
T
A

R
IM

 B
A

S
IN

R
E

S
E

A
R

C
H

 .
1

COTTON.O.POLIS  
Research

Invisible Cities:
A TALE OF 
TOMORROW’S 
ARCHITECTURE

Tracing W
ater, W

eaving Power, Sewing D
oubt



This project is looking for invisible cities, fuzzy 
networks of  a metropolises hidden in the region 
of  Xinjiang, China. 

It will did so by tracing water through the landscape... 

to reveal the weaving powers which constitute 

these invisible cities...

 and sew doubt in the light of  their obscurity. 

The collection of  this research, thus informed 
a proposal which sought to question why these 
cities should be visible and imagine a possible 
future in which architecture can provide this.

But to begin, let us ground you in some 
context...
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Massing the network



It will did so by tracing water through the landscape... 

to reveal the weaving powers which constitute 

these invisible cities...

 and sew doubt in the light of  their obscurity. 

This project is looking for invisible cities, fuzzy 
networks of  a metropolises hidden in the region 
of  Xinjiang, China. 
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1. Position 



1.1 An introduction to Xinjiang
From the Silk Road to Belt Road Initiative (BRI)

Xinjiang is the most western region of  China. bordering 8 
countries and over twice the size of  France. It is both the 
gateway and buffer zone to Central Asia, geographically 
defined by enveloping mountains and desert heart. 

The “strategic invisibility” of  desert spaces accommodate 
the pursuit of  activities out of  public view and beyond the 
realm of  judicial and civic oversight.

Kazakhstan

Kyrgyzstan

Tajikistan

Afghanistan
Pakistan
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Kazakhstan

Russia

Mongolia

Kyrgyzstan

Tajikistan

Pakistan

India



Between these zones lie the oasis towns and cities which 
constituted the ancient Silk Road and today hosts a major 
route in President Xi Jinping’s Belt Road Initiative, the 
economic and infrastructure project strengthening trade 
between Asia, Africa and Europe. 

It is a landscape rich in resources, and for that it is also 
one of  exploitation and contention between newly settled 
Han Chinese and the indiginious, of  which the majority 
are Uyghurs. From 2009 to 2014, Xinjiang was marked by 
violence as tensions reached a knifepoint. This resulted 
in a government clampdown on the Uyghurs to stamp 
out extremifcation and terrorism. However from a global 
standpoint, their methods look more like cultural genocide. 

Two of  the most central and lucrative Belt routes proposed through China’s mega-infrastructure project, The Belt and Road Initiative, rely on Xinjiang’s strategically located 
geography and “bare” land classification. Map data from MODUS Global Land Cover dataset (2010) and the BRI maps produced by The World Bank Organization (2018).



T
A

R
IM

 B
A

S
IN

R
E

S
E

A
R

C
H

 .
9

Two of  the most central and lucrative Belt routes proposed through China’s mega-infrastructure project, The Belt and Road Initiative, rely on Xinjiang’s strategically located 
geography and “bare” land classification. Map data from MODUS Global Land Cover dataset (2010) and the BRI maps produced by The World Bank Organization (2018).



1.2 The Need for a Lens

Because of  this conflict, there has been an emphasis on not 
using discourse from the media to direct the investigation. 
Instead, the research adopted a forensic methodology that 
uses water as a reductive lens to filter information. It allows 
us to look for recurring phenomena or patterns in the 
architecture and infrastructure of  the landscape  

Why waters? According to urbanist Matthew Gandy water 
is “a brutal delineator of  social power which has at various 
times worked to either foster greater urban cohesion or 
generate new forms of  political conflict’[1]. 

Indeed in the desert  landscape of  Xinjiang, these issues are 
amplified. Thus water can reveal dispositions, clues knitted 
into the urban tapestry as it is extracted, stored, manipulated, 
commodified and privatised.

