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Communication and Society, 67 (2024), 1-34

Lived Experience, Inter-Disciplinary Knowledge
Production and Critical Reflections in an Age of
Uncertainty

Discussants: Guobin YANG, Changwen CHEN, Shengjun LIN, Jack Linchuan QIU
Translators: Changwen CHEN, Shengjun LIN, Jack Linchuan QIU

Abstract

Humanity is in jeopardy. International conflicts, economic upheavals, wars,
diseases, racism, and xenophobia are inflicting untold harm on ordinary people,
the poor, and minorities. How will communication scholars respond? In this
conversation, we argue that, more than ever before, communication scholars
ought to engage these fateful issues in their research. Furthermore, our critical
analysis will be enriched and strengthened, not softened, by infusing it with an
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ethos of empathy, care, love, and hope. We encourage emerging scholars,
especially our graduate students, to believe in their own lived experience as a
criterion of knowledge as established theories and concepts begin to lose their
relevance in an unsettled world.

Citation of this article: Yang, G., Chen, C., Lin, S., & Qiu, J. L. (2024). Lived
experience, inter-disciplinary knowledge production and critical reflections in
an age of uncertainty. Communication and Society, 67, 1-34.
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Academic Dialogue with Guobin YANG

Lived Experience, Inter-Disciplinary Knowledge

Production and Critical Reflections

in an Age of Uncertainty

YG: Guobin YANG
CS: Changwen CHEN, Shengjun LIN, Jack Linchuan QIU

CS:

YG:

How did you decide to pursue a second doctoral degree (in
sociology) after your first Ph.D. in comparative literature? What
led you into the study of communication and society?

My first doctoral degree was in the field of literary translation, and
my dissertation was titled, “English Translation (30 Chapters) and
Theoretical Discussions of Wenxin Diaolong.” After completing the
dissertation, I wanted a change of environment to refresh my mind and
try something new. Prof. Craig Calhoun, a renowned social theorist
in the Department of Sociology at the University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill (UNC-Chapel Hill), had previously taught a seminar
on “Critical Social Theory” for doctoral students in the Department
of English at Beijing Foreign Studies University. [ was first exposed
to the social theories of Habermas and Bourdieu in this seminar. In
1994, he invited me to visit UNC-Chapel Hill and kindly extended
a fellowship to me. After I arrived, I decided to pursue a doctoral
degree in Sociology and study social theory and social movement
theory systematically under the supervision of Prof. Calhoun. During
that time, Craig had just published Habermas and the Public Sphere
(1992), which has become a seminal work on public sphere theory. In
1994, he published Neither Gods Nor Emperors, followed by Critical
Social Theory in 1995. Both books contain important discussions
of media and communication. In addition, Craig is also a pioneer in
Infrastructure Studies, which now attract much scholarly attention.
As early as 1992, he put forth a compelling argument about the
crucial role of information technology as the foundation of modernity
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(Calhoun, 1992). In the context of American Sociology, he stands
out as one of a few scholars who are interested in the core issues
of Communication Studies. Inspired by his work, my interest in
sociology has always had something to do with communication, from
the very beginning. Whether it was my research on the Red Guards or
my investigations into the internet, I have consistently focused on the
role of media and communication.

My “formal” entry into the field of communication and society
began with my research on the internet. My doctoral thesis in
Sociology focused on the transformation of identity among the Red
Guards and the sent-down youth generation. During the later stages
of my writing, around 1999 and 2000, I started paying attention to
websites and personal webpages created by former educated youth.
After defending my thesis in May 2000, I spent a considerable amount
of time browsing Chinese websites, visiting various BBS forums, and
reading posts. I came across a lot of content related to social activism,
which I found fascinating. When I started teaching at the Department
of Sociology at the University of Hawaii that summer, I chose
“Information Technology and Social Movements” as my new research
direction.

CS: What road bumps have you encountered in your interdisciplinary
journey? How did you manage them? Any tips for junior scholars
who are facing similar challenges?

