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Abstract  In the context of a global subcontracting system that pushes workers 
toward a race to the bottom, the present article explores assertions for dignified 
labor in the Foxconn workers’ actions and in the literary texts Na’er (2004) and 
Heroes Everywhere (2005), as well as in the film The Piano in a Factory (2011). By 
tracing the dialectical relationship between memories of dignified labor during the 
high socialist era, and critical expressions of present day degradation, the article 
finds a shift from the critique of global capital to proactive nostalgia for the 
previous era. Proactive nostalgia goes beyond the perception of China’s high 
socialist era as traumatic. What is absent in the Foxconn labor experience, but still 
alive in workers’ unconscious, is a world of dignified labor. By documenting how 
labor was once imbued with dignity in the recent past, these texts function as 
prosthetic memories for the next generation of workers, and a cultural resource for 
overcoming the current trauma of dehumanizing working conditions. 
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Introduction 

The condition of Chinese workers in the transition from a planned economy to a 
market economy in the last two decades has been a significant contemporary issue. 
The emergence of migrant peasant workers as a social-economic force came about 
side by side with the decline of old industrial regions and massive worker layoffs 
(xiagang) that were due to the closing or privatization of state-owned enterprises. 
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The emergence of low-wage peasant migrant labor and the disappearance of the 
“iron rice bowl” (tie fanwan) are two related manifestations of the marketization of 
Chinese economy and global financial capitalism’s extensive replacement of skilled 
craftsmen with deskilled laborers. Under such sweeping changes of material 
conditions, are workers merely powerless victims? Are there value systems and 
behavior patterns that they can invoke to intervene in this traumatic shift? How do 
memories and habits of the high socialist past persist and empower modern 
workers?  

In order to trace the dialectical relationship between memories of dignified labor 
during the high socialist era and critical expressions of present day degradation, I 
read Foxconn workers’ suicide spate in 2010 alongside a set of three cultural texts: 
Cao Zhenglu’s novella Na’er (2004), Wang Anyi’s novel Heroes Everywhere 
(Biandi xiaoxiong, 2005), and Zhang Meng’s film The Piano in a Factory (Gang de 
qin, 2011).1 By juxtaposing the pressing social event of Foxconn suicide spate and 
these three cultural texts of the recent decade, my goal is to call attention to the 
various ways that high socialist era’s cultural memory of workers’ dignity leaves its 
marks in the present time, a time that is decisively marked by the intensified 
deskilling and objectification of the laborer.  

These cultural texts are significant because all of them react to the neo-liberal 
economy that is now being confronted by contemporary Chinese workers. Each 
text illustrates a way in which the memory of dignified labor informs critical 
responses to the neo-liberal economy. All three of them shift away from criticizing 
global capitalism by highlighting its abuses, to evoking memories of dignified labor 
experienced by workers in the high socialist era. Observing and reading into such a 
shift of focus is important, because an unintended effect of criticizing and exposing 
abuses of capitalism on workers can be a depreciation of workers as empty vessels 
devoid of history and memory. Memories of dignified labor in these cultural texts 
inform the political unconscious of a significant labor event that asserts dignity in 
labor through a radical rejection of life without it. 

The Workers’ Suicide Spate in Foxconn 

The spate of suicides at Foxconn, which was first reported in early 2010 and whose 
reporting intensified over the summer of 2010, was more than a media event or a 
solemn case of labor struggle. It sheds light on the post-Fordist new reality that 

                                                               
1 Neither Na’er nor Heroes Everywhere (Biandi xiaoxiong) has an English version readily 
available. All translations from these two texts are my own. 



Zhen ZHANG 236

confronts us all.2 The workers’ suicide cluster reportedly consisted of eighteen 
suicides in 2010, although the news media in China stopped covering it after the 
twelfth suicide for fear of perpetuating copycat effects. When considering what 
precipitated these events, scholars, labor activists, and the business sector have 
raised the issues of the workers’ needs for spirituality and human dignity.3 While 
labor rights advocacy groups voiced their concerns, the call for human dignity 
originates from the messages sent out by the suicide workers themselves.4 Speaking 
through their bodies and actions, the Foxconn suicide jumpers give others voices 
and allow others to find resonance in their call for human dignity.  

