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Abstract	  

	  

This	   article	   focuses	   upon	   the	   artistic	   practice	   of	   internationally	   renowned	  

Chinese	   artist	  Ai	  Weiwei	   and	  his	   installation	   ‘Sunflower	   Seeds’	   (2010–11)	   that	  

took	  place	   as	   part	   of	   London	  Tate	  Modern’s	  Unilever	   Series.	   Simone	   considers	  

how	  Ai’s	  place-‐based	  installation	  works	  in	  tandem	  with	  his	  media-‐centric	  tactics	  

to	   both	   reproduce	   and	   challenge	   dominant	   western	   geopolitical	   imaginations	  

(Dittmer	  2010)	  of	  China	  and	   ‘Chineseness’.	   She	  argues	   that	  Ai	  uses	  his	   success	  

and	   status	   as	   an	   international	   artist	   and	   activist	   to	   perform	   a	   simultaneous	  

Chinese	   and	   global	   identity,	   an	   identity	   that	   is	   self-‐consciously	   narrated	   and	  

performed	  through	  global	  communications	  media.	  Ai	  actively	  facilitates	  his	  own	  

transnational	  networks	  –	  mainly	  via	  the	  Internet	  and	  followers	  of	  his	  work	  –	  in	  

order	   to	   disseminate	   information,	   maintain	   visibility	   and,	   most	   vitally,	  

communicate	   freedom	   of	   expression	   as	   both	   a	   Chinese	   national	   and	   global	  

citizen.	  Simone	  uncovers	  how	  Ai	  encourages	  his	  audiences	  to	  question	  their	  own	  

ethical	   imperative	   to	   act,	   speak	   or	   protest	   on	   behalf	   of	   the	   Chinese	   (global)	  

citizen	  by	  unveiling	  politico-‐economic	  connections	  between	  western	  and	  eastern	  

citizens	  and	  forging	  material	  and	  imagined	  proximity.	  
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[Alex Rauch]: Which influenced you more the East or the West? 

Ai [Weiwei]: The world is sphere, has no East or West. 

(Rauch and Ai 2010) 

 

Materially and discursively the world is becoming more integrated. Globalization, 

facilitated by greater mobility of people, goods, capital and information, is associated 

with deterritorialization and cultural hybridization, ‘fostering in people a growing 

awareness of deepening connections between the local and the distant’ (Steger 2003: 

13). Yet state borders are still very real and policed constructs, and nationality is a key 

factor in determining not only one’s sense of identity but relative mobility and access 

to any given network (Castells 2009). In addition, borders manifest in new, mobile 

and performative guises: inscribed in temporary communities, written on the body 

and manifested in shared values. Place-based identity, however diffuse, dislocated or 

deterritorialized, remains a powerful means to categorize and understand the world. 

Culture plays a critical role in shaping this global consciousness, and cultural 

production has long depicted distant peoples and places. Representations of difference 

(and sameness) inevitably contain implicit and explicit assumptions about relative 

distributions of power. Today, greater access to, and circulation of, cultural 

production means that such representations are more freely and abundantly available, 

and there is more opportunity for self (re)presentation. All of this has profound effects 

upon the ‘geopolitical imagination’, a term used by Jason Dittmer to describe ‘[a] 

person (or society’s) constellation of taken-for-granted truths about the world and the 

way in which power should be used in that world’ (2010: 19). This critical term 

implies that cultural production, which plays a key role in shaping imaginations, can 

be used as a tool for citizens to imagine alternative geopolitical relations. Moreover, it 
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means that art, even when situated within hegemonic structures, can potentially 

change how people envisage distributions of agency and in turn effectuate material 

changes. 