YG: Pursuing a Ph.D. in a new academic discipline at a foreign university was
an entirely new experience for me. Fortunately, Craig understood my
interests and encouraged me to take courses not only in Sociology but
also in the departments of Anthropology and Communication Studies. I
remember taking a course by Larry Grossberg in communication, where
he delved into books like Deleuze and Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus. 1 found
it hard to follow those discussions. In the Department of Anthropology, I
took Prof. Judith Farquhar’s course on ‘“Techniques of the Self” and read
some Foucault. Although my understanding of the material was limited,
the course aroused my keen interest in sociological notions of the self
and self-identity.

In 1996, Craig relocated to the Department of Sociology at
New York University (NYU). In the spring of 1997, I transferred to
NYU to continue my doctoral studies. I spent three years each at
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UNC and NYU for my sociology Ph.D. Once I arrived at NYU, 1
felt like I truly started to grasp the subject matter. Several courses
impacted me significantly, including Steven Lukes’ doctoral seminar
titled “Enlightenment in Question,” which offered a comprehensive
examination of European Enlightenment thought. Other influential
courses included David Garland’s “Advanced Seminar on Foucault,”
Craig’s “Cultural Sociology,” and Jeff Goodwin’s “Social Movements.”
Moreover, 1 had the opportunity to take a course on the Chinese
Cultural Revolution taught by the late Prof. Marilyn Young at the NYU
Department of History.

Through this process, I gradually came to realize how diverse
sociological studies can be. There is no need to chase trendy topics
or conform to the mainstream. I can pursue my research based on my
own interests. If I were to offer advice on how to face the challenges of
interdisciplinary research, my experience tells me this: when it comes
to reading and thinking, you should broaden your horizons and not
confine yourself. It is beneficial to take courses in other disciplines and
explore books in other fields. When it comes to research and writing, it
is important to employ methods that you like to use and explore issues
or engage in research that genuinely interests you. It is crucial to focus
on questions that spark your personal interests and approach them
from your unique perspective, rather than blindly following the crowd.

During the early stages of pursuing my Ph.D. in Sociology,
I experienced a perplexing dilemma. I found myself questioning
whether I should discard my previous knowledge about literature as
unwanted baggage in order to fully immerse myself in Sociology. In
hindsight, I recognize that this was a crisis in my academic identity.
However, over time, I gradually came to realize that literature and
cultural theory can indeed enrich Sociology. With this realization, I
made a conscious decision to integrate my interests in literature and
culture into my sociological research rather than abandoning them.
For instance, in my initial publications, which focused on social
movements, I paid special attention to emotions and narratives. I
believed that incorporating them would enrich my research. Moreover,
I came to understand that theories and concepts are not infallible.
If they do not align with my experiences, there is no need to adhere
to them. In fact, drawing from personal experiences can contribute
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something original to existing theories and concepts. It is common for
researchers to have self-doubt when it comes to their own ideas, but
I hope to encourage readers of this journal to have faith in your own
ideas. Believe in the value of your present and past experiences, which
can serve as important sources of academic motivation. When writing,
it is crucial to have confidence in your own ideas. Sometimes, you may
have a fleeting and elusive idea, and you may not be sure whether it is
a good idea. However, that thought could potentially be the seed of a
groundbreaking concept or theory. In such moments, it is important to
trust yourself, make an effort to pursue that thought, jot it down, and
develop it step by step. Even if it does not find a place in your current
writing, it may prove valuable in the future. By accumulating notes of
such ideas, you will grow intellectually and develop a systematic way
of thinking.

CS: What would likely be some of the unique contributions to studying
Chinese communication and society as compared to similar studies
in the West?

YG: The most significant contribution is to let the world see Chinese
experiences. This is not a trivial matter, because invisibility is a
condition of non-recognition. To be invisible is to be ignored, and
worse, to be discriminated against.

The reasons behind this are quite complex. It is not merely a
matter of individual scholars’ research and writing but also involves
deeper national-political, racial, and cultural factors. As far as the
academic community is concerned, to work toward a richer and more
multi-dimensional understanding of China, scholars must reassess
epistemologically the significance and social impact of their own
research. I will return to this point later.

