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The conference ‘On Edge: China’s Frontiers in a Time of Change’, co-financed by the Swiss 
National Science Foundation and the Ethnographic Museum of the University of Zurich, 
took place between 12 and 14 October 2017 in the mountain village of Kandersteg. The 
workshop organized by Agnieszka Joniak-Lüthi (Universities of Fribourg and Bern), Madlen 
Kobi (Academy of Architecture, Università della Svizzera Italiana) and Max Woodworth 
(Ohio State University), brought together fifteen junior and senior scholars from social 
anthropology, human geography and history for three days of extensive academic exchange 
on recent developments in Chinese border regions.  

Global literatures on frontiers and borders have tended to cast border spaces as ‘marginal’ 
and ‘peripheral’, framing them within the geopolitical logics of the nation-state and 
identifying them as zones of crisis, exploitation, and dispossession. This conference critically 
engaged with this literature, focusing rather on surprising connections, unconventional 
alliances and complex intertwinements that render China’s borderlands a porous and 
multilayered space of interaction and connection, rather than merely ‘marginal’ or 
‘peripheral’ in any simple state-defined sense. The contributions addressed the role of state 
institutions, civil society groups, tourist companies, transnational ethnic groups, 
entrepreneurs and other individuals in shaping economic, political, cultural and social 
spaces in China’s border regions. 

The innovative conference format included both indoor and outdoor sessions. Indoor 
sessions were used for focused discussion of individual papers. Outdoor “walk-and-talk” 
sessions were less formal and undertaken with the aim of more casually and creatively 
discussing papers and research more generally. The aim of the discussions was to push the 
conceptual frameworks, empirical discussions, and central findings of the individual papers 
to their most productive extent, and to locate methodological, empirical, and conceptual 
resonances and tensions across the papers with the goal of exploring them in a special issue 
of a to-be-determined journal conceived as the major output of the workshop. The 
discussions during the workshop were enriched by the critical inputs of Prof. Li Zhang from 
UC Davis, a prominent anthropologist and expert on the relations between space, capital and 
social class in contemporary China. 

 
 



 
Photo 1: Focused work during the paper discussions. 

 

 
Photo 2: Workshop participants: Agnieszka Joniak-Lüthi, Darren Byler, Thomas White, Madlen Kobi, Aline von 
Atzigen, Karin Dean, Judd Kinzley, Max Woodworth, Travis Klingberg, Li Zhang, Alessandro Rippa, Verena la 
Mela, Xiaoping Sun, Mareile Flitsch (from left to right). 

 



 
Photo 3: ‘Walk-and-talk’ sessions outdoors. 

 
 
 
 


