts & Ar-
chitecture,1955, Fort Worth Public Library Digital Ar-
chives, accessed on January 2nd, 2021. 
6. Kristina Hill, “Landscape as a system, city as landscape”, 
System Landschaft : Zeitgenössische Deutsche Land-
schaftsarchitektur. (Basel: Birkhäuser 2009), 26-45.
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Birth of  the Oasis city

Kashgar oasis was growing rapidly from 1984 to 
2016, which was also the fast development period 
of China. The desert was gradually transformed into 
agricultural field while the city of Kashgar expand-
ed like a new desert in the heart of the Oasis. This 
tries to represent the process of oasification and 
desertification by transforming the horizontal layers 
into a vertical 2.5D map. Ordered by the timeline 
of urbanism process, the geographical layers were 
translated into the features of material. The model 
can be read as a metaphor of the history of oasis 
cities.
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Bridge

The landscape in Kashgar is facing a large number of 
problems, being isolated and compressed by build-
ings. To reverse the current situation and to rebuild 
the relationship between city and landscape, in the 
second study model, I created a new concept of the 
bridge as the crossroad of the city and the landscape. 
By manipulating all kinds of material to fill the void 
between two directions, all kinds of surfaces have 
the same hierarchy in terms of urbanism.
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Landscape Reformation

All urban constructions have been built into the 
pattern of pre-existing land frameworks, comprised 
of process and elements – water streams, edges, 
bowls, shorelines, plants which both extend beyond 
the human city in space and are contained within 
its boundaries. When their scale is now not free of 
urban limits, they subsume the city and its built 
frameworks. Landscape is not the background of 
the city, but the underlying system of the city. This 
model tries to rebuild the relationship between 
city and landscape. The organic shapes of branches 
form the basic structure, while the grid of artificial 
material was weaved in the void. 
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Research

The research is divided into three part, the geo-
graphical context, systematic context and artifacts. 
The first map is about the natural disasters in Tarim 
Basin to get the fundamental understanding of 
the land.  The second map takes the oasis cities as 
artifacts to see the general pattern of urbanization in 
Xinjiang. The third map focuses on Kashgar city-- 
the redevelopment project in Kashgar’s old city. By 
mapping out the network and system behind it, the 
power game among politics, economy and culture 
can be revealed.
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Natural Disasters in Tarim Basin

Xinjiang oases were geomorphologically enclosed, 
geographically dispersed, and ecologically fragile. 
The locations of natural oases totally follow the trace 
the water, which also sit on the two earthquake belts 
around the basin. And frequency of earthquake is 
very high in this region. And due to the movement 
of desert, sandstorm becomes main reason of land 
desertification and air pollution. The harsh natural 
environment is one of the most important influence 
factors of Xinjiang’s civilization. 
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REDEVELOPMENT PROJECT OF KASHAGR’S OLD TOWN  

Phase 1
2000-2006 

building reinforcement 
and resident relocation

×5000 

Structurally strengthening 650,000 
square meters of residential

buildings and backfilling all the 
underground tunnels 

Improving the basic infrastructure 
of the old town—especially the
evacuation routes and square.

Earthquake risks 
Population growth
Urbanization needs

Id Kah Plaza transformed into id 
Kah Folk Cultural Tourism area.

backfilling all the underground 
tunnels and basements

Traditional aywan architectural 
style of Uyghur residential buildings.

Kashgar on ancient Silk Road

Typical street structures and 
multi-layered connetivity of 

the old town.

Tourists reached 4.5 million 
one year.

Widen the streets. Rebuild housing 
in line with design elements that 
had been ‘learned’ from earlier 

generations

Protected mesa housing.

2008 Sichuan earthquake
TWIN CITY--Kashgar & Shenzhen

 <Propaganda Outline for Comprehen-
sive Treatment of Dilapidated Buildings 

in the Old City of Kashgar>2009
Xinjiang Autonomous Regional 

Government

4 billion yuan from government
3 billion yuan from Social investment

demolishing the covering of 
courtyards

Reinforcing 1923 households
 6.3% of the total area 

On July 5, 2009, a serious violent crime 
of beating, smashing, looting and 

burning occurred in Urumqi, causing the 
killing of many innocent people and an 
armed policeman, which also stopped 

the Kashgar project.

installing  cable TV, natural gas and 
internet to each house

introducing a grid system of 
urban management 

10% 

×1379

×7555

demolishing and rebuilding16.7% of total area

The architects are instructed to design 
each new house in consultation with a 

local Uyghur family.