Let me offer some thoughts on the concept of the “Chinese-
language context.” Communication in the Chinese context includes
many things. It extends beyond mainland China to include Hong
Kong, Macau, Taiwan, Singapore, and overseas Chinese communities
worldwide. In recent years, the emerging field of Sinophone studies
pertains to the Chinese-language context. It is important. However,
we should not underestimate the role of the nation-state. By
emphasizing global flows, decentralization, and transnationalism,
discourses of “globalization” once served to facilitate the infiltration
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CS:

YG:

of global capital, ultimately eroding the role of the nation-state and
diminishing the visibility of its people. Therefore, I would urge
scholars of communication in the Chinese-language context, or global
communication in general, to bring the nation-state back in and put
it at the center of our research. Scholars are individual human beings
who are all rooted in specific territories, each with its own history,
culture, society, and politics. It is impossible to study a global or
transnational “Chinese-language context” divorced from the history
and politics of the nation.

By situating Communication Studies in the Chinese-language
context within the realms of nation, ethnicity, and history, we can
infuse decolonization into the field of Chinese communication and
media studies. This approach enables us to contribute to the ongoing
discussions on decolonization within the framework of the Global
South, as advocated by communication scholars in recent years.
Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan, and mainland China all have unique
histories as colonies or semi-colonies. Likewise, overseas Chinese
communities have emerged from colonial histories. For instance, early
Chinese laborers who participated in the construction of railroads
in the United States faced similar hardships as oppressed people in
colonial territories. Therefore, it is essential to consider the history
of colonization and anti-colonial struggles in a global context, as
well as the experiences of overseas Chinese migrants, when studying
communication and society in Chinese-language contexts. Such
research aligns well with the broader decolonization efforts of the
Global South.

How do you see the research landscape of media and activism
nowadays? What are the most prominent theoretical issues,
including in the Chinese context? What are the most compelling
issues for you in this academic field?

There is a substantial body of research concerning online activism, but
I believe it can still be more exciting. I attribute this to two primary
factors. First, the nature of activism has undergone major change and
continues to evolve, which challenges researchers to stay updated.
Second, researchers tend to prioritize theoretical frameworks and
may not fully appreciate online activism as a social phenomenon,
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resulting in a dearth of in-depth descriptive and historical accounts.
This has to do with the increasingly elusive nature of phenomena.
Protests and acts of resistance disseminated through social networks
often lack clear timelines, identifiable characters, and the traditional
organizational structures seen in conventional movements and
revolutions. These factors make it difficult to capture and present
activism in the social media age through vivid storytelling. Without
compelling narratives, research solely based on theory and concepts
is unlikely to have a profound impact. Neglecting the significance
of the phenomenon diminishes storytelling, which makes academic
publications less captivating. While some may argue that social
science research should prioritize theory and downplay the role of
narratives, it is crucial to acknowledge that even excellent theories
need to be supported by well-crafted narratives to be truly compelling
and influential.

Although the academic community devotes attention to theories,
the fundamental question of what constitutes “activism” remains to
be answered. It is commonly believed that activism must involve
opposition to the government, but this is not always true. Similarly,
some may argue that activism is synonymous with resistance. Yet, this
is not necessarily the case either. I see activism as highly contextualized.
The same behavior can be regarded as activism in a specific context, but
it may not be so elsewhere. Activism is not solely limited to opposition
against the government; it can also encompass actions that support
governmental policies. For instance, civic actions during pandemic
lockdowns often align with government directives. It is unwise to
evaluate behavior across different contexts based on a narrow definition.

If we acknowledge the contextual nature of activism, we come to
realize that a single definition cannot cover all instances of activism.
Instead, researchers should scrutinize the relationship between context
and action. In my book The Wuhan Lockdown, 1 propose that “activism”
entails a sense of commitment. For instance, an environmental
activist is an actively involved individual who shows commitment
to environmental issues and takes action to protect the environment,
demonstrating consistency in their words, actions, and thoughts.
However, many ordinary citizens engage in occasional civic activities



Copyrighted material of: School of Journalism and Communication, The Chinese ersity of Hong Kong
School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University (2024). Published by The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

Communication and Society, 67 (2024)

in their daily lives, such as making charitable donations, which can
also be regarded as acts of citizenship. They are participants in civic
action, though not necessarily “activists.” If these individuals persist
with such behavior over a prolonged period, they can become “activists.”
Conversely, activists can also transition into everyday actors.