On the surface, Foxconn workers’ demands for human dignity seem 
incongruous with the post-Fordist, post-modern world of global capital. Both 
academia and businesses have been shifting their paradigms away from a 
human-centered value system. For example, in cultural studies, it has become 
ethical to think in terms of a “post-humanist” world. Anthropocentric worldviews 
that entitle men to control and conquer all beings on earth have been radically 
questioned. Post-humanism renounces “the artificial divide we have drawn 
between the organic and the mechanic, life and machines.”5  In business 
management, it has been customary to de-humanize workers and call them 
“human resources,” counting them merely as a fraction of production costs. As 
such, humanism has become discredited and suspect to post-modern as well as 
neo-liberal capitalist sensibilities. In fact, we live in an era in which consumer items 
are treated as more alive and lovable than people. Apple products have more 
glamor and love attributed to them than the Foxconn workers who produce these 
items. The sleek design, the detail-oriented smoothness and the chic minimalist 

                                                               
2  Geraldine Heng and Michael Widner link Foxconn to post-Fordist capitalism, which, 
according to them, “means that the production process itself is now fully global, supply chains 
are globalized, and the relations of production are globally dispersed.” Geraldine Heng and 
Michael Widner, “An Experiment in Collaborative Humanities: Envisioning Globalities 
500–1500 CE,” 274. 
3  Many reports and news stories on Foxconn’s suicide cluster attribute the suicide to 
dehumanizing management tactics, a spiritually alienating workplace culture, and living quarter 
arrangements. See especially “Joint Research Report by Universities in Mainland China, Taiwan, 
and Hong Kong on Foxconn”; and “Workers as Machines: Military Management in Foxconn”; 
reports made by the Hong Kong labor advocacy group, Students and Scholars Against Corporate 
Misbehaviour. 
4 An example of the workers’ messages is in Jenny Chan’s article “A Suicide Survivor: The Life 
of a Chinese Worker,” which includes extensive conversations with Tian Yu, a Foxconn suicide 
survivor. 
5 Chris Hables Gray, Cyborg Citizen: Politics in the Posthuman Age, 10. 
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aesthetics of Apple products seem to represent a piece of heaven. It is Apple’s 
aesthetic appeal, resulting from its integrated marketing that epitomizes the highest 
achievement of modern electronic technology. Apple evokes airy, clean, and 
simple pleasure that is worlds apart from the hastily put together items made in the 
dark, dingy sweatshops by worrisome, tormented souls under dehumanizing 
working conditions.  

In contrast to media and consumers’ fetishistic treatment of Apple products, 
Foxconn workers are often reduced to an image of the passive victim. While most 
observers and commentators of Foxconn call it a sweatshop, Foxconn is hardly the 
typical dingy sweatshop of popular imagination. Instead of being a small and poorly 
equipped production site, Foxconn is huge and well-facilitated. It is the world’s 
largest contracted electronics manufacturer, serving globally renowned IT 
customers such as Apple, IBM, Dell, Intel, Samsung, and the like. Foxconn’s size, 
footprint, capacity, innovation, and active role in product-building drastically 
distinguish it from the kind of home-based sweatshop factories prominent in 
popular imagination. 6  Nonetheless, despite all these characteristics that set 
Foxconn apart from other subcontractors, Foxconn and sweatshops around the 
world are still subjected to the same business climate, a global subcontracting 
system.  

A global subcontracting system allows brand-name companies to have their 
products made by the lowest bidder for their manufacturing contracts, instead of 
employing their own factories and workers. This allows the brand-name 
companies such as Apple to have bigger profit margins to focus more attention on 
marketing and design, while evading responsibility for maintaining manufacturing 
workers and their long-term welfare. In giving work to subcontractors, the 
brand-name companies pay for a one-off deal, while subcontractors like Foxconn 
scramble to lower production prices so as to get the contract with maximum profit 
margins.7 Subcontractors sometimes have to enforce exploitative practices to keep 
production costs down and keep themselves competitive against other 
subcontractors. As the majority of the profit is absorbed by the brand-name 
company, the subcontractors can hardly generate enough profit to offer workers 
fair wages and long-term benefits. Indeed, the nature of the global subcontracting 
system allows those who employ the workers to evade responsibility toward them, 
giving subcontractors and workers a disposable and transient fate in the production 
process. The global subcontracting system makes alienation, fragmentation, and an 

                                                               
6 As such, the joint report made by twenty colleges from Chinese mainland, Taiwan, and Hong 
Kong points out that Foxconn is indeed bigger than some of its clients. 
7 Jenny Chan, Pun Ngai, and Mark Selden, “Apple’s iPad City: Subcontracting Exploitation to 
China,” 85–87. 
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isolated existence our era’s material condition and spiritual climate. The system 
enlarges the disconnection between workers and consumer products, labor abuses, 
and those who shoulder responsibility for the abuses.  