In the opening quotation, Chinese artist and political activist Ai Weiwei wryly 

points out that the physical, spherical world has no fixed east and west, and in doing 

so, he highlights that East and West are ideological constructions. As a cultural 

producer and political activist who works globally but lives in China, Ai is a valuable 

figure for beginning to unpick the complex contemporary relationship between 

globalization and geopolitics, and its affect upon our understanding of political and 

cultural identities. Ai’s international success is in part premised on his global identity: 

he traverses and transcends borders between East and West physically, culturally and 

linguistically. Of equal importance is Ai’s national identity, whereby his artistic 

(re)presentations of ‘Chineseness’ are legitimated and his witnessing and experiences 

of China’s politics and policing are authenticated. Just as Ai has his own positionality 

towards China, western audiences must bear in mind their own particular 

relationships to Ai as a witness or conduit of ‘Chineseness’. 

In this article, I discuss Ai’s site-based installation ‘Sunflower Seeds’, which 

took place within the Tate Modern’s Turbine Hall from 12 October 2010 to 2 May 

2011 and was comprised of (i) 100 million porcelain sunflower seeds; (ii) a short film 

documentary of how these seeds were made; and (iii) a ‘One-to-One With the Artist’ 

(a series of interactive booths whereby audience members could record themselves 

asking or answering a question). I read this artwork in tandem with popular media 

representations of China and Ai’s media-centric activism in order to address how Ai’s 

practice both reproduces and challenges dominant western geopolitical imaginations 

of China and ‘Chineseness’, and thus what this reveals about western or, specifically, 
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UK identity. I argue that by unveiling politico-economic connections between western 

and eastern citizens and forging material and imagined proximity, Ai encourages his 

audiences to question their own ethical imperative to act, speak or protest on behalf of 

the Chinese (global) citizen. 

 

Encountering and dispersing Sunflower Seeds 

 

On entering the Turbine Hall, I made my way to the far end of the room in 

anticipation of being met by a vast, ashen, pebble-beach upon the floor. Instead, I was 

confronted with a barrier of shifting bodies all facing towards the installation, 

blocking my imagined panorama. The visual spectacle of 100 million seeds upon the 

floor appeared to demand – for both myself and others – an intimate encounter with 

some of the individual objects. Vision, dominated by the undifferentiated field of 

grey, relied on the contact-sense of touch in order to appreciate the integrated whole 

in both volume and detail; for the audience members queuing to hold the seeds, there 

appeared to be a strong desire to move beyond the distanced gaze and engage in a 

proximate encounter, highlighting the fetishization of the handmade. 

Ai’s decision to handcraft rather than industrially-produce the seeds helps to 

undo imaginations of China as simply the ‘factory of the world’, characterized by an 

embrace of capitalist modernity and the mass production of homogenous 

commodities. Given that it took 1600 craftspeople two and a half years to make all of 

the seeds and the workers were paid a ‘slightly more than customary’ living wage 

(Higgins 2010), there would have been considerable labour-based overheads involved 

in the making of Sunflower Seeds. These figures are all the more astounding when 

one compares the minimum wage in the town of Jingdezhen where the seeds were 
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made, which is approximately £0.58 per hour,1 with the national minimum wage for 

the United Kingdom which is £5.93.2 These numbers suggest that Sunflower Seeds 

would have been economically unviable if made in the United Kingdom, as labour 

expenditure alone would be ten times more. This raises questions over place-based 

economic difference, and replicates binaries between East-as-producer and West-as-

consumer; the structures that enable the production of Sunflower Seeds also sustain 

the hegemony of global capitalism and the transnationalization of production. This 

initial reading suggests that while orientalist, superficial imaginations of China as the 

site of global industrial production are challenged, the politico-economic inequalities 

of place-based labour are upheld. In order to further account for the work’s critical 

capacities, therefore, it is important to reflect on how the audience, if they so choose, 

may take time to gaze a little deeper into the spectacle and discover the material 

processes of production. 