When it comes to theoretical discussions about online activism,
the two most influential concepts are probably “connective action” and
“hashtag activism.” The concept of “connective action,” introduced
by Bennett and Segerberg (2013), suggests that collective behavior
via social media is no longer driven by collective identities but rather
by social networks that connect fragmented individual expressions
into collective action. This novel concept gained instant popularity.
However, I have come across articles utilizing this concept, such
as studies of #MeToo in mainland China, where the broad category
of “connective action” is evoked without clearly explaining exactly
how the actions become connected. Paolo Gerbaudo has expressed
reservations about the concept of “connective action.” In a 2014
article, he proposed that for “connective action” to genuinely connect
individuals, it still needs to rely on culture and collective identity
(Gerbaudo, 2014). In a subsequent paper, Gerbaudo (2022) further
argued that campaigns such as #MeToo become connective action
primarily because individuals’ demands and grievances converge
through the networks, forming a collective identity for the group.
He believes that online collective behavior is the outcome of the
interactions between individual and collective identities, and it is
problematic to claim that individualized expressions can replace
collective identities.

I am sympathetic with Gerbaudo’s argument, but I believe that
emphasizing the convergence of individual demands and grievances
into collective identity is still not enough. After all, there are countless
personal demands and grievances expressed on the internet every day,
but only a fraction of them turn into collective protest events with
social impact. So, what distinguishes those online expressions that do
evolve into online contentious events? I think the nature of the event
itself and its mode of communication are vital. Certain grievances have
a heightened potential for triggering public outrage, thereby increasing
their dissemination potential. As for how they spread, this can be
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analyzed in terms of the media channels, narrative strategies, and
styles. The internet and social media have always played a crucial role
in disseminating such events. Emotional communication, employing
poignant narratives, often proves effective in moving people. Touching
stories tend to propagate rapidly and extensively. The selection of
communication modes should be contingent upon the nature of the
event. However, this selection may not necessarily be a conscious
decision made by the individual. Generally speaking, netizens opt for
the most suitable communication mode based on their habits, which is
a form of practical reason.

It is quite a coincidence that I am currently in my hometown,
Zibo, Shandong Province. Thanks to its famous barbecues, Zibo has
gained much fame across the internet. Influencers from various places
have flocked to Zibo, where they live-stream their experiences on
platforms like Douyin and Xiaohongshu. This exemplifies a choice of
communication mode. During dinner conversations with my relatives
and friends in Zibo, our main topic always revolves around Zibo’s
barbecue-induced fame. We wondered why Zibo barbecue became a
sensation nationwide. The most frequently mentioned reason is the
three open letters issued by Zibo.' The first letter, titled “A Letter
to Shandong University Students,” was published on May 3, 2022,
expressing a warm welcome to Shandong University students coming
to Zibo for quarantine and anti-epidemic measures. Though short,
the letter conveyed genuine warmth. Before the Shandong University
students left Zibo after completing their quarantine, the people of Zibo
set up barbecues outside each student’s dorm as a farewell gesture.
The two subsequent letters were equally imbued with the sincerity and
enthusiasm of the people of Zibo. These three letters thus told three
touching stories, and these stories played a crucial role in popularizing
Zibo barbecue. This shows that exploring how online activism
can attract widespread attention necessitates a focus on narratives
and storytelling strategies. I believe that this is an important and
captivating research topic.

CS: One of your most influential books is The Power of the Internet
in China (2009), which took more of an optimistic view about the
Internet leading to social progress than the prevalent view today,
both in China and globally. If you are to update this book, what
changes will you make?
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YG:

If a new edition of the book is coming out, I would hope to tell more
stories and add more narrative details, while shortening the theoretical
and conceptual discussions. The main ideas and analytical framework
would probably remain.

As for the question of optimism or pessimism, the issues involved
are quite complex. Indeed, some commentators believe that the
views expressed in The Power of the Internet in China are optimistic.
However, rather than saying that the book is optimistic about the social
impact of the internet, it would be more appropriate to say that I tried
to maintain an orientation or ethos of optimism and hopefulness in my
research and writing about media technology and social development.
If the book were to be updated, I would retain this ethos of optimism.
As long as we believe in human agency, we will be able to retain an
ethos of optimism and hope. Conversely, if we only see the constraints
imposed by the social structure without acknowledging human agency,
we may become pessimistic and disillusioned. Optimism or pessimism
is not only related to the nature of the phenomenon. It is also a
question of epistemology. It is about how we, as researchers, observe
and analyze phenomena, how we perceive the relationship between
individuals and society, and how we view the nature of knowledge
production.