The working conditions in Foxconn exemplify an intensified version of 
alienated labor and a systemic reduction of workers to an atomized tool, with a 
powerful combination of Taylorism and lean production under the global 
subcontracting system.8 Against such a system, the cluster of suicides committed by 
young Foxconn workers expresses the workers’ dignity and protest against the 
global subcontracting system’s profit-oriented definition of life and labor. Similar 
protests occur frequently, as jumping off buildings or other tall structures is a 
prominent form of protest consistently deployed by peasant migrant workers.9  

The suicidal workers are rebelling against a system that equates life with wage 
accumulation and reduces work to a repetition of a single motion, with a lean 
production spin, where flow is optimized by eliminating wasteful activities within 
and beyond the production process.10 At Foxconn, workers are made to become 
highly specialized but deskilled robotic instruments. 11  They are drilled by a 
military style management to eliminate all needs and develop great discipline in 
following commands and quotas. Such a system meticulously governs the workers’ 
time, space, and bodies; their relations to themselves, others, and their surroundings; 
and ultimately their senses of self. In most work units, workers are not allowed to 
speak to each other during work. Their dorm room assignments deliberately 
discourage the formation of bonding and friendship, both of which are potentially 
wasteful activities that may impact productivity optimization during work time. 
Workers who speak the same dialect, from the same province, of the same work 
unit, or of the same shift are intentionally not housed together in one room.12  

                                                               
8 As Jenny Chan points out, “Foxconn has adopted a production model apparently based on 
classic Taylorism. The production process is simplified to an extreme degree so that workers 
need no specialized knowledge or training to perform most tasks.” Jenny Chan, “A Suicide 
Survivor: The Life of a Chinese Worker,” 88. 
9 Xu Xin, “Wei quanli er zisha—Zhuanxing Zhongguo nongmingong de ‘yi si kangzheng,’” 
279. In this study involving 84 cases of unpaid wage-related suicides, 64.6 percent of workers 
chose jumping over other forms. 
10 Dennis P. Hobbs, Lean Manufacturing Implementation: A Complete Execution Manual for 
Any Size Manufacturer, ix. 
11 “Fushikang tiaolou shijian.” Foxconn workers, such as Lu Xin and Xu Lizhi (two of the 
suicides) and Zhang Jin, refer to their job as “robotic and repetitive,” “like a machine,” “as a 
screw,” “wasting life,” and “giving no hope.”  
12 “Liang’an sandi gaoxiao Fushikang diaoyan zong baogao.”  
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In addition to workers’ fragmentation from each other, workers’ bodies and 
behaviors are subjected to the system’s rigorous governmentality. This is 
exemplified by how a worker’s motions at work are timed to the second, and each 
motion is repetitive, highly prescriptive, and specialized.13 The system’s success 
can be measured by how it molds workers’ off-work behaviors and their private 
thoughts—both domains that work discipline is not supposed to reach. Despite 
having swimming pools, gyms, internet cafés, and other amenities, workers do not 
make use of these facilities for their own entertainment and relaxation.14 Their 
view of life becomes sterilized and their desire for play is gradually killed off by 
strict discipline, an intense workload, and the lack of social interactions. Hence, 
off-work time is subsumed by work; workers are thus alienated from their own 
bodies, subject themselves to robotically concentrating on work, and setting their 
goals on working more to earn more. Even their dream and vision of 
self-development––coming to work at Foxconn so that one day they might 
become an entrepreneur15–– tracks a narrow, focused path. They achieve a highly 
efficient cycle of living to work and working to live, which makes them very lean 
(cost-effective) for Foxconn’s clients. And yet these workers pay with their lives.  