G
lacier w

ater being extracted for agricutlural use in Xinjiang
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Water is “a brutal 
delineator of  social power 
which has at various times 
worked to either foster 
greater urban cohesion 
or generate new forms of  
political conflict”

Matthew Gandy: Rethinking urban metabolism: water, space and the 
Modern city



1.3 Tracing water
Fed by glaciers in the Tianshan Mountains, this source of  
freshwater traverses across the length of  the region flanking 
the desert bowl before drying up in the endorheic basin..
Revealing with it a system of  oasis towns and their eternal 
dependency on the Tarim River.
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The modern history of  the Tarim River reinforces this 
situation, this dependency. The River dried up in 1970 after 
being aggressively diverted for industrial needs with the 
largest going towards Agriculture.Since then, the river is 
recharged 3 times a year by reservoirs which simultaneously 
take from it. Emphasizing how the success of  civilisations is 
bound with its course. 
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Over the course of  a half-century, the mass immigration 
of  Han Chinese to Xinjiang, under the CCNP’s policy 
of  Hanification, has added pressure on water sources. In 
Tom Cliff ’s book: Oil and Water being Han in Xinjiang, 
he identifies three main players which have settled in the 
Xinjiang region each with a different approach in the way 
water is used to create their urban environment. These 
differences represent the game of  rapid modernisation 
through the means of  industrialisation: a game of  creation 
and destruction.
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OIL COMPANYBINGTUANUYGHUR

PLAYING WITH CREATIVE DESTRUCTION
A Game of Rapid Modernisation through Industrialisation

PLAYING WITH CREATIVE DESTRUCTION
A Game of Rapid Modernisation through Industrialisation

Growth of immigrant-dominated settlements is adding to the tension



UYGHUR

The ancient oasis towns of  the silk road, inhabited by a 
predominantly Uygurs (majority-minority Muslim Chinese 
sharing close ties with the Turkistan) historically used the 
ephemeral flow of  the river alongside a well and tunnel 
system called the karez to succeed at the desert periphery. 

Xinjiang 
Production 

and 
Construction 
Corps (XPCC)
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BINGTUAN

Xinjiang 
Production 

and 
Construction 
Corps (XPCC)

XPCC has embarked on a “developing the south” campaign to speed up building cities and factories in southern 
Xinjiang, where the population has been predominantly Uyghur

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



OIL COMPANY

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

Using this lens of  water reveals the conflicting dynamics of  
different stakeholders, which would otherwise be invisible to 
the eye.  
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Oasis Expansion:  Canal systems extend oasis towns far beyond existing footprint

By discerning the difference between natural and man-made 
flows...
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Oasis Expansion:  Canal systems extend oasis towns far beyond existing footprint N

10 20 10050



Oasis Expansion:  Canal systems extend oasis towns far beyond existing footprint
 ...we can see how oases have expanded far beyond their 
original footprints and the extent to which agriculture... 
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Oasis Expansion:  Canal systems extend oasis towns far beyond existing footprint N

10 20 10050



Oasis Expansion:  Canal systems extend oasis towns far beyond existing footprint

...dominates the landscape and economy of  the desert 
periphery. 
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Oasis Expansion:  Canal systems extend oasis towns far beyond existing footprint N

10 20 10050



COUNTRY PRODUCTING COTTON#

 Marabishi County in Xinjiang's Kashgar
https://news.cgtn.com/news/2020-10-06/Live-It-s-cotton-har-
vest-season-in-Xinjiang-s-Marabishi-County-Un58jXbXYk/index.html

116,000 hectares of cotton �elds in Shawan
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2017-10/24/content_33638775.htm

316

157

53

4

agriculture population
other population

1-440
440-1000mm
1000-1800mm
1800-3000mm
+3000mm

lack of precipreation = 
reliance on drip irrigation

Xinjiang: An agriculture power house (quantitative data)

Since the 1950s with the aid of  modern infrastructure, the 
amount of  arable land has almost tripled. 