Throughout the history of Social Sciences, including Communication
Studies, there has been a lack of optimism. Analyzing issues certainly
involves some form of critique, but the practices of unsympathetic
skepticism and wholesale doubt may lead scholars to treat their research
subjects as “criminal suspects” (Felski, 2015). It is in response to this
issue that literary theorists proposed the concept of “post-critique.” They
oppose the practice of skepticism in cultural criticism and argue that this
approach has its roots in the Cold War, when the state apparatus cultivated
a mindset of suspecting everyone around them as enemies, leading to a
“culture of suspicion” (Castiglia, 2017, p. 216).

These literary theorists advocate abandoning the “hermeneutics
of suspicion” and promoting a critical ethos that is empathetic and
hopeful (Felski, 2015). They argue that “hope is not opposed to
critique; rather, it is the lifeline of critique. Hope shows that critique
does not necessitate skepticism” (Castiglia, 2017, p. 217).
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If we examine contemporary Chinese studies in the Humanities
and Social Sciences from a “post-critique” perspective, including
research on the Chinese internet, we will find that many studies
similarly approach their subjects as “criminal suspects,” engaging in
the work of doubt, exposure, and criticism. While such analysis is
certainly important, if contemporary Chinese studies only consist of
skepticism and negation without hope and affirmation, it will not only
fail to capture the full spectrum of Chinese experiences, but also create
an academic discourse and public opinion environment of perpetual
suspicion and negativity. This discourse and environment can
potentially have counter-productive effects on both mainland Chinese
and Chinese communities overseas. The racial hatred targeting Asians
and Chinese Americans during the pandemic in the United States, to
some extent, is related to this discourse of suspicion. The experiences
of overseas Chinese during the pandemic led me to ponder the
following questions: Does the academic discourse we produce in the
scholarly community, including myself, truly benefit society? How
can it genuinely benefit society without causing unexpected harm to
ourselves and our ethnic and social communities? In answering these
questions, we might find inspiration from scholars of “post-critique,”
who call for a new orientation to critique, one of empathy and hope.
Of course, an ethos of hope and empathy does not negate criticism. As
Castiglia (2017) has said, hope is precisely the lifeline of critique.

CS: The Red Guard Generation and Political Activism in China (2016)
is the second book of your trilogy on contemporary China, in
which you examine radicalism during Mao’s era and its legacies.
In terms of the role of media in activism in mainland China, how
do you see what has changed and what has remained roughly the
same?

YG: The media has always played a crucial role in activism. However, the
specific types of media vary over time. In the 1960s, the underground
press had a significant impact on radical activism worldwide. In
mainland China, the Red Guard press and big-character posters
were impressive in scale and had a tremendous influence. Even
when only a few individuals formed a Red Guard organization, they
would distribute leaflets or publish a newspaper to declare their
establishment. Similarly, with the advent of the internet, a group of
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like-minded friends engaging in environmental activism would create
a website to announce their formation. In this sense, media serves as
the calling card of social organizations and activists alike.

Be they the Red Guard press, websites, web pages, or current
social media platforms, all of them possess non-mainstream
characteristics compared to official newspapers, television, and radio.
Alternative media often plays a role in activism. This aligns with
the alternative nature of activism itself, as mainstream media often
overlook activism.

Regarding change and continuity since the 1960s, it is a relative
rather than an absolute question. Some aspects have changed more
than others. More change has occurred in media technologies and the
demands of activists, while the modes of expression have changed
less. From the underground press to the internet, there has been a
profound change in media technologies. In comparison with the 1960s,
activism in the internet age has become more mediated. Due to the
high degree of mediation, transnational activism has also increased,
with transnational mechanisms becoming a key characteristic of
activism (Tarrow, 2005; Zhao & Fang, 2023).