As an outcry, the suicides of the Foxconn workers structurally engage the system 
of oppression that they experienced. With one exception, most of the workers who 
killed themselves were between the ages of eighteen and twenty-three. Their 
putting a stop to their own blossoming life testifies to the system’s brutal 
consumption and extraction of youthful energy, and the system’s failure to provide 
a viable future for many young people. The suicide jump literally breaks the 
worker’s bodies, which mirrors the bodily fragmentation that workers experience 
daily, both on and off the clock. Workers’ social and spatial isolation is figured in 
the dorm building. As a location, the dorm marks a spatial disconnection and social 
detachment from Shenzhen, the city that owes its economic prosperity to migrant 
workers, but fails to make itself an affordable and welcoming living space for 
workers to have a family. In jumping off the dorm buildings to kill themselves, 
workers set themselves free from the system’s rigorous bodily discipline and from 
the myth of economic mobility (climbing to the top), while reclaiming their lives 
through reconnection with the force of the earth (gravity). Such a reconnection 
with forces of the earth/nature is an essential part of what defines “freedom” (ziyou) 
in Wang Anyi’s novel Heroes Everywhere (2005).  

                                                               
13 Jenny Chan, “A Suicide Survivor: The Life of a Chinese Worker,” 89. 
14 Lucas et al., “Workplace Dignity in a Total Institution: Examining the Experiences of 
Foxconn’s Migrant Workforce,” 95. 
15 Frederik Balfour and Tim Culpan, “Everything is Made by Foxconn in Future Evoked by 
Gou’s Empire.” 
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Heroes Everywhere 

The intensified subjugation of life under global capital experienced by Foxconn 
workers, or workers under the low wage push of the global subcontracting system, 
is poetically similar to the subjugation imposed on the plot of to-be-developed land, 
a central image presented at the beginning of Wang Anyi’s Heroes Everywhere. 
The story of the surprising camaraderie established between a suburban young taxi 
driver, Han Yanlai, and his three hijackers opens with the protagonist’s childhood 
memory of running through a field of ripening green soybean:  
 

In the hazy childhood memories of Han Yanlai, aka Soybean, he is growing 
up as if in boundless idleness, amid idle land and idling people. If he were to 
trace the beginning of his memory, he can vaguely remember running 
through a soybean field. Soybean bushes brushed against his pants, and his calf 
could feel their sharp pinches even with the buffer of blue jeans. As he ran, the 
ripened bean shells exploded, and the beans shot out to the four corners, 
surprising him with bell-like jingles. Behind him, there was his father’s 
scolding voice from afar, chastising him for ruining the crops. The soybean 
field might sound very grand and open, but as the memory of the soybean 
field sharpens, the field turns into an empty land with limited boundaries. As 
far as eyes can see, the horizons are towered by smokestacks and houses. These 
cement buildings make up a horizon of their own …. Yet, even when being 
so compressed, this piece of empty land is sizable. Occupied by construction 
debris, dirtied white plastic foam blocks, mildewed cardboard, the land looks 
especially magnificent when the wind blows and plastic bags of red, blue, 
yellow, and white colors fly upward.16  

 
“Idleness” changes its meaning as the land is framed by a changing set of values. 
The land of “boundless idleness” in a child’s memory suggests a sense of freedom 
untouched by utilitarian motives. In contrast, the land being idly “empty” 
presumes that the land is only meaningful when it enters the market mode of 
production as an object of labor. It also presumes the need for the land to be 
measured by its development and commercial use. It is when measured by the logic 
of capitalism that the land loses its state of boundless freedom and starts to become 
finite and delimited. With the land’s commodification, the land also seems sullied. 
Rather than being critical of it, however, the omniscient narrator celebrates the 
land’s status as being part of the market mode of production, even though such a 
part is now a dumping ground. Such a celebration creates an ironic effect that 

                                                               
16 Wang Anyi, Heroes Everywhere, 1. 
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demands the reader to question the price paid to be part of development.  
The reader will later learn that the farming communities in Shanghai’s urban 

fringe gave up farming in anticipation of the compensation money developers 
would pay for the requisition of their lands. The anticipated compensation is 
supposed to be more than the lifetime earnings of their entire family. The farmers 
know only too well that the over-exhausting and under-compensated agricultural 
labor is by no means something to be romanticized. As they wait, the 
entrenchment of capitalist values spreads to their attitudes toward the land, self, and 
interpersonal relations. As farmers’ instinctual respect for the earth fades away and 
monetary accumulation becomes synonymous with personhood, life’s playful, 
poetic dimensions, its boundless possibilities, and its unpredictability disappear.17  

