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Hello everyone, my name is Xia Jia. I’'m an academic, and I'm also a science-fiction and fantasy
writer. What I’d like to share with you today is a story that has to do with science fiction and reality,
a story that is both about the present and the future.

In 2007, | was doing my master’s degree at the School of Television and Film Art at Communication
University of China. That Summer, | was invited to join a team from Tsinghua University to teach in
rural China for ten days. We were assigned to Baizhu Village Primary School in Nanjian County of
Dali Prefecture in Yunnan Province. The team was made up of seven people, four males and three
females, all young students in their early 20s.

Back in 2007, it took us three whole days to travel from Beijing to Baizhu Primary School. As you can
see on this map, we first took a 33-hour train ride from Beijing to Kunming. We then travelled for 4
hours by road to go from Kunming to Dali. There, we hopped onto another bus and travelled for
another 3 hours to the regional centre of Nanjian County. From there, it was another one hour by
car to get to Baohua township, yet another hour travelling on rugged roads in the mountains, finally
pulling to the side of a road to walk for two hours on muddy paths into the mountains.

| was assigned the job of being the team’s photographer and videographer. In those days, smart
phones hadn’t become as common as they are today. | had a Sony portable DV Recorder and a
point-and-shoot camera for the job. Besides photographing and filming, | also taught the kids there
mathematics games, singing and dancing. If memory serves me right, it was my first time teaching
in front of a classroom, and it was my first time being called “Ms. Wang” by pupils.

My last session for the kids before we left was about “Travelling in Science Fiction”. | began with
novels by Jules Verne, including 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, Five Weeks in a Balloon, Around the
World in Eighty Days, and From the Earth to the Moon. | also talked about two fictions that
described journeying further afield than the Moon, namely From the Earth to Mars and Flying to
Sagittarius, both were written by Mr. Zheng Wenguang, who is famed for being known as the
“Father of Chinese Science Fictions”.

Here is a picture of me teaching the kids. When this picture was taken, | was telling them about
Around the World in Eighty Days. The protagonist had travelled eastward passing the International
Date Line, which meant he’d gained an extra day for his globetrotting adventure. | didn’t have a
globe with me there, all | could do was to draw on the blackboard to try to help those kids
understand the relationship between the Earth’s rotation and international time zones. For those
kids, the farthest place imageable was Beijing, or perhaps even just Kunming; globetrotting was
simply too surreal and too abstract a concept for them.

Ever since | left Baizhu Primary School, I'd been wanting to write a science fiction for the children
there, but that thought just sat on the back-burner for 7 years. In that 7 years, technological
advancements and my own readings gave me a lot more ideas and inspirations. Yet one thing that



continued to perplex me was this: The stories that | told those children, how distant and remote
were the stories to those children’s day to day reality? Is there destined to be a chasm or an
unbridgeable gap between science fiction and reality? Besides this, there was something else that
had been unsettling and puzzling to me: If the gravitational force of reality was so strong that it
made it impossible for the children to take off and fly off, would that make the unreachable and
exceedingly fantastic world of my depiction too cruel an experience for them?

The famous American science fiction writer William Gibson once said “The future is already here —
it's just not very evenly distributed.” Not only do | want to write about this unevenly distributed
future in my fantasy writings, | also want to explore alternative futures.

In 2014, | came across a 2013 TED talk given by an Indian educator named Sugata Mitra. His talk
was entitled Build a School in the Cloud. Mitra conducted a series of education experiments in New
Delhi and other parts of the world where he’d bring a computer to children living in slums who
didn’t speak English and who’d never heard of the Internet. He’d leave the computer there and
come back in a few months’ time. When he came back, he learned that the children, out of
overwhelming curiosity, had learned to use the English language and had developed computing
skills to the level of an office clerk! Based on these experiments, he put forward a revolutionary
educational idea: Schools in the cloud.

Towards the end of the talk Mitra related an experience where he had a conversation with a young
girl in a village at the foot of the Himalayas. He said to her, “You know what? I'd like to give every
child a computer, so they could all have the opportunity to learn.”

The girl, smiling and extending her hand, said to him, “Go for it!”

It was this talk and the picture of this little girl that gave me the impetus to complete the story that
had been staying at the back of my mind for years. The name of the story is Waiting for the Cloud.
The story has in it a new technology called LINGcloud, which is made up of components made from
nano carbon and water molecules, allowing LINGcloud to float in the air like real clouds. This
technology could store and transmit data, and it could change its shape, colour and texture at will
to create a fantasy-like simulation by emulating all sorts of three-dimensional visual, auditory,
olfactory and even tactile or sensory signals.

In my story, a young female volunteer teacher, “Ms. Wang”, brings a small piece of LINGcloud with
her and travels all the way to Baizhu Village to conduct a pedagogical experiment. One of her
students is a little girl named Qiangian. The story is told through the eyes of Qiangian, and the
prototype for Qiangian is in fact a student that I'd taught, the girl that you now see in this picture
here.

Towards the end of the novel, on the eve before Ms. Wang was leaving Baizhu Village, she used
LINGcloud to create an immersive virtual-reality theatre similar to the Holodeck from Star Trek to
take the children on a journey in virtual reality. They went from Baizhu Village to Baohua Township
to Nanjian County, then to Kunming, Beijing, Shanghai, Tokyo, San Francisco, New York, and from
Earth to the Moon, then to Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, and then flying out of the Solar System to galaxies
far far away...



While on the journey, Ms. Wang says to the children, “The world is a big place, and there is a long
way ahead of you. You must take the first step with boldness, be it a small step of a large stride.”

People often ask me, “What sort of science fictions do you write?”

I'd answer by saying, “I’'m writing a series of stories called The Chinese Encyclopedia, which talks
about how technology transforms the lives of ordinary people in China in the not-too-distant future.
This series of stories are like the Chinese version of The Black Mirror, only that they are not as
dark.”

Waiting for the Cloud forms part of The Chinese Encyclopedia series. It has direct relevance to many
of the topics that are in discussion here, which is why | decided to share the story behind Waiting
for the Cloud with you today.

Finally, I'd like to conclude my talk with a picture that | painted, as well as the last few lines from the
poem Believe in the Future written by Chinese poet Shi Zhiin 1968:

Ak, REMABEARFKIE

(Friends, please let us believe in the future)
HEFETENSE A -

(Believe in our perseverance)
HESMIETHER -

(Believe in the death-conquering youth that can conquer death)
MIERE, AELEmD -

(Believe in the Future, believe in Life.)
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Ak, REMABEARFKIE

(Friends, please let us believe in the future)
HEFETENE S -

(Believe in our unbending striving)
HEKMIETHER -

(Believe in our youth that can conquer death)
HEXRKX, RESLMD -

(Believe in the Future: believe in Life.)