In terms of demands, activism has also gone through tremendous
transformation. The Red Guard press had thousands of titles, with tens
of thousands of copies distributed nationwide on a daily basis in their
heydays. However, the core demand they expressed can be summarized
as a performance to show who was more revolutionary. In the internet
age, the demands of activism have shifted more towards everyday life
issues, such as exposing corrupt officials or demonstrating sympathy
for marginalized groups, and so on. Of course, there are also many
forms of self-expression, reflecting both individual and collective
identity concerns, which I have discussed in The Power of the Internet
in China.

Why do I say that the ways of expression have changed less?
In my opinion, whether it was the 1960s or the present, expressions
of activist demands have always emphasized style, literary flair, and
genre. In terms of style, there are elements of both playful humor
and solemn righteousness. Internet users on social media platforms
enjoy using humorous memes and emoticons, while it was popular
for the Red Guard newspapers to carry satirical poems and cartoons.
The Red Guards were meticulous in their revolutionary rhetoric, with
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some lengthy articles imitating the style of the “Nine Commentaries”
published during the period of ideological debates between the
Chinese Communist Party and their Soviet counterpart. These articles
were often filled with parallelism, exuding an air of grandeur. It was
not just the content of the big-character posters that needed to be
imposing; even the calligraphy mattered. During 1967 and 1968, the
largest rebel organization in Chongqing, known as the “August 15
Faction,” published a newspaper called August 15 Battle News, with
its editorial office located at Chongqing University. The editors of this
newspaper were all respected individuals known for their writing skills
within the university community (Zhou, 2006). Similarly, in the era of
the internet, a well-crafted article has the potential to garner countless
views. Of course, the unique forms of the internet age, such as short
videos, hashtags, memes, and emoticons, have added to the diversity
of genres. Another enduring characteristic of stylistic expression
in activism is the use of satire and jokes. The intricacies of this
phenomenon warrant separate exploration, but it should be noted that
satire and jokes are also commonly found in mainstream media, albeit
with different content. The shared form provides a certain legitimacy
for activists to use such rhetorical devices.

CS: In recent years, you have been working on the history of the
Internet. How would you assess the current state of research on
this topic in Chinese and English? What insights can the study of
Internet history offer to our understanding of current phenomena,
such as digital platforms?

YG: The study of Internet history is flourishing. Numerous papers have
come out, and many books on the internet touch on its history. These
include Hu Yong’s The Rising Cacophony: Personal Expression and
Public Discussion in the Internet Age, Jack Qiu’s Working-Class
Network Society: Communication Technology and the Information
Have-Less in Urban China, Peng Lan’s The First Decade of Chinese
Online Media, Han Rongbin’s Contesting Cyberspace in China, Guo
Shaohua’s The Evolution of the Chinese Internet, and many more. The
only monograph fully devoted to the history of the Chinese internet
that I have come across is The Duration of Internet Stories: Chinese
Internet History from the Perspective of Social Memory by Wu Shiwen
from Wuhan University. These works have laid a solid foundation for
a comprehensive investigation of Chinese internet history.
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CS:

YG:

Chinese internet studies are important in at least two ways. First,
much of the information concerning the early history of the Chinese
internet has disappeared. For example, influential websites, web pages,
blogs, communities, and more from the early days have vanished. In
such circumstances, there is an urgent need to explore, search for,
and preserve historical resources on the internet. Second, I hope that
through the study of internet history, we can establish a tradition of the
Chinese internet. What are the characteristics of this tradition? This
requires exploration by colleagues in our academic communities. In
my opinion, the early Chinese internet, such as BBS forums, had a
low level of commercialization, more openness, and lively and sincere
discussions. This tradition of the early internet can serve as a mirror
for us to reflect on the current state of social media platforms.

Your most recent book is The Wuhan Lockdown (2022). What
kinds of responses have you received so far—from readers in the
West and from those inside China? What advice do you have for
our readers to get ready to tackle a timely topic like the lockdown,
which can be another unexpected crisis? How do we prepare
ourselves for the moment—an unanticipated, critical moment to
be seized?