The film documentary looped alongside the installation gives the Tate Modern 

audience an insight into Jingdezhen and the artisans who live and work there. First 

glimpses of this ‘Porcelain Capital’ reveal fern-covered hills, miners hand-pushing 

carts of kaolinite (the material from which the porcelain is made) and wooden water 

mills that rhythmically pummel the mined rocks. Witnessing these non-mechanized 

production processes fortifies difference through an orientalist exoticization and 

romanticization of this area as ‘pre-modern’, separated from both China’s rapid 

industrial expansion and western late-capitalism. To my western eye, the identity of 

Jingdezhen appeared incongruent with the identity of the artisans, who were 

predominantly young females dressed in western, globally ubiquitous clothing (such 

as jeans and high heels) and chatting on their mobile phones. This dual identification 

with both sameness (the ‘westerness’ of the artisans) and difference (the 
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‘Chineseness’ of Jingdezhen) dislocates any neat assumptions about the relationship 

between place and the identity. 

The apparent distance between audience and artisans is further contracted 

through the travelling of the seeds from (Chinese) hand to (western) hand, serving to 

symbolically and materially connect the Tate Modern visitor (western consumer) to 

artisan (Chinese producer). One visitor offered her own experience of this in her 

‘One-to-One With the Artist’: 

 

I think this work challenges a lot of our assumptions in western 

society, at least about labels, and also helps to make society feel 

smaller. Now I’ve seen Sunflower Seeds and watched your 

video, I realise that there are many other people in this town in 

China who have made this exhibition possible for us and I feel 

closer to them for having seen the seeds. 

(Anon 2011a) 

 

The visitor’s display of emotional and physical proximity appears to be manifested in 

two ways: first, holding an individual seed cultivates an image of the humanized 

individual who crafted it; second, the spectacle of 100 million seeds throws into sharp 

relief the enormous labour required to produce the exhibition in contrast to the 

relative ease with which it is consumed, educing feelings of indebtedness and/or 

gratitude towards the artisans. Nevertheless, the visitor’s suggestion that the objects 

were made for her and the rest of the Tate Modern audience affirms a particular 

positionality towards the project, that of privileged beneficiary or viewer. During the 

short film documentary on the production processes in Jingdezhen, Ai asserts that 
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although the Chinese artisans have been informed about the destination of the seeds 

‘if you tell them it’s for an exhibition, nobody understands why you have to accept 

this’ (Vogel 2010). When thanked ‘for painting so many seeds’ by an off-screen 

voice, one female artisan retorts, ‘No need to thank me. After all, I did earn some 

money from it’ (unamed artisan in Vogel 2010). Gratitude in this instance came 

presumably from one of Ai’s production team members, but the artisan’s reply infers 

that the workers in Jingdezhen have a far more present, pragmatic and instrumental 

concern with the work as a source of employment in a town that is struggling to 

survive the effects of Chinese modernization and global capitalism. It affirms the 

distinctive relationships that different groups (and individuals) have towards the 

project, and indicates that while not completely unidirectional, material and 

imaginative relations are not produced in an equally weighted exchange. 

The film offers a platform of sorts that gives voice to the Chinese artisans, yet 

it is the western audience who are able to gaze upon the workers and the town in 

which they are located, watch the production processes on the film, touch the fruits of 

another’s labour and voice their own opinions and questions via the interactive 

booths. As with mirrored glass, who is able to view the Other depends upon the side 

that one is standing: the framing of these seeds as art in a prestigious museum 

accentuates the audience’s position as a consumer of difference – the deciphering and 

interpretation of the installation is an exercise that the western visitors are given an 

opportunity to indulge in (no less by Ai, the Tate and their own socio-economic 

circumstances). Sunflower Seeds, however, is not a direct political protest against this 

disparity, but a prompt to uncover the audience’s (and the project’s) own positionality 

and complicity in the production and reproduction of these power relations, and their 



	   8	  

continued narration in history. This, I propose, incites a critical questioning of the 

contemporary and historical structures that make the art installation tenable. 