It is exactly because of this loss of unpredictability that Han Yanlai quits his job in 
a local Japanese joint venture where he is supposed to repeat the same motion 
tidying up vegetable leaves of the same size every day. He would rather work in a 
Hong Kong invested clothing factory, where he finds he has more freedom, not 
because he can do anything at his will, but because he can do “lively handiwork,” 
chat, and have fun with coworkers over lunch.18 After the clothing factory goes 
bankrupt, Han Yanlai has to give up working and becomes a taxi driver in 
metropolitan Shanghai, where he is deeply discomfited by his loss of control and by 
the psychological distance he perceives between fellow beings on the city streets. 
Paradoxically, it is not until Han Yanlai is hijacked on the road that he is able to 
overcome his subjugation to capital. It is also while being hijacked that he reuses his 
childhood nickname, Soybean, a gesture that signifies his affinity with his family 
land. Through participating in word games, story-telling, philosophizing, and the 
unpredictable, wayward lifestyle of his three hijackers (Grand King, Second King, 
and Third King), Han Yanlai rediscovers his inner nature and regains a sense of 
boundless freedom.  

Through highlighting the significance of play, unpredictability, the freedom of 
following the order of nature, and the affinity between personhood and land, 
Heroes Everywhere articulates a dignified life and a non-objectified self that can be 
coded as an agrarian worldview. Despite being in danger of being subsumed and 
eroded, this agrarian worldview persists in both memory and reality. Its persistence 
makes it possible for those like Han Yanlai—who may have lost the ability to 
recognize the capitalist privation of play and the poetic elements of life—to find 
strength to confront such a shift. 

                                                               
17 The significance of unpredictability can be connected to Wang Anyi’s valuation of chance 
encounter, an idea she elaborates in another piece of narrative fiction, Jishi yu xugou [Fiction and 
reality]. 
18 Wang Anyi, Heroes Everywhere, 31. 
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An insightful reading of the word game that the hijackers play is offered by the 
critic Bai Hao. According to Bai, Han Yanlai liberally chooses poetic freedom, 
which in the novel is figured as a beacon glowing in the dark. His choice makes 
visible a sharp contrast against the darkness of his former mode of life under the 
logic of capital and allows the reader to ask the question: “how come human beings 
can be so far away from poetic life?”19 Arguing against the view that the word 
game is merely a pastime engaged by the group of hooligans, Bai stresses that the 
word game is the poetic recreation of language, and that the game plays a central 
role in regaining the poetic dimension of life, or even changing the social symbolic 
order.20  

As a story of a farming community on the urban fringe, Heroes Everywhere 
allows the reader to reengage unacknowledged cultural heritage and understand the 
experiential gap agrarian youths encounter when the ways of the countryside 
confront those of urban capitalist centers. The confrontation and privation 
indistinctively but painfully felt by Han Yanlai is not limited to youths like him, 
who come from the agricultural hinterland of big cities. Workers from the deep 
rural areas (as many Foxconn workers do) as well as disenfranchised workers and 
their children from the old socialist industrial base, such as the northeastern region 
of China, may feel even more acutely the subjugation of their lives as capital.  

Na’er 

Beyond the dignity possessed by working people in touch with agrarian life 
experiences, there also were powerful praxes in place during the high socialist era 
that once gave labor dignity. These praxes are alluded to in Cao Zhenglu’s novella 
Na’er (2004) 21 and powerfully demonstrated in Zhang Meng’s film, The Piano in 
a Factory (2011). Both fictional works reshape our memories of that era by 
foregrounding and highlighting the high socialist era’s modes of production and 
social relations that promote dignified labor and honor the laboring body. The 
body itself is not seen as a tool or object, but as an organic component of a 
collective entity. Socialist workers’ songs, such as “We Workers Have Strength” 
(Zanmen gongren you liliang), appreciate, celebrate, and glorify the strength and 
creative power of the workers’ bodies. These songs attribute agency to workers and 
acknowledge the impact of their actions. Instead of the assembly line’s deskilling 
and fragmentation of labor, skills are fostered through work and valued by the way 
in which workers are paid. They are also paid in communal recognition in, for 
                                                               
19 Bai Hao, “Ziyou yingxiong yu dengta shang de guangming,” 100. 
20 Ibid., 101. 
21 Cao Zhenglu, Na’er, 188–210. 



Carrying on Memories of Dignified Labor 243 

example, the established system of the model laborer (laodong mofan). The 
purpose of workers’ labor is not so much to produce commodities as to contribute 
to one’s community—be it one’s immediate community or the nation.  