Currently, there are mainly two types of reader responses. One is book
reviews; the other is questions raised by the audience after my book
talks. Many academic journals, such as The China Quarterly, Asian
Affairs, Global Media and China, and Contemporary Sociology, have
reviewed this book. I was particularly delighted by the publication
of a lengthy book review in the Los Angeles Times Book Review
and two reviews in the renowned medical journal The Lancet. After
the book was published, I delivered numerous lectures and received
feedback from many. The reviews and feedback from the audience
are consistent, affirming the book’s narrative techniques, its language
style, and the use of diary entries to depict daily life during the
lockdown.

There are often inquiries about the book’s methods and data.
Audience members frequently ask how the data was collected and
selected. They also inquire whether the authors of the lockdown
diaries are representative, since many of them belong to the urban
middle class. However, questions of representativeness are less
applicable to qualitative research. The purpose of qualitative inquiry is
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to gain deeper understandings of the meaning of the research subjects
rather than seek generalizations of the research findings. The main
objective of The Wuhan Lockdown is to elucidate, through narratives,
Wuhan residents’ everyday experiences during the lockdown.

To do so, the most valuable source of information is the lockdown
diaries. These diaries were products of the moment. They capture the
emotions and details of that particular moment. This is different from
interviews, where the interviewees’ narratives rely on memory, and we
know that memory is not always reliable.

Lockdown diaries belong to the genre of individual narratives.
In the course of contemporary social development, structures have
become increasingly powerful, while individuals have become
increasingly insignificant, leading to a growing sense of personal
powerlessness. However, during the pandemic, these seemingly
vulnerable individuals demonstrated incredible resilience with their
spiritual, moral, and emotional strength. Yet, with few exceptions
(Kleinman et al., 2011; Zhang, 2020), contemporary social sciences
have shown little interest in and knowledge regarding the emotional
and moral conditions of individual existence. In-depth research on
individual narratives serves as an important avenue for exploring this
important question. The early works of German sociologist Georg
Simmel focused on social forms, and his writings on social structure
are well known. However, in his later years, he turned toward the study
of the spiritual world and the power of the human soul. For Simmel
(2005, 2015), an individual’s life may contain an entire society and
carry a whole world within it. Similarly, even a single volume of a
lockdown diary has the potential to illuminate a society, not to mention
the power of multitudes of such diaries during the pandemic. In
today’s world, where individuals are increasingly diminished, we need
to reconsider the relationship between individuals and society. In this
regard, Simmel’s later works remain a valuable theoretical resource.

In addition to diaries, I utilized a large amount of other online
materials, such as posts on social networking sites, articles from
mainstream media, individual WeChat accounts, videos from video-
sharing websites, press releases from national and local news
conferences, articles from community WeChat accounts, and so on.
The materials are not exhaustive, nor is it necessary for them to be
so. However, their richness is sufficient to support narratives about
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the lockdown. Such lockdown narratives should be diverse and
approached from various perspectives. The stories I tell include many
familiar stories from the lockdown period, but they inevitably carry
my personal perspective. We need scholars from multiple disciplines
to contribute to the writing of contemporary history and the stories of
the lockdowns and the pandemic.

Finally, you asked, “How can scholars be prepared to grasp
those unforeseen but crucial moments?” This is such a great question,
really timely and important. In the past, we rarely pondered such
questions, but now we must face them because the world is filled with
more and more uncertainties. It is fraught with crises, and life has
become exceptionally fragile. Under these conditions, scholars should
pay close attention to the world beyond their private studies and use
their expertise to record history. The acceleration of contemporary
history poses academic challenges: how to preserve materials and
document history becomes a primary concern, while theoretical
analysis could wait. It is precisely in this sense that even before the
pandemic, scholars already argued that what the humanities and social
sciences urgently needed to do was not theoretical interpretation but
“documenting and describing” (Love, 2010; Marcus et al., 2016).
Under the circumstances of the pandemic, the need for “documenting
and describing” becomes even more pressing. However, “documenting
and describing” does not mean abandoning theory. Good descriptions
even place higher demands on theory and theoretical sophistication. It
is just that the application of theory can take various forms, sometimes
subtly integrated, sometimes overtly apparent. Depending on the
purpose of the work and the needs of the target audience, it may
produce a stronger social impact if we let theories remain implicit and
let the stories and characters speak for themselves.

QS: Thank you very much for an engaging dialogue. This is full of deep
insights.

Selected Works by Guobin Yang

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for
Guobin Yang’s selected works.



