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Research Article

Where Did the COVID-19 Testing Booths Go?
Waste, Liminal Memoryscape, and the Pandemic
Heritage in China’s Urban Space

: . b* .
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“* School of Journalism, Fudan University, Shanghai, Mainland China
* School of Journalism and Communication, Nanjing University, Nanjing, Mainland China
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Abstract

This article explores the social life of the COVID-19 testing booths that
became ubiquitous in public spaces across China during the pandemic, with a
particular focus on their afterlife. As the pandemic waned, these booths—
arguably the only tangible legacy of COVID-19—were relocated, abandoned,
or repurposed. Recognizing their capacity to evoke memories of the pandemic,
this article conceptualizes these booths as unintended memoryscapes. Inspired
by the straightforward question of where the COVID-19 testing booths went,

Hongtao LI (Professor, Research Fellow). School of Journalism, Center for
Information and Communication Studies, Fudan University. Research interests: media
sociology, digital memory, global communication. Email: hongtao_li@fudan.edu.cn
Yusi LIU (Professor, Corresponding Author*). School of Journalism and
Communication, Nanjing University. Research interests: collective memory, comparative
media systems, communication and political psychology. Email: liuyusi @nju.edu.cn
Fankai DAI (Ph.D. Student). Journalism and Media Studies Centre, The University
of Hong Kong. Research interests: media sociology, digital journalism, platform
governance. Email: daifankai@gmail.com

Article History: Received on 28 July 2024. Accepted on 13 March 2025.



Copyrighted material of: School of Journalism and Communication, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University (2026). Published by The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

(EFEALERT) - (8) %751 (2026)

the article uses field research and textual analysis to meticulously trace their
trajectories.

The investigation reveals how these booths have been removed from public
spaces while still resonating with everyday life, encapsulating the experiences
and memories of the pandemic. The findings indicate that COVID-19 testing
booths may evolve into “waste,” “deserted memoryscapes” or be transformed
into “commodified memoryscapes.” Regardless of their ultimate fate, they
create liminal spaces and engage in various liminal practices, unexpectedly
serving as mediators of memory narration, inscription, and imagination that
either erase or purify the past at both representational and non-representational
levels or evoke enduring pandemic memories. Unlike testing booths discarded
elsewhere or repurposed beyond recognition, those that have become deserted
memoryscapes retain greater authenticity, thus enhancing their capacity to
evoke memories.

Keywords: COVID-19 testing booths, waste, memoryscape, liminal
memoryscape, COVID-19 memory
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