The geopolitical ramifications of Sunflower Seeds are made all the more 

resonant when one considers the interrelationship that it facilitates between the two 

localities that either are or were sites of esteemed global cultural and industrial 

production. Jingdezhen was one of the first industrial towns of the world, but 

following the Opium Wars and the impact of western imperialism, by 1925 porcelain 

production declined by about two-thirds (Yimin 2010: 64). At the same time that 

China’s economy was declining, Britain’s industrial revolution undoubtedly aided the 

expanse of its empire. Historical association between the Tate galleries and ‘uneven 

global economies’ (Harvie 2009: 210) has been discussed in other scholarship; here, 

therefore, I want to briefly focus on Unilever, sponsors of the reputed Turbine Hall 

installations of which Sunflower Seeds was a part. This British-Dutch multinational 

corporation has been at the heart of recent controversies over the use of child labour 

in cotton production in India (Fraser 2003) and the promotion of skin-whitening 

creams in Asia (Buncombe 2008).3 These cases are demonstrative of Unilever’s 

reported complicity with both the uneven division of power and western assimilation 

of difference into sameness. The Unilever Series and subsequently Ai himself are 

implicated in the reproduction of western neo-liberalism and contemporary forms of 

cultural imperialism; yet, the cultural and economic capital gained through such 

power structures provides the platform to create an exhibition that may reach a wide 

public and, potentially, change geopolitical imaginations. This points towards how the 

work extends beyond the site of the museum to interact with popular culture, politics 

and economics. If this article is primarily concerned with how Sunflower Seeds and 

Ai’s activism can work together to challenge the western geopolitical imagination, a 
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pressing question remains: what kinds hegemonic imaginations are already being 

fashioned and circulated? 

 

Beyond Sunflower Seeds: Orientalism and Ai’s activism in the media 

 

[I]n today’s world it is precisely the global economy of art that 

liberates a dissident voice. Ai Weiwei’s stand depends on his 

success in the borderless art world – as a star at Tate Modern he 

has a unique international platform. 

 

(Jones 2010) 

 

The twenty-first century has seen mounting trepidation in the West over the rise in 

China’s global power, with popular media frequently focusing on China’s dominance 

over market shares, their brutal forms of governance and neo-imperialistic strategy. 

One sensationalized account in The Mail Online describes how China ‘holds mass 

executions of criminals with bullets in the back of the head while transplant surgeons 

stand by to harvest their still pulsating organs’ (Browne 2008), and the Economist 

depicts China’s unwillingness to play by the international rules of the trade game 

(Anon 2010). During the time that Sunflower Seeds was exhibited, a BBC2 two-part 

series, The Chinese Are Coming, professes to document ‘one of the biggest stories of 

our age, the unstoppable, global rise of China’ (Barnwell 2011). The programme 

gives a nuanced and seemingly balanced portrait of China, commencing with 

interviews of a largely welcoming Angolan population and a humanistic portrayal of 

Chinese labourers working to support their families. But travelling onwards to the 
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Democratic Republic of Congo, the tone changes and the reporter uncovers China’s 

abuse of human rights, exploitation of local citizens and poor working conditions 

under Chinese companies. The documentary presents both the beneficial and 

detrimental consequences of Chinese development in Africa, but objectivity is 

undercut by its narrative structure. As the programme progresses, the subject matter 

becomes increasingly concerned with China’s threatening proximity and neo-

imperialism, concluding with the remark, ‘if you think what China is doing here in 

Africa is impressive, think again, because Africa is just one small part of the Chinese 

government’s strategy of going global’ (Barnwell 2011). These kinds of popular 

cultural representations serve to forge orientalist imaginations of China as a nation 

that is increasingly economically dominating, politically oppressive and gaining 

global ground, stoking a western fear of the threat of subordination. 