Indeed, This notion of  Xinjiang as an agricultural 
powerhouse is underscored when you analyze how many 
within the population rely on agriculture for work.
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COUNTRY PRODUCTING COTTON#

 Marabishi County in Xinjiang's Kashgar
https://news.cgtn.com/news/2020-10-06/Live-It-s-cotton-har-
vest-season-in-Xinjiang-s-Marabishi-County-Un58jXbXYk/index.html

116,000 hectares of cotton �elds in Shawan
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2017-10/24/content_33638775.htm

Xinjiang: An agriculture power house (quantitative data)

N

50 100 250



What is being grown? 

Xinjiang is self-sufficient in food grains. About half  of  the total 
crop area produces winter and spring wheat. Corn (maize), another 
important crop, is grown more in the south than in the north. Rice, 
kaoliang (a variety of  grain sorghum), and millet are also produced 

in large quantities. Significant crops of  long-staple cotton are 
produced in the Turfan Depression and the greater Tarim Basin, 
and cotton has become an important cash crop. Xinjiang is one 
of  China’s main fruit-producing regions; its sweet Hami melons, 
seedless Turpan grapes, fragrant Korla pears, and crisp Ili apples 
are well known. Sugar beets support an important sugar-refining 

industry in northwestern China.

https://www.britannica.com/place/Xinjiang/Economy

Control and Power
But what is being grown? Out of  all the crops grown in 
Xinjiang, the presence of  the cash crop, cotton in the Tarim 
Basin, is perhaps the most intriguing because of  its global 
influence. 
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What is being grown? 

Xinjiang is self-sufficient in food grains. About half  of  the total 
crop area produces winter and spring wheat. Corn (maize), another 
important crop, is grown more in the south than in the north. Rice, 
kaoliang (a variety of  grain sorghum), and millet are also produced 

in large quantities. Significant crops of  long-staple cotton are 
produced in the Turfan Depression and the greater Tarim Basin, 
and cotton has become an important cash crop. Xinjiang is one 
of  China’s main fruit-producing regions; its sweet Hami melons, 
seedless Turpan grapes, fragrant Korla pears, and crisp Ili apples 
are well known. Sugar beets support an important sugar-refining 

industry in northwestern China.

https://www.britannica.com/place/Xinjiang/Economy

Control and Power



China’s global cotton monopoly 

On a global scale: China is one of  the top producers and 
importers of  cotton.



T
A

R
IM

 B
A

S
IN

R
E

S
E

A
R

C
H

 . 35

China’s global cotton monopoly 



Following the Cotton: Factories move East to West

It turns out Xinjiang produces over 84% of  this 
cotton making it the most productive region in 
the world. The resulting success has encouraged 
textile industries, historically located on the 
east coast, to move westwards, to the source of  
agricultural production, indicating Xinjiang as 
China’s new textile hub.
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Following the Cotton: Factories move East to West



This is why 1in5 cotton items can be traced back to Xinjiang

It is a classic example of  capitalism. Profit-driven by 
exploitation of  nautral resources. But paradoxically, the 
world’s most productive region for cotton, a notoriously 
water-thirsty crop, (2700 for 1 tshirt) is situated in the Tarim 
Basin of  which  (and I quote) over 1/3rd  faces ‘extremely 
high’ water stress. 
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T-shirt. PPE Masks. Sanitary Items. Makeup wipes. Pillow Covers. Duvet 
Covers. Bed Sheets. Coffee Filters. Denim. Flannel. Canvas. Damask. Socks. 

Underwear. Book Binding. Home Furniture. Curtains. Rugs. Upholstery. 
Cotton Seed. Fish Nets. Medical wipes. Cotton ear buds. Cotton Balls. 