Most importantly, the dignity arising out of the laboring body would not have 
been enabled and fostered without the workers living within a collective entity. 
Among workers, there was a strong sense of belonging to a group. In collective 
living arrangements, exemplified by those of state-owned enterprises, all 
dimensions of life are embraced. Workers themselves often go through the life 
trajectory of apprenticeship, maturity, and retirement. It is not uncommon for 
families to all work for the same factory. The factory as the center of the 
community is where workers and the next generation of workers continue the 
work of their lives.22 In Na’er, that structure of feeling resulting from living within 
a collective entity persists even after the factory is closed down. The care of 
ex-coworkers for each other is best exemplified by the empathy they display for the 
heroine, Du Yuemei, and for each other in times of need. The sense that workers 
can claim collective ownership of their working place and the fruit of their labor 
became particularly apparent when state-owned enterprises were dissolving in the 
1990s. The dissolution of the factory under a marketist ideology, as Xueping 
Zhong observes in Na’er, is “not only stripping workers of the rewards they 
deserve based on their contribution to the ‘socialist construction’ of China before 
the start of the reform, but also, and more crucially, stripping them of their sense of 
agency, and perhaps more importantly a sense of dignity, that they once felt.”23 

Characterized as an example of “working class scar literature,”24 Na’er engages 
with the urgent political issue of the time, the victimization of workers in the 
tainted process of the state enterprise reform. Set in an industrial city in eastern 
China, Na’er is a complex story with many layers. The title is taken from a 
mispronunciation of the last two syllables of the “Internationale” (Ying te na xiong 
nai er) by the narrator’s demented grandmother. The title can be read as meaning 
both “where,” without any referent, or “there,” as a concrete location. First, when 
workers who gave their entire lives to the state are being bitterly abandoned by a 
state that now embraces global capitalism, it poses the question of “where is the 
‘Internationale?’” As a muddled expression of the demented grandmother, it 
suggests the idealism of the “Internationale” (international solidarity of the working 

                                                               
22 It has to be acknowledged, however, that such a system was not without problems, ranging 
from unclear ownership, to low efficiency, corruption, and the abuse of power. It was precisely 
the recognition of these problems that led to state enterprise reform movements. 
23 Xueping Zhong, “Internationale as Specter: Na’er, ‘Subaltern Literature’ and Contemporary 
China’s ‘Left Bank,’” 107. 
24 Wu Zhengyi and Kuang Xinnian, “Na’er: Gongren jieji de shanghen wenxue,” 16. 
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class) is nothing but a fantasy. The second reading is a more positive one. It suggests 
that the “Internationale” may be beyond recognition, but it is still “over there.” 
After Uncle commits suicide, the grandmother does not understand when the 
narrator tries to convey where Uncle went. She insists that he went “there” (na’er), 
and that “na’er is a good place.”25 The interplay of the narrator’s matter-of-fact 
realism and grandmother’s confusion allows for the real and the idealistic to 
co-exist in the text. 

Considered a trend setter of “working class scar literature,” Na’er exposes the 
dark side of state enterprise reform, particularly the shadowy dealings of special 
interest groups that intentionally bankrupted enterprises and would undersell state 
assets for private gains. It also portrays the difficult lot of the workers, and how they 
would struggle and seek justice. The story is told from the viewpoint of a local 
newspaper journalist, who sardonically reveals that his editor would never allow 
him to report what he is about to tell the reader. The protagonist of the story is the 
narrator’s Uncle (Zhu Weiguo), who was a model laborer in his younger days and 
is now a union officer for his factory coworkers. When the state-owned factory 
where Uncle worked is being dismantled, the factory’s highly skilled workers 
suddenly lose their livelihood and many have to resolve to taking up unskilled jobs, 
demeaning odd jobs, or prostitution. In contrast to the dignified labor, being 
laid-off means skilled workers are reduced to commodifying themselves as anything 
that is marketable. In the story, for example, Du Yuemei, Uncle’s apprentice and 
former sweetheart, becomes an amateur street prostitute to cover medical expenses 
for her ailing daughter.  

