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Abstract
Question: How do Chinese and Western artists represented by the UK and the US express the art of deceleration?
Essay Title: Countering the Social Clock: Anti-Acceleration Strategies of Chinese and Western Creators in the Era of Social Acceleration

This article explores how contemporary Chinese and Western artists represented by those from the UK and the US respond to the time pressure brought about by the acceleration of society through "decelerating" artistic practices. The article introduces the theme with Hartmut Rosa's theory of "social acceleration" and examines artistic creation within the broad context of education, culture and institutional time structure. This article holds that the linear and standardized view of time in the Chinese environment, as well as the relatively flexible and non-linear time path in the Western environment, have profoundly influenced artists' ways of experiencing time and their expression strategies in art.
In terms of research methods, this paper adopts a comparative case analysis approach to conduct a comparative study on the photographic practices of Jiang Zhi and Wang Ningde, as well as the performance art works of Tehching Hsieh and Marina Abramovic. The article distinguishes between two time deceleration strategies with cultural characteristics: "passive deceleration" and "active deceleration". Chinese artists often create pauses in the highly regulated social clock by freezing moments or embedding natural processes into material practices. Artists influenced by Western education and culture, through endurance, repetition and long-term physical commitment, actively confront and intervene in the accelerating time structure, making time itself the core artistic medium.
Although the deceleration methods of Chinese and Western artists are different, their common goal is to resist the dominant position of social acceleration logic and regard time as an ethical dimension that can be experienced, perceived and reflected upon. Therefore, "the art of deceleration" is not merely a choice of form or style, but also a practice of resisting time rooted in different cultural contexts.
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Countering the Social Clock: Anti-Acceleration Strategies of Chinese and Western Creators in the Era of Social Acceleration
1. Introduction
As the pace of global modernization accelerates, time is increasingly represented by the organization and regulation of efficiency, productivity and a continuously progressive social system. "Rosa identifies three categories of change in the tempo of modern social life: technological acceleration, the acceleration of social change, and acceleration in the pace of life"（Rosa,2013），this situation is theorized as "social acceleration", so individuals will feel the shrinking of their current life and the increasing pressure of time in their daily activities.
Against this macro backdrop, the education system and cultural values play a core role in shaping people's concept of time. In the educational environment of China, the experience of life time tends to develop linearly. Individuals are expected to complete specific tasks at definite life stages, and their behaviors are consistent with institutionalized schedules. Hall (1983) argues that "Cultures differ in their conceptualization of time: some cultures adopt a monochronic orientation, prioritizing strict sequential ordering of events, while others exhibit a polychronic orientation, allowing for simultaneous involvement in multiple tasks." In contrast, the education system and cultural concepts in Western countries impose relatively lenient constraints on the arrangement of one's life time. People can freely choose their study, work or rest states at different stages of life. For instance, they can choose a gap year before higher education to experience life after work, or return to university after retirement to enrich themselves. The trajectory of life is not strictly constrained by a single linear social practice arrangement.
This article will explore how artists living in different cultural backgrounds respond to the pressure of accelerated social time through deceleration practices.Under different cultural backgrounds, artists face varying time pressures and social rhythms, and their deceleration practices are also presented in different creative ways. I believe that the "time deceleration" works presented by artists in their creations reflect different cultural systems. They are not merely a choice of style but also a practice of time in cultural contexts. In this era when the social clock is generally accelerating, artistic practice serves as a "reducer", countering the increasingly fast pace of modern life through forms such as repetition, pauses, and slowness. So the "art of deceleration" is a counterattack against the accelerating social clock. In this context, study "How do Chinese and Western artistic creations express the art of deceleration?" This issue not only reflects the influence of cultural differences on artistic creation, but also deepens the reflection on modern social time through artistic works.