Hospital Gowns. Wound Dressing. Insulation. Backpacks. Hats. Oven Mitts. 
Placements. 
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1 Tshirt = 2700 litres of water

Paradox: Over a third of  the Tarim River Basin faces ‘extremely high’ water stress (China 
Water Risk, 2017)



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



T
A

R
IM

 B
A

S
IN

R
E

S
E

A
R

C
H

 . 41





T
A

R
IM

 B
A

S
IN

R
E

S
E

A
R

C
H

 . 43



1.3
Research: Weaving Powers
Who has a stake in cotton? 
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1.3
Research: Weaving Powers
Who has a stake in cotton? 



https://www.xabusiness.com/china-stamps-2014/2014-24.htm
http://en.people.cn/90002/92362/

Cottoning on: The Bingtuan, 

“Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps” (XCPP)

1.4 Weaving Powers

Who has a vested interest in cotton? Who are the key 
stakeholders? One of  the key players is “bingtuan”.
As aforementioned, it is a quasi-military organization 
established by then-Communist Party Chairman Mao 
Zedong in 1954 with a mandate to stabilize the volatile 
Xinjiang region by establishing agricultural settlements. As 
a collective enterprise, it controls interests that comprise 
nearly 17 percent of  Xinjiang’s economy and whilst it is 
part of  the State it operates under its own administration, 
creating its own special laws beyond the realm of  judicial 
and civic oversight.
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https://www.xabusiness.com/china-stamps-2014/2014-24.htm
http://en.people.cn/90002/92362/

Cottoning on: The Bingtuan, 

“Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps” (XCPP)



Farmland & water

yarkant ri
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kashgar river

aksu river
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To appreciate full extent of  bingtuan influence we first 
understand what waterways and farmlands are within their 
duristrication and Investigate where the cotton industries are 
located in relation to this.Thus revealing network. An entire 
process from farm to mill to factory under bingtuan control.
A network of  invisible cities, a Cottonopolis.
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Farmland & water

hota
n ri

ve
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tarim river
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EUROPE

EUROPE

CHINA

farmland, logistic & Bingtuan control 

To appreciate full extent of  bingtuan influence we first 
understand what waterways and farmlands are within their 
duristrication and Investigate where the cotton industries are 
located in relation to this.Thus revealing network. An entire 
process from farm to mill to factory under bingtuan control.
A network of  invisible cities, a Cottonopolis.



T
A

R
IM

 B
A

S
IN

R
E

S
E

A
R

C
H

 . 51

EUROPE

EUROPE

CHINA

farmland, logistic & Bingtuan control 

N

50 100 250



EUROPE

EUROPE

CHINA

Farmland, textile industry & bingtuan control 

To appreciate full extent of  bingtuan influence we first 
understand what waterways and farmlands are within their 
duristrication and Investigate where the cotton industries are 
located in relation to this.Thus revealing network. An entire 
process from farm to mill to factory under bingtuan control.
A network of  invisible cities, a Cottonopolis.
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EUROPE

EUROPE

CHINA

Farmland, textile industry & bingtuan control 

N

50 100 250



EUROPE

GWADAR

CHINA

farmland, textile industry & Bingtuan control 

To appreciate full extent of  bingtuan influence we first 
understand what waterways and farmlands are within their 
duristrication and Investigate where the cotton industries are 
located in relation to this.Thus revealing network. An entire 
process from farm to mill to factory under bingtuan control.
A network of  invisible cities, a Cottonopolis.
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EUROPE

GWADAR

CHINA

farmland, textile industry & Bingtuan control 
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Manchester 19C
A COTTONOPOLIS 

Different to ‘Manchester, Getting up the Steam’, The Builder 

The name alludes to the nickname given to the city of  
Manchester in 19thC when it produced 80% of  the world’s 
cotton. However, unlike its British counterpart, Xinjiang 
metropolis is not lauded or visible as I have shown by 
revealing it through this research. This lack of  visibility, this 
blurriness sews doubt on the practices of  the network.  
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A COTTONOPOLIS 

This lack of  visibility, this blurriness sews 
doubt on the practices of  the network.  