Temporary relocation

more than 100 architects 
from 26 design institutes in 

xinjiang

relocating

relocating

ethnically-mixed residence at the
outskirts of the city

Kashgar-Shenzhen city 

By 2020, Kashgar-Shenzhen Industrial Park 
realized output value of 10 billion yuan and 

30,000 jobs.

Phase 2
2006-2009 

mass-demolition and 
construction

Phase 3
2009-2017 

one-on-one redevelop-
ment and the ‘down-
scaling’ of demolition 

and construction 

REDEBELOPMENT PROJECT OF KASHGAR'S OLD TWON

A Landscape Poem

Oasis cities in Tarim Basin

It’s interesting to see that the shapes of the cities 
is formed follow the natural landscape. The black 
area is the new expansion from 1990 to 2007, 
and almost all the oasis cities have a high speed 
to extend. For instance, Shihezi built a new city 
next to the old one, and the urban area is tripled 
in Urumqi, doubled in Kashgar. The high speed of 
urbanization undoubtedly caused an great impact to 
the landscape.
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Redevelopment of Kashgar

This map shows the system and network behind 
the reconstruction project of Kashgar’s old city. 
There are multiple reason to start the project. The 
high density of population, the bad conditions of 
architectures and the earthquakes risks, as well as 
the potential violence. The first phase was mainly 
building reinforcement and resident relocation. But 
it has little help to totally solve problems. So in the 
second phase, the government massively demolished 
the old housings and replaced them with concrete 
ones. The indiscriminate demolishment exacerbated 
the conflict between Uyghur and Han Chinese. In 
2009, a serious violent crime happened in Urumqi 
ended the second phase. But there was an essential 
reason that this project cannot stop was that fear 
from the Sichuan earthquake in 2008. In the third 
phase, a more considerable strategy was conducted. 
Since Kashgar was set as a special economic zone 
with the support form Shenzhen, Kashgar got a 
large amount of investment. The government had 
more money to have architects designed every 
house to meet its owner’ requests. To conclude, 
this project was never an architecture issue, but an 
experiment and negotiation of political, social, and 
cultural powers.

A Landscape Poem
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REDEVELOPMENT PROJECT OF KASHAGR’S OLD TOWN  
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Id Kah Plaza transformed into id 
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A Landscape Poem

Proposal

The proposal is based on a series of research about 
different aspects of Kashgar. See from the city’s scale, 
the first map shows the dilemma between cityscape 
and landscape. From human being’s perspective, 
the second map represents the relationship between 
people and land, indicating the programs of the 
proposal. The third map is a mirage describing the 
architectural approach to the final project.
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A Landscape Poem

Oasification and Desertification

Ever since the Kashgar became another Shenzhen 
city in western China, the relationship of cityscape 
and landscape was on a tight rope. The Kashgar oa-
sis is reaching its full capacity and almost touching 
the mountain edge. Kashgar city has become a super 
city which also drives the economic development of 
surrounding counties. An industrial zone was even 
constructed directly in the desert connecting to the 
city. There is little natural wetland left and the rivers 
that pass through the oasis are nearly drained. 
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A Landscape Poem

Clay Art

Clay pottery made in Kashgar, known as 
"clay art", has appeared as far back as the 
Neolithic Age. The mud used for building 
houses and making potteries is gained 
directly from the Tuman river next to the 
mesa housing. This craft is done by  bare 
hands without any drawings or templates.
Although clay pottery is an intangible 
cultural heritage, its traditional technology 
has not updated. Young people do not want 
to engage in clay pottery work anymore 
because the production technology is 
backward and the income is very low.
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A Landscape Poem