2. Theoretical
In the context of an accelerating society, an individual's planning and perception of time are influenced by different cultures and systems. As a part of the cultural structure, the education system not only carries the function of knowledge transmission but also implicitly regulates and expects time, imperceptibly guiding people's life rhythms and behavioral choices. This institutionalized experience of time will influence people's arrangement of daily life and, in an imperceptible way, shape their way of planning for the future and their psychological tolerance to the pace of life. The understanding and practice of time vary significantly among different cultures, thus providing different soils for artistic creation:
2.1 Linear time and nonlinear time in the cultural context of China and the West. In China, the education system has clear time node divisions - examinations, further education, and a hierarchical achievement system, which conform to a linear time process. Chinese students have always been under a mechanism where quantitative assessment is required within a limited time, thus reinforcing the notion that "time should be used efficiently and sequentially". This type of linear Time model is consistent with the results observed in comparative studies between China and the United States: Chinese subjects generally scored higher on the Perception of Time anxiety scale than American subjects (Lee, Workman and Jung, 2016). This kind of phased expectation constitutes an external social clock that regulates behavior, compresses time into measurable achievement indicators, and also limits the space for individuals to reconfigure their own time experiences.
Compared with the cultural context of Western education, it has greater flexibility in the time path. Although everyone also faces schedule and performance pressures, the time norms in Western society are more accommodating of non-linear life trajectories, such as gap years, career transitions, and lifelong learning. These practices have broken the linear connection model between education and work. (In British universities, the age for pursuing a postgraduate degree ranges from 23 to 70 years old. However, in China, Most postgraduate students are no more than 30 years old. Research has found that Western (British) participants recalled more past personal changes than they predicted future ones, while Chinese participants showed no significant difference in their perception of past and future personal changes. This indicates that there are differences in people's perception of time and personal changes across cultural contexts. (Guo & Spina，2019) This difference reflects the less strict non-linear time frame in Western society, allowing individuals to engage in more diverse ways of time in their life course narratives.
2.2 Artistic strategies in China and the West. These time orientations shaped by culture have further influenced artistic practices that respond to the accelerating phenomena of society. In China, artistic practices that point to deceleration are often responses to the pressure of the external time system. Chinese artists slow down the pace of time in their works, usually in a "passive deceleration" manner: by pausing, extending or repeating time units, such practices often reflect an effort to escape or temporarily place oneself outside the compulsory social clock. This phenomenon echoes the cultural and educational context in China, which emphasizes the outcome and ultimate achievement rather than the process experience. Therefore, artistic practice "retains time" through the creative approach of freezing and extending.
In contrast, Western artists tend to adopt the strategy of "active deceleration" more often. Much of their artistic practice stems from an active critique of accelerated time. Through experiments at the aesthetic and conceptual levels, they highlight continuity, long-term participation, and the multiplicity of time as a philosophical or political stance. Recent research on "slow curation" indicates that a slow and extended participation model is employed to resist the utilitarian view of time, regarding persistence and presence as necessary conditions for meaning generation rather than merely as a means of rhythm control (Semedo & Dicuonzo，2025). Therefore, the active deceleration in Western art is not merely a formal strategy but also an ethical stance: artists consciously present "slowness" as a way to resist productivity and the logic of acceleration.
Although the ways to achieve deceleration are different, the artistic responses of China and the West share a common goal: to counter the dominant accelerating social clock. Whether through passive time escape or by actively constructing a slow time system, the core objective lies in re-understanding time - no longer viewing it as a resource that needs to be optimized, but as an experiential dimension that can be occupied, perceived and reimagined. "Deceleration art" is a common critique of accelerated modernization, transcending the differences between Chinese and Western cultures, while also emphasizing the presence, reflection and temporal agency of art itself.

3.Three Case Study
3.1 Case Study1——Jiang Zhi and Wang Ningde in China's Regulated Time System
In Chinese mainland, the higher education system and the social and cultural structure of discipline subject students to a highly intensive time system. The learning stage is characterized by continuous task loads, frequent evaluations, and almost non-existent gap periods. In contemporary Chinese society, important milestones such as graduation, exhibition opportunities, and the early stages of one's career are organized within a continuously advancing social timeline. Research on the cultural temporal orientation indicates that this structured understanding of time constitutes one of the important ways for artists to conceive and apply time in visual practice (Hou et al., 2024). Against this backdrop, both Jiang Zhi and Wang Ningde's photographic creations revolve around the core theme of time. Their works do not directly respond to "acceleration" or "efficiency", but within the medium of photography, they all reflect their own ways of handling time. These practices arise in an environment where time is constantly driven by external forces, providing different presentation paths for the theme of "time" on a visual level.