The story starts as Du Yuemei finishes a night soliciting sex and is frightened by 
Uncle’s family dog. Weary after a humiliating night of trying to sell her aged body, 
and deeply shocked by the dog Rotti, Du Yuemei falls on the icy road and pees her 
pants, adding a deeper sense of humiliation to her wounded pride. As neighbors 
feel her shame and come out to help, the scene of Du’s fall stirs Uncle’s heart. To 
him, it is the epitome of the deep humiliation that laid-off workers have been 
suffering. Prompted by the event, he tries to throw Rotti away as a misguided 
revenge and also goes on a journey to Beijing to appeal to high ranking 
government authorities for the factory. Uncle’s appeal is met with surface courtesy 
and underhanded tricks from factory administrators: Uncle is promised that 
workers can buy shares of the factory and become its owner. Dejected workers 
originally do not believe Uncle, but Du Yuemei is willing to risk her most valuable 
possession that she had received from her job and the last thing that she has—a 
housing certificate—to support Uncle’s proposal of buying the factory collectively. 
Her support moves other workers to follow suit. The workers’ last-ditch effort to 

                                                               
25 Cao Zhenglu, Na’er, 210. 
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salvage their factory is met with more lies. Price for shares is artificially hiked up 
and all housing certificates end up being only worth enough to purchase a meager 
percentage of the shares, so the former workers can hardly be the owners of the 
factory. Meanwhile, Uncle is told that the shares will be given to him, but not to 
the other workers. This scheme makes Uncle appear like a shameful traitor. To 
plead for the return of all housing certificates and to prove his own innocence, 
Uncle commits suicide. The suicide of a former model worker and present day 
union representative garners enough public attention to prompt the government to 
check into the corrupted enterprise reform occurring in Uncle’s factory, and justice 
is finally served. 

In Na’er, the theme of suicide for dignity resonates with the “free fall” of the 
Foxconn workers. Unwilling to endure the fate of being betrayed and deserted by 
his human friend, Uncle’s family dog, Rotti, preserves his own dignity by jumping 
down from the gantry crane and fatally smashing his own skull. Rotti’s death is also 
paralleled with Uncle’s eventual suicide, which is thus described by the narrator: 

 
Uncle killed himself. He chose the best method: putting his head under a 
pneumatic hammer, securing its foot pedal under his chest, and triggering the 
hammer. I guess at that very moment he did not have any hesitation. Besides, 
he must have had some fun before ending it all, because around that power 
hammer, along with some scattered liquor bottles, there were some newly 
forged sickles and axes. Some sickles were long and some were short. Some 
were serrated and others were hooked. The axes were either wide or narrow. 
Some had an integrated screwdriver and others had pry claws. I imagine that 
when he stood facing the glowing fire, sipping liquor while hammering these 
tools into shape, he had enjoyed a moment of happiness. That was the kind of 
life he loved incandescently. That was the kind of stage that brought relief and 
comfort to his mind and body and lifted his soul soaring high.”26 
 

The figure of Uncle and the scene of Uncle’s suicide vividly register the pride and 
joy felt by skillful craftsmen in the process of production, which embodies the high 
socialist era’s belief in labor as a glorious and beautiful act that brings about dignity. 
Such a dignified act is set apart from alienated labor. A strong recognition of 
workers’ dignity is manifested in their strong identification with the tools of 
production and their products. Being essential to workers’ sense of personhood, 
dignified labor is an important cornerstone for individual and collective political 
action. The axes and sickles hammered out by Uncle allude to Uncle’s belief that 
the “Internationale” comes in many different forms and shapes.  

                                                               
26 Cao Zhenglu, Na’er, 209–10. Emphasis mine. 
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The Piano in a Factory 

It is important to note that among scholars of contemporary Chinese literature, 
Na’er and The Piano in a Factory are considered ground-shifting, 
paradigm-breaking texts. Cultural critics Kuang Xinnian and Wu Zhengyi coined 
the term “working class scar literature” for Na’er and recognized the text’s 
significance in giving voices to workers’ experience of disenfranchisement during 
the privatization of state-owned enterprise.27 The cultural critic Li Yunlei uses 
Na’er to exemplify an emergent trend of subaltern literature that exposes the 
limited political agenda of the conventional scar literature written by the former 
sent-down youths.28 The fact that Na’er ends with the suicide of Uncle and the 
dignified dog, Rotti, testifies to the political impasse of working class scar literature 
as a genre and the need for subaltern literature. The suicide also suggests the need 
for China’s pro-labor cultural movement to find new ways to make life bearable.  