 Contributing to, but also diverging from, such narratives are those that show 

solidarity with Chinese democratic activists whilst condemning the actions of an 

authoritarian government. These narratives are more complex: on the one hand, they 

propagate hegemonic ideologies of western democracy and crystallize anti-

communist sentiments in ways that might be reductive of difference; on the other 

hand, they raise the critical issue of global egalitarianism and the responsibility for 

others across distance. Inevitably, this introduces crucial ethico-political questions 

regarding the right for a nation or individual to intervene (or not) in the politics and 

governance of others, and the difficulty in determining and implementing global 

(often western) regulations and values. Ai contributes to debates around this by 

raising awareness of human rights abuses in China and pleading to western states for 

their support and intervention; the legitimacy of his claims are upheld by his apparent 

authenticity as a Chinese citizen and reliability as an artist. 
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 Intentionally timed or not, Sunflower Seeds opened four days after Liu 

Xiaobo, the jailed Chinese democracy activist, was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 

Norway (in absentia), bringing the incarceration of a political ‘dissident’ by China’s 

state apparatus to the fore in the global media. Following this, from 9 to 10 November 

2010, David Cameron visited China for the first time since becoming prime minister, 

stoking further (British) media interest in Chinese-UK relations and metonymically 

pointing to Chinese-western relations more broadly. Leading up to and following the 

opening of the Sunflower Seeds, a flurry of articles appeared online, interested in not 

only Ai the artist but Ai the activist who had been put under house arrest, banned 

from leaving China and twice attacked by police (Bentham 2010; Branigan 2010; 

Bristow 2010; Vulliamy 2010). The warm reception of this large-scale commission 

and the subsequent health breach at the Tate Modern (Brown 2010) raised Ai’s media 

profile further, exposing him to not only the museumgoers of the Tate Modern but a 

wider audience watching television, reading newspapers and listening to the radio. Ai 

was provided with the perfect platform to plea to western democratic states and 

specifically the United Kingdom to acknowledge and condemn China’s oppressive 

political regime. 

Ai used this opportunity to write an article for The Guardian online; in it, he 

points out that following the economic crisis, attitudes towards China shifted, with 

western states becoming keen to develop business relations with China. He goes on to 

reveal his own perception of the United Kingdom’s political system, commenting that 

‘Britain is a society where important issues can be discussed and politicians can 

constantly adjust their positions in order to improve conditions’ (Ai 2010). There are 

a few details to decipher from this article that aid an understanding of the dialogue 

between Ai’s place-based installation and the media dissemination of his political 
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activism. First, as a Chinese national, Ai’s own portrayal of UK politics not only 

reinforced a dominant western perception of China as an authoritarian eastern state in 

comparison to a transparent western democracy, but also raised the issue of degrees of 

flexibility and openness by the UK government as perceived by its national citizens. 

Given the UK’s political ferment in 2011 (including mass protests, the News 

International scandal and England riots, to name but a few), Ai’s own geopolitical 

imagination of the UK’s model of politics as a universal aspiration seems a little 

utopian. At the same time it puts into perspective – for western audiences that have 

never experienced rule under an authoritarian state – the relative freedoms that each 

nation has. 

Second, through noting the West’s general oversight of Chinese human rights 

in the face of potential economic deal brokers (Ai mentions President Obama’s visit 

to China and President Hu Jintao’s visit to France), Ai’s article simultaneously 

highlights how degrees of hypocrisy are practiced in both nations. At a macro-

economic level, Cameron’s trade visit indicates the economic value of trade links 

between China and the United Kingdom: in an increasingly interdependent global 

economy, China continues to depend upon the purchasing power of western markets. 

As economic agents, western governments such as the United Kingdom are able to 

wield some degree of influence over China’s state practices. At a micro-economic 

level, Sunflower Seeds emphasizes that production and consumption between East 

and West is still a largely unilateral affair; in doing so, Ai points to the power that 

western citizens hold as individual consumers of both Chinese commodities and 

culture. It is precisely because the western audience at the Tate possesses control over 

their personal consumption practices that they also have a responsibility not only to 

consume ‘ethically’, but to utilize their consumer sovereignty. 
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By holding the United Kingdom up as a model for universal democratic 

values, Ai astutely raises an ethical expectation that the fundamental issue of human 

rights should be prioritized over trade negotiations. As a critical voice in the western 

press, Ai’s descriptions of China as ‘not a civilized country’ and ‘a society that 

sacrifices people’s rights and happiness in order to make a profit’ (Bristow 2010) 

appear to replicate imaginations of fear. With the voice of a Chinese national, 

however, he interrupts this imagination of difference through advocating values many 

western readers can identity with – human rights, freedom of speech and democratic 

governing. Ai reasserts that it is the Chinese government that should be subject to 

western criticism, not its individual citizens. 