Industrial Production & (the Human Element)

1.5 Sewing Doubt
Although the entire process of  cotton production has been 
to some extent aided by modernisation and technology, it 
still demands a competitively cheap and large labour force. 
And it is this cheap labour which is the key denominator for 
a global monopoly. 
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Industrial Production & (the Human Element)

“Industrial Production”



North

Automated vs. Human Machine

South

Although the entire process of  cotton 
production has been to some extent aided by 
modernisation and technology, it still demands 
a competitively cheap and large labour force. 

Indeed whilst  83% of  north bingtuan regions use 
mechanised harvesting, the south, which produces a far 
larger share of  the cotton – remains heavily reliant on 
manual picking. 
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North

Automated vs. Human Machine

South

Although the entire process of  cotton 
production has been to some extent aided by 
modernisation and technology, it still demands 
a competitively cheap and large labour force. 



Programme to fight extremism

Mural next to Mosque in Kashgar 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-30722268

It is in my opinion that labour programs aimed to alleviate 
radicalism and poverty situated in a region characterised 
by judicial and civic oversight can easily facilitate coerced 
labour. 
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Programme to fight extremism

Mural next to Mosque in Kashgar 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-30722268



Lifting out of  poverty

Programme to lift out of  poverty

What does coerced labour look like ?

It is this human element which is cause for concern with 
reports show the entire production line complicit, entangled 
and tainted with the claims of  human rights abuse of  the 
Uyghur inhabitants. 
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Lifting out of  poverty

Programme to lift out of  poverty

What does coerced labour look like ?



Global Reaction: A market under threat
In 2020 and the beginning of  2021 this claim was staked on 
the global stage: With both the US and UK placing trade 
sanctions on cotton from Xinjiang.
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Global Reaction: A market under threat



100%  COTTON 
GROWN IN CHINA
SPUN IN CHINA

WEAVED IN CHINA
DYED IN CHINA
SEWN IN CHINA

100%  COTTON 
GROWN IN CHINA
SPUN IN CHINA

WEAVED IN CHINA
DYED IN CHINA

SEWN IN TURKEY

Alibaba, 
Abercrombie & Fitch, 
Acer, 
Adidas, 
Alstom,  
Amazon,  
American Eagle, 
Anthropologie, 
Apple, 
Banana Republic, 
BAIC Motor, 
BMW, 
Bombardier,  
Bosch, 
Brooks Brothers, 
BYD, 
Calvin Klein, 
Charles Tyrwhitt, 
Costco,
Candy Carter’s, 
Cerruti 1881, 
Changan Automobile, 
Cisco,  
Charles Tyrwhitt,  
Claude Pierlot, 
CRRC, 
Diesel, 
DKNY, 
Dress Barn, 
Electrolux, 
Fila, Founder Group, 
Free People, 
GAC Group (automobiles), 
Gap, 
Geely Auto, 
General Motors, 
Giordano, 
Goertek, Guess,  

H&M, 
Haier, 
Hart Schaffner 
Marx, 
Hazzys, 
Hugo Boss, 
J. Crew,  
Jack & Jones, 
Jaguar, 
Japan Display Inc. , 
JCPenney,  
Jos. A. Bank,  
Kohl’s, 
KINEED,  
L.L.Bean, 
Lacoste, 
Land Rover,  
Land’s End, 
Levi’s, 
Li-Ning Mayor, 
LYCRA, 
Maje, 
Mercedes-Benz, 
MG ,
Mitsubishi, 
Muji, 
Nautica, 
Nike, 
The North Face, 
Patagonia,  
Polo Ralph Lauren, 
Puma, 
Roewe, 
SAIC Motor, 
Sandro, 
Shimamura,  
Skechers, 
SGMW, 

Skechers , 
Target,  
Tommy Hilfiger , 
Uniqlo , 
Urban Outfitters, 
Victoria’s Secret ,
Volkswagen ,
Zara, 
Zegna
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????