If Na’er focuses its narrative energy on decrying current abuses, The Piano in a 
Factory goes beyond decrying abuses and revealing victimization. Scholars and film 
reviewers laud the film for its ability to be “expressive of grief without being 
painfully excessive” (ai er bu shang), yet what is most notable is the film’s effective 
transmutation of distressing reality into a strength for asserting dignity. Indeed, the 
film empowers worker-artists with a type of “proactive nostalgia,”29 which is a 
way of allowing the lost socialist world to internalize and become a memory and 
source of inner strength that will give birth to new movements and struggles for 
the new generation of workers. Drawing playful and comic strength from a lived 
and remembered life under socialism, the film makes communal life and dignified 
labor not only a cultural memory, but a continuing reality, despite changing times.  

As an encyclopedic slice of life, The Piano in a Factory has a distinctive textual 
thickness. The film indexes socialist popular cultural history by evoking early film 
techniques like montage and mise-en-scene. It makes allusions to films such as 
Zhao Xinshui’s Visitors on the Ice Mountain (Bingshan shang de laike, 1963) or 
songs popular in the old days, such as Troika. It also pays homage to Jia Zhangke 
and other filmmakers who make use of neorealist long shots and long takes to 
document what has been lost and what has been gained in these drastically 

                                                               
27 Wu Zhengyi and Kuang Xinnian, “Na’er: Gongren jieji de shanghen wenxue,” 16. 
28 Li Yunlei, “The Rise of ‘Subaltern Literature’ in the Twenty-First Century: A Speech at the 
Utopia Forum (2007),” 165–82. 
29 Jennie Klein defines “proactive nostalgia” as “a conscious recreation of the past in order to 
create a better present,” which is “a politically engaged act of appropriation designed to 
ameliorate the present.” Jennie Klein, “Goddess: Feminist Art and Spirituality in the 1970s,” 
594–95. 
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changing times. It connects the region’s struggle with other parts of the world by 
weaving in songs sung by the popular contemporary Russian band, Lube. It 
celebrates the capacity of northeast regions to unapologetically own the rich and 
diverse cultural influences across the ideological left and right by liberally showing 
musical intersections of post-socialist Russia, Taiwanese commercial pop, Spanish 
dance, and German classical music. It reminds people how rich and enriching 
socialist cultural space has been.  

The plotline of The Piano in a Factory revolves around a father’s attempt to 
provide his daughter with a piano so as to prevent his divorcing wife from taking 
the daughter with her for a supposedly “happy” (coded as materially comfortable) 
life. Enlisting his circle of friends, former laid-off workers from the same steel 
factory, Chen Guilin, the father, makes many attempts in his quest for a piano: he 
tries to smuggle his daughter, Xiao Yuan, into a local school at night for access to 
its piano, borrow money to purchase one, steal the one from the local school, and 
eventually make one from scratch. With each step Chen takes, we see 
him––together with his former coworkers––emerge from a banal struggling 
existence into a dignified being, empowered by the history and memory of the 
power and glory of being workers in the high socialist era. Regarding its plot, the 
story goes on to an inevitable outcome; the daughter, Xiao Yuan (a word that 
signifies new beginning, but also means the basic unit of Chinese currency), sides 
with the mother and her newly gained purchasing power acquired through her 
new fiancé, a counterfeit medicine dealer, despite having been raised by a lone 
Chen for many years.  

The simple surface of the story, however, is deepened and complicated by a 
wide range of formal and stylistic elements. As the film critic Dai Jinhua suggests, as 
“a realist film, The Piano in a Factory is highly stylized.”30 The film challenges the 
simple story with a tight construction of successive images that create or reclaim 
meaning through association, symbols, mise-en-scene, montage, the interweaving 
of diegetic and extradiegetic music, the interplay between real and surreal elements, 
and so on. Taking form and content together, the film not only criticizes the 
alienating happiness valorized by capitalism, but also concretizes the dignity of 
labor and communal power through reliving the memory of a recently lost past on 
screen.  

The film’s confrontation with global capitalism’s commodified worldview is 
established in the first few scenes. The film opens with Chen Guilin and his wife 
standing side by side discussing their divorce. The setting is arranged like a stage 
where the estranged couple faces the camera; behind them there is a decrepit 
building structure on Chen’s side and a well-maintained one on the wife’s side. 

                                                               
30 Dai Jinhua, “