 

Conclusion 

 

On 3 April 2011, two months before Sunflower Seeds was due to end, Ai was arrested 

by the Chinese police and declared missing by his family. An international outcry 

ensued and the Sunflower Seeds exhibit inevitably became a focal point for protest. 

Western politicians (such as UK foreign secretary William Hague) condemned the 

Chinese government’s actions and called for Ai’s release, and Amnesty 

International’s director for the Asia-Pacific declared, ‘the [Chinese] authorities are 

trying to broadcast the message that China’s time for open dissent has come to an 

end’ (Zarifi, cited in Anon 2011b), indicating that Ai had become a human barometer 

for the Chinese state’s suppression of political freedoms. On 22 June 2011, whether in 

response to global pressure or resolved legal affairs, Ai was released on bail; the 

motivations for his arrest are still in contestation (Branigan 2011). Ai’s visibility in 

and identification with the West were potentially responsible for his detention and 
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release in equal measure. But if anything, his arrest affirmed the material impact of 

nationality upon relative political freedoms. But how does this inform a reading of 

Ai’s art installation? 

On the Sunflower Seeds documentary, Ai states, ‘I want people who don’t 

understand art to understand what I’m doing’ (Ai, in Vogel 2010). The Tate Modern’s 

Unilever Series provides a platform for accessible, globally eminent art in an 

established museum. On the surface Sunflower Seeds is separated from Ai’s activism 

and confirms Ai’s role as cultural producer; that is, it is not ‘political art’. This 

encourages western audiences to identify with Ai, listen to his criticisms of the 

Chinese government and critically question his treatment as a political dissident in 

China. At the same time, Ai is undoubtedly implicated in structures of western 

hegemony, exploitation and unequal exchange: the installation is dependent upon the 

uneven economies of transnational production and the reputation of a global museum 

that relies on both historical and contemporary forms of western capitalism. But in 

holding up a mirror to globally refracted inequalities, Ai also challenges them. For the 

western audience, distance is dissipated through the proximate and personal encounter 

with the seeds, and the mediated encounter with the artisans and their production 

processes. 

When the project and Ai’s public profile are read in tandem, they at first 

appear to reinforce western imaginations of Otherness through depicting binaries of 

(i) Chinese citizens as producers and western citizens as consumers and (ii) 

authoritarian Chinese governing and western democratic governing. Paradoxically, it 

is by reproducing these narratives that Ai disrupts them, unveiling how this Otherness 

is also, in part, constructed in the western imagination. Dig a little deeper and Ai 

points to the relative degrees of hypocrisy and contradiction that are also practised in 
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the West: one the on hand, condemning the political oppression of Chinese citizens by 

the Chinese state, and on the other, permitting the economic oppression of Chinese 

citizens by western economies of neo-liberalism. 

I posit that Ai attempts to dissolve dichotomies between East and West whilst 

foregrounding the relationships between citizen and state. Just as the Chinese citizens 

are presented as simultaneously within and separate from the Chinese state – both 

subject to it and capable of (trans)forming it – so are UK citizens. The only 

differences lie in the relative freedoms that respective citizens have to voice their 

discontent. Using this narrative, Ai exposes how changing individual geopolitical 

imaginations might in turn affect geopolitics proper. Ai proposes that we all gaze at, 

and are part of, an undifferentiated mass (the 100 million porcelain seeds that appear 

as a grey haze); at the same time we have relative degrees of agency to articulate and 

recognize our individual contributions to this whole (as individual seeds). With this, 

Ai demands an ethical response from the West as global citizens, citizens who are 

closely implicated in, and capable of changing, the lives of not-so-distant others. 
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