Q: What does it take to make these invisible lines of  production visible?

Evident is the lack of  transparency in the production of  
cotton goods alongside the negative connotation held for the 
“Made in China” label. For cotton items made in countries 
such as Turkey, Cambodia or BAnglsihed can easily contain 
cotton farmed and ginned by bingtuan, in Xinjiang. 
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Skechers , 
Target,  
Tommy Hilfiger , 
Uniqlo , 
Urban Outfitters, 
Victoria’s Secret ,
Volkswagen ,
Zara, 
Zegna
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
???????????????????????????
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???????????????????????????
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???????????????????????????
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100%  COTTON 
GROWN IN CHINA
SPUN IN CHINA

WEAVED IN CAMBODIA
SEWN IN CAMBODIA
FINISHED IN ITALY

100%  COTTON 
GROWN IN CHINA
SPUN IN CHINA

WEAVED IN CHINA
SEWN IN CAMBODIA

MADE IN BANGLADESH

Q: What does it take to make these invisible lines of  production visible?



2. 
Project:

Drawing Water, Weaving Power, Sewing Doubt
Can a hypothetical proposal for an alternative to the current modes 

of  operation meet global environmental and ethical standards?

But what would it take to make these invisible lines of  
production visible? More specifically, what does it take to 
make these invisible cities visible.

How can we reveal the cottonopolis at the heart of  Xinjiang 
and its negative production externalities: both environmental 
and social 

So my project will be a hypothetical proposal for an 
alternative to the current modes of  operation in a bid to 
meet global environmental and ethical standards. It will 
imagine a solution to this by creating a visible city which can 
Draw Water, Weave Power and Sew Doubt. 
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2. 
Project:

Drawing Water, Weaving Power, Sewing Doubt
Can a hypothetical proposal for an alternative to the current modes 

of  operation meet global environmental and ethical standards?



Option 1 Option 2
Do nothing

Water runs out
Cotton chain moved

Cotton industry dissolves
Bingtuan bailed out
Destabilised region

React to sanctions
Cotton price increase

Water runs out
Industry fails

Bingtuan bailed out
Destabilised region

An Option

For China to maintain its global monopoly it must change its 
course of  action.1. Detach from Tarim River and produce 
its own autonomous water source2.Imagine a new practice 
of  labour fit for modernity3.Be a visible entity which is 
embodied through architecture
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Option 2 Option 3
React to sanctions
Cotton price increase

Water runs out
Industry fails

Bingtuan bailed out
Destabilised region

Change course
Autonomous water production

Modernisation of  labour
Visible through architecture

An Option



Michel Foucault’s “Of  Other Spaces”

The mirror as a heterotopia: “it makes this place that I occupy at the moment when I look at myself  in the glass at once absolutely real, connect-
ed with all the space that surrounds it, and absolutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it has to pass through this virtual point which is over 

there.”

The project uses Foucault’s concept of  a mirror as a 
heterotopia to position itself. Thinking of  the project as 
a mirror, a thing which occupies a real place, but shows 
only a reflection of  a placeless place, the image of  a utopia. 
This reflection allows us the viewer to pause, observe and 
comment on the image in front of  us, which is to some 
extent a reflection of  ourselves.
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Michel Foucault’s “Of  Other Spaces”

The mirror as a heterotopia: “it makes this place that I occupy at the moment when I look at myself  in the glass at once absolutely real, connect-
ed with all the space that surrounds it, and absolutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it has to pass through this virtual point which is over 

there.”



A Utopic Image: the need to imagine a heterotopia

Indeed, the place in which the weaving industry operates 
has moved with us from antiquity to industrialisation to 
modernity, made its way from the home to the factory to 
the sweatshop. The notion of  heterotopias exists in weaving 
history. The 19thc Factories were heterotopias of  deviation: 
a place of  highly disciplined order, where relationships 
between members of  society are organizationally 
restructured to facilitate the emergence of  a new order that 
may transform society. 