3.1.1 Jiang Zhi: Stillness in the Fleeting
Jiang Zhi was born in Yuanjiang, Hunan Province in 1971 and graduated from China Academy of Art in 1995. In addition to photography, painting, video/image and installation, he has also achieved some success in the fields of novel and poetry writing. Jiang Zhi has long been concerned with issues such as daily social and cultural experiences, individual existence, and social relations. His works have been exhibited in many places both at home and abroad, and he is regarded as one of the most diverse contemporary Chinese artists. Among his numerous works, the photography series "Love Letters" is one of the most representative creations. A love letter is an extremely unique and poignant scene created by the author through profound grief and meditation after losing his beloved. The work expresses the irreversible disappearance of things and human feelings in the passage of time through the beautiful burning, while retaining an infinite sense of regret and beauty. In "Love Letter", Jiang Zhi took flowers as the subject, sprayed alcohol on them and set them on fire, shooting at the moment when the flowers were burning. The image shows the state where petals and flames coexist - neither fully blooming nor completely vanishing. The work does not record a single "outcome", but captures the transitional stage of life from existence to disappearance. Photography fixes these moments that should be extremely brief as images, freeing them from the originally rapidly passing time process (HdM Gallery, no date).
This image of "flowers blooming and burning, ashes vanishing" freezes a very brief and fleeting state of life through photography, stretching the "moment" into eternity. From the perspective of the production process, burning is a process that is almost impossible to be continuously observed by the naked eye, but photography takes on the function of capturing time. Through the shutter, instantaneous changes become images that can be watched repeatedly. The life cycle of a flower is no longer a linear progression but has been broken down into several independent moments that can be gazed upon. The time was not extended but recorded in a single image. In a social time structure that emphasizes linear development and phased completion, "Love Letter" does not attempt to alter the overall direction of time but rather creates pauses within the established process. The work brings visibility to those intermediate states that usually die out rapidly. Therefore, the significance of "Love Letter" does not stem from a direct criticism of the time system, but from the reorganization of time experience. The work transforms the moment into a sustainable viewing object. Time breaks away from the logic of "must move forward" and becomes a visual feast that can be paused. In this kind of viewing, time is no longer merely a force that propels an individual forward constantly, but is perceived and experienced by the viewer in a static form.
3.1.2 Wang Ningde: The Manifestation of Time in Material processes
Wang Ningde is a contemporary Chinese photography artist. His works have been exhibited in many institutions, including the solo exhibition "The Great Flood" (Dong Gallery, 2024) held at the East Gallery in Shanghai in 2024. His photographic practice often combines organic materials with natural processes, with time directly participating in the generation of images, no longer merely being an object to be "recorded". In the "Great Flood" series, plants, water, light, paper and pigments are all constituent elements of the works. After being collected, plants are placed on paper and undergo processes such as soaking, drying, and exposure to light, where they continuously interact with water and materials. Water freely seeps, diffuses and evaporates along the plant fibers over time, leaving marks on the paper. During this period, the artist will not actively intervene in this process and let it occur naturally. Ultimately, unique textures, color spots and diffusion patterns with obvious randomness and unpredictability are formed. (Dong Gallery, 2024).
Unlike Jiang Zhi's photography style of capturing moments with a camera, Wang Ningde's work "The Great Flood" focuses on the process itself. The image presents a continuous trajectory of change: The image presents a continuous trajectory of change. From moist to dry, from plump to withered, plants and paper jointly record the effect of time. The work has become a carrier of the traces of time, breaking away from the form of time slices. Wang Ningde's creative approach frees time from the artificially set rhythm. The completion of the image depends on the reaction speed of the material itself and there is no definite deadline. Time here cannot be precisely planned nor replicated. Each piece of work corresponds to a unique unfolding of time. Time manifests itself in the form of material changes rather than being a calculable unit. The image thus presents a "procedural time" whose rhythm comes from the natural operation.