A Landscape Poem

The landscape, which used to be treated as the 
background of the city, urgently needs to be treated 
as a component of the city with no less important 
than buildings, especially in an oasis city whose life 
is closely tied to the oasis. I want to create a single 
language to represent both the city and the land-
scape, eliminating the line which you still can see it. 
This project will be a series of infrastructure designs 
along Tuman River with different space scales: as 
a large landscape project, it will provide habitants 
with active public spaces; as architecture, it will 
hopefully restore the relationship between habitants 
and the land and achieve a sustainable development 
approach; as a decontamination plant, it aims to 
solve the problem of management and maintenance 
of Tuman rivers and help regain its self-repairing 
capability; as furniture, it can be a small outdoor 
infrastructure, shortening the distance between 
people and nature.
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Final Reflections



On individual 
and collective research



eral. This allowed us to see the expansion of oasis 
towns beyond their periphery by using water as a 
lens. According to urbanist Matthew Gandy water 
is “a brutal delineator of social power which has at 
various times worked to either foster greater urban 
cohesion or generate new forms of political conflict’. 
Indeed in the desert landscape of Xinjiang, these 
issues are amplified. Thus, water can reveal dispo-
sitions, clues knitted into the urban tapestry as it is 
extracted, stored, manipulated, commodified and 
privatised. Fed by glaciers in the Tianshan Moun-
tains, this source of freshwater traverses across the 
length of the region flanking the desert bowl before 
drying up in the endorheic basin. Revealing with it 
a system of oasis towns and their eternal dependen-
cy on the Tarim River. By discerning the difference 
between natural and man-made flows, we can see 
how oases have expanded far beyond their original 
footprints and natural limits which thus informed 
my project.

Hidden gems. Mine Çelik
During the research I have computed all of the 
indicators and found that the growth of the mineral 
resources industries is strongly correlated with eco-
nomic and urban development. I found significant 
exploitation variations in the relationship and trend 
of geographical concentration. Which helped me to 
understand the ongoing opportunities and chal-
lenges of the Xinjiang province. I also found strong 
evidence to support the argument that mineral 
exploitation has an impact on industrial specializa-
tion, which guided me on how to take advantage 
of the large-scale development of mineral resources 
exploration for my project.

Discourse analysis.  Matthew Touzet
The current crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic has 
exacerbated the already encroaching blend of the 
digital and physical realms. These changes have 
made a large impact on researchers by forcing us to 
rely on the Internet and search engine results. This 
academic dilemma, coupled with the encroach-
ment of surveillance capitalism on the privacy and 
independence of individuals, became the point of 
departure in my research. 

Oasis Cities. Qiaoyun Lu
The Border and Territory map presents our gener-
alized concept of Tarim Basin while in the second 
map each of us indicates our own interest of the 
region. I am quite fascinated by the oasis cities in 
Xinjiang, which are geomorphologically enclosed, 
geographically dispersed, and ecologically fragile. By 
studying the catalogue of oasis cities in Xinjiang, I 
found the urbanization mode there is weakening the 
relationship between cities and the landscape. The 
redevelopment project in Kashgar replaced the mud 
buildings with concrete ones and at the same time 
caused a huge impact to Uygur culture. The study of 
oasis cities reflects both the geographical condition 
and systematical context in Xinjiang, contributing 
to comprehensive understanding of the terrain and 
also helping me form my own project.

Absolute exploitation. Filippo Testa
The collective focus over the generalized exploita-
tion of the Tarim Basin allowed me to highlight 
the anomalies happening within its borders. In 
the index map is visible the level of the exploita-
tion, with the extreme example of the nuclear tests 
carried in the north-eastern side of the basin, as well 
as the consequences brought from this process: The 
Lop Nor example stands as the clearest backlash of 
human intervention. The lake, here visible on the 
first slice, has been described through history as a 
wandering body, changing its shape and size during 
the seasons and being an incredible resource for the 
oases around it. All that remains of the lake, which 
is now dried out due to the deviation of water 
courses in an effort to supply crop farming and re-
source extractivism, is an engineered potash farming 
land, pictured here.

Through the mappings of these anomalies I arrived 
at the delineation of three main lines of exploita-
tion: exploitation of the land, exploitation of the 
culture and exploitation of the bodies. Tri-partition 
that sits as a base for the analytical understanding 
of the condition of the territory and also for the 
theoretical framework given to the condition of the 
society.

Water as a lens. Katherina WeiWei Bruh
The exercise of classifying what border conditions 
from territory was useful for my research. It showed 
how water was a border condition. But trying to 
map it, I saw the need to delineate a difference 
between what was man made and what was ephem-