But for all the advancements in technology, the promises of  
each industrial revolution to bring equality, emancipation and 
opportunity to the corpus who laboured for it, was never 
realised. 
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A Utopic Image: the need to imagine a heterotopia
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The Artefact: failed promises of  the 4th Industrial Revolution 

Hand Loom

Thus the hope is to use this heterotopia to tell a fable, 
by imagining anew, to reveal the myth modernity and the 
broken promise of  social equality.

The weaving loom symbolises this process: the artefact 
of  time. Each technological improvement from the 
introduction of  the jacquard loom to computerisation and 
digitalisation has served to increase the speed and quantity 
of  production. Through this drawing, I try to tell this story. 
Over time, products are being made faster, the material 
is being weaved tighter and products are being made in 
larger quantities. Despite technological advances, shown in 
the change from the hand to the jacquard to the machine, 
there is still a human hand behind this process albeit more 
obscured and invisible than it was ever before.

Jacquard Loom
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But where to place this site?

There are 4 main strategic areas of  cotton production 
around the Tarim Basin, as I have shown before in this map 
analysing the hidden cottonolipises. Each area’s radius has 
access to the river, located near to the infrastructure of  the 
Belt Road Initiative and hosts cotton croplands alongside 
textile factories. Most importantly they are within bingtuan 
territory which is the point of  international contention and 
need for intervention. Each of  these areas host a bingtuan 
city at its periphery. Hence 4 Cities: 4 possible sites of  
intervention.
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water, infrastructure, labour

2.1
Project: The Site(s)

B. Alar city 
1st Division : Kashgar Prefecture : 1997
1. Access to River
2. Access to BRI
3. XPPC Territory 

A. Tumxuk City 
1st Division : Aksu Prefecture : 1953
1. Access to River
2. XPPC Territory 

C. Hotan city
1st Division : Aksu Prefecture : 1953
1. Access to River
2. XPPC Territory 

D. Tiemenguan City 
1st Division : Korla 2012
1. Access to River
2. Access to BRI
3. XPPC Territory 
4. Near Fields



EUROPE

GWADAR

CHINA

A

C

B

4 Cities: 4 possible site of  intervention
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EUROPE

GWADAR

CHINA

D

4 Cities: 4 possible site of  intervention

N



Site Manifesto For now I choose not to cement a site until the design and 
the programme have been developed to understand where it 
be best to test first.
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Site Manifesto



Non Stop City ArchiZoomNon Stop City ArchiZoom

This concept of  placelessness relates to ArchZoom’s Non 
Stop City, which envisioned an urbanism of  continuous 
mobility, fluidity and flux. Letting the proposal be an 
exploration of  a kind of  “degree zero” urbanization: aka an 
urbanism without qualities.
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Non Stop City ArchiZoom

Non Stop City ArchiZoom

Non Stop City ArchiZoom



Current geographical planeHowever, my proposal is situated in some boundaries of  
reality: a landscape bookend by mountains and desert, 
intersected by a river and infrastructure.
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Current geographical plane

Belt Road Initiative (BRI)

Tarim River

BRI



Hilberseimer’s concept of  the “settlement unit”

This consideration of  the regional landscape echos Ludwig 
Hilberseimer’s proposal for New Regional Pattern,  a 
strategy for low-density urbanization based on regional 
highways and natural environmental conditions.



T
A

R
IM

 B
A

S
IN

R
E

S
E

A
R

C
H

 . 91Hilberseimer’s concept of  the “settlement unit”

“Masterplan Strijp Philips, Eindhoven,”
model view, 1999–2000. [Andrea Branzi, et.
al.]