Conclusion: Passive time intervention in photography
Although Jiang Zhi and Wang Ningde differ in their methods and visual language expressions, both authors are artists born under the cultivation of compulsory education in China, and their creations both respond to the highly regulated time structure in Chinese society. Within the medium of photography, they reconfigure their temporal experience through various strategies. Jiang Zhi froze the fleeting state of life, making it possible for time to persist at a certain stage. Wang Ningde, on the other hand, embeds time into the images in the form of material changes by introducing natural processes. The former compresses time into an instant, while the latter unfolds time in a process. These two practices jointly present a kind of "passive deceleration" : they do not attempt to change the operating mechanism of social time, but rather create a time pattern that does not fully comply with progress within or on its periphery. Time in these works becomes an existence that can be observed, perceived and experienced. This way of handling time constitutes the time awareness with cultural context characteristics in contemporary Chinese photography art.
[bookmark: _GoBack]3.2 Case Study2 - Artists Influenced by Western Education and Culture - (Hsieh and Marina Abramovic)
3.2.1 Hsieh：Transforming Time Into a Bodily Experience
Although Hsieh was born in Taiwan, he left Taiwan in the mid-1970s and moved to New York. This environmental transformation enabled him to break away from the Chinese education system and the stable social structure. The artistic environment under Western concepts allows for a highly autonomous cultural context in terms of artistic forms and life structures. It does not require artists to follow a linear career path or educational stage, but allows "life itself" to become a medium. But Hsieh's creations did not abandon discipline; instead, they pushed it to the extreme. The difference between him and the artists shaped by China's high-density education system does not lie in whether he bears the pressure of time, but in his choice to actively engage in it.
In "Time Clock Piece" (1980-1981), Hsieh struck the clock every hour for a year in a continuous manner, exposing the violence of the modern time system in the form of extreme time discipline, making the "invisible time pressure" concrete. He turned his work into "physical actions against time". At the same time, he transformed the external time discipline into a self-imposed condition. The work reveals how the modern time system is controlled through the body: fragmented sleep, extreme fatigue, and the loss of subjective time rhythms become clearly visible results. Just as Hsieh himself said, he doesn't care about efficiency or productivity. Instead, in a way of "wasting time", he exposes how time governs life (Hsieh in Tu, 2017).Unlike many Chinese artists who use slowing down as a way to escape an external mandatory schedule, Hsieh's practice demonstrates an active resistance to time. He did not withdraw from the social clock but instead confronted it head-on through constantly exaggerated expressions. Hsieh's educational background and cultural misalignment have enabled him to occupy a unique position - where discipline is no longer a restriction but a means. Therefore, Hsieh's works can be regarded as a kind of "Western-style deceleration" rooted in conceptual choice and physical agency. The slowness here is not consolation but confrontation. Time is no longer merely a condition to evade, but an opponent to confront head-on. Through extreme time discipline, Hsieh reveals the cost of the modern time system and regains artistic dominance over "continuity" itself.
3.2.2 Marina Abramovic: Continuously generate the time field through the body
Marina Abramovic's understanding of time is deeply influenced by her educational background and cultural trajectory. She received her art training in the former Yugoslavia during the 1960s and 1970s. At that time, the educational environment emphasized discipline, endurance and self-control, which were important components of art training and social life. The early socialist cultural structure emphasized sacrifice, restraint and physical commitment, and these values later re-emerged in her artistic language. But after Abramovic arrived in the United States, she entered a performance art context that allowed for radical experiments with time, presence and the body. This transformation did not erase the discipline in her practice, but rather turned it into a conscious artistic tool.
In the context of Western performance art, Abramovic has created a practice that regards "sustainability" as a relational structure rather than a physical limit test. She regards time as a space that can be shared rather than an object that needs to be endured privately. This is demonstrated in her work "The Artist Present" implemented at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 2010. For nearly three months, Abramovic sat quietly for over 700 hours, facing only one audience member at a time. No words, no actions. The behavior is very simple, but the time commitment is extremely extreme. This work does not symbolically present the slowness of time, but directly produces slowness as a condition. In a museum space characterized by fluidity, efficiency and continuous movement, Abramovich constructed a temporal field that disrupts the institutional rhythm. The audience cannot quickly "consume" this work. They must wait, must sit down, and must remain present. Through stillness, time becomes perceptible and tangible. Continuous performance art breaks the "landscape-like" viewing habits through time and concentration, allowing the audience not only to be passive observers but also to actively participate in social or political situations. In Abramovic's practice, the relationship between the audience and time has been continuously reorganized. Unlike those artists who withdraw from social time, Abramovic has always been operating within the institutional space. She doesn't escape from the museum but rather suspends its time rhythm from within. The slowness in "The Artist is Present" is not a passive state, but is actively produced through endurance and commitment. Abramovic kept her body still for a long time not to show off her pain, but to stabilize the time. The work transforms time from a background condition into the core medium of exchange between the artist and the audience.
Her educational and cultural background is manifested in her works. Abramovic's early educational environment made her body take discipline as a norm, which provided a framework for her performance art. This discipline is a kind of conceptual agency. Unlike those Chinese artists who are constrained by strict educational schedules and often escape external pressure by slowing down, she did not retreat to slowness but actively chose it. Abramovic's deceleration is a conscious intervention. She constructs a slow time zone that confronts a culture dominated by speed, productivity and distraction head-on. The temporal nature of "The Artist's Presence" is reflected in its insistence on "presence without output". The only outcome produced by a work is the shared time. There is no narrative advancement and no task completion. Just as Abramovic herself emphasized, "The performance is really about presence. You have to be in the here and now, 100 percent..." (Abramovic,2010) transformed the persistence of presence into a shared responsibility rather than an individual burden. Time does not slow down naturally because the body is fixed in place, allowing people to actively enter and participate in time. Therefore, Abramovic's practice embodies a Western-style "active deceleration" model. In this sense, "The Artist's Presence" makes the deceleration of time manifest through the different expression of being in time.
Hsieh and Abramovic have shown us that in the context of Western art, slowness is not only a passive experience but also something that can be actively created. Hsieh broke free from the constraints of Taiwan's strict education and social pressure, and confronted the modern clock through an extremely participatory approach to time. In "Time Clock Piece", he struck the clock once every hour for a year in a row, transforming the invisible time pressure into a perceptible physical experience. His creation is not a retreat but a resistance, consciously regarding time as an opponent. Abramovic also perceived time by stepping into it. In "The Presence of the Artist", she sits quietly for hundreds of hours, and in her works, the audience experiences time together with her. Here, slowness is demonstrated through endurance, concentration and a shared commitment. These two artists demonstrate that instead of measuring or evading time, we should manipulate and perceive it through conscious actions.

4. Conclusion
In this rapidly developing society, the practices of artists show us that differences in cultural and educational backgrounds lead to variations in their expression methods, but they share the same goal of "fighting against time". Chinese artists such as Jiang Zhi and Wang Ningde, influenced by linear time, respond to social acceleration by passively decelerating. They do not attempt to alter or participate in time, but rather capture fleeting moments through photography and control people's perception of time through the artistic technique of freezing time. In contrast, people like Hsieh and Abramovic, influenced by a more open culture and education, actively participated in the deceleration. Their works transform the body and endurance into tools for shaping time. It is a conscious intervention to directly confront the accelerating social pace through extreme time discipline or maintaining long-term existence. These "deceleration arts" that counter social practices can prompt people to reflect on time, thereby enabling them to better manage their limited time. Whether through subtle observation or extreme patience, these artists have intervened in the accelerating flow of society, creating Spaces for reflection, existence and continuous participation. Time is not merely about recording or enduring; It is reorganized, experienced, and perceived in a way that resists speed.
The comparison of the above cases also highlights the interaction among cultural background, education and time strategy. In China, disciplinary education reinforces a linear and result-centered understanding of time, and artists respond by passively recording time. In the flexible educational and cultural structure of the West, artists are allowed to actively arrange their social time. However, in both cases, the artists' practices and creations serve the same purpose: to negotiate, resist and reconstruct the accelerating social time. Although the accelerated process of society is inevitable. However, as a medium, art can explore, shape and recycle time through it. Artists create challenging and accelerating time conditions, insisting on human control over the pace of life, demonstrating that time can be chosen even under social pressure. Their research confirmed that although time is influenced by social regulation, it will never exceed the scope of human intervention.
Finally, these artistic practices taught me something important: time is not an external pressure that needs to be managed or evaded. It is a medium of reflection, existence and connection. By slowing down and fully immersing ourselves in the present, we can rediscover our own, human and living time. Art reminds us that the criterion for measuring life is not only what has been accomplished, but also what has been experienced, noticed and cherished. Time should become our friend in the gentlest and most composed form, rather than a pressure.
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