Current industries and logistics on geographical plane
This is the current situation. Industries scattered, whilst the 
agriculture is reliant on the river source.
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Current industries and logistics on geographical plane

Belt Road Initiative (BRI)

Tarim River

BRI



Gather to make visible

To be more visible, I believe the industries should be 
gathered together in clusters to creat a  visible mass
To give the city a visible identity, there is a possibility for 
the architectural language to be informed by the industry it 
hosts.
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Gather to make visible

Belt Road Initiative (BRI)

Tarim River

BRI



Modus Operandi II

Towards an architectural form and expression
Indeed the lightweight tensile structures by Frei Otto are 
suggestive of  an architectural language which can take on 
many forms useful for housing different types of  buildings 
and needs.
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Towards an architectural form and expression

Modus Operandi III



Fabricate its own structure. Frei Otto: Tensile Structures
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Fabricate its own structure. Frei Otto: Tensile Structures

Belt Road Initiative (BRI)

Tarim River

BRI



Establish independent water source

Including the water tower, which is needed to provide the 
visible city with a water source independent from the river 
before the glaciers and rivers run dry. Here we can see how 
Otto’s structures resemble that of  architect Arture Vittori’s 
water tower which uses large swathes of  material to capture 
moisture in the air to collect for potable water.  
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Establish independent water source

Belt Road Initiative (BRI)

Tarim River

BRI

Arturo Vittori, Architecture and Vision



Once operational disconnect from the river waterFinally once self-sufficient, the system can be disconnected 
from the river entirely allowing to source was from the air 
autonomously.
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Once operational disconnect from the river water

Belt Road Initiative (BRI)

Tarim River

BRI



FARM FABRICATIONPROCESSING PRODUCTION
STAGE 1 STAGE 2 STAGE 3 STAGE 4

Cotton Grown Cotton Processing Cotton Rolled

Yarn Mill Print

Dye

Finishing

Lint

Seed

Fabric Manufacturing

Thread Manufacturing

Textile Fabrication

Take existing systems of  productionThe programme takes the current systems of  production 
from farm to product and hypothesis how it can try to create 
a more closed cycle for the city.
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FARM FABRICATIONPROCESSING PRODUCTION
STAGE 1 STAGE 2 STAGE 3 STAGE 4

Cotton Grown Cotton Processing Cotton Rolled

Yarn Mill Print

Dye

Finishing

Lint

Seed

Fabric Manufacturing

Thread Manufacturing

Textile Fabrication

Take existing systems of  production



FARM FABRICATIONPROCESSING PRODUCTION
STAGE 1 STAGE 2 STAGE 3 STAGE 4

Cotton Grown Cotton Processing Cotton Rolled

Yarn Mill Print

Dye

Finishing

Lint

Seed

Fabric Manufacturing

Thread Manufacturing

Textile Fabrication

Nets for Water

Tensile Structure

Water

Composter

Hypothetical solution to close the loop 
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FARM FABRICATIONPROCESSING PRODUCTION
STAGE 1 STAGE 2 STAGE 3 STAGE 4

Cotton Grown Cotton Processing Cotton Rolled

Yarn Mill Print

Dye

Finishing

Lint

Seed

Fabric Manufacturing

Thread Manufacturing

Textile Fabrication

Nets for Water

Tensile Structure

Water

Composter

Hypothetical solution to close the loop 



Massing the network

The Mirage
The mirage is an attempt to make these invisible cities 
visible, by imagining these fuzzy networks and metropolises 
hidden in the region of  Xinjiang, China coming together, 
massing themselves into a visible entity for the world to see. 
Of  course, this massing and knotting create obscurities of  
their own.
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Massing the network



To make a visible form

And thus concludes my research presentation on invisible 
cities, a tale of  tomorrow architecture, a critical reflection 
on economic inequality, social injustice and environmental 
degradation. The project weaves a possible future of  
autonomous water production, a modernisation of  labour 
and visibility embodied through architecture
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To make a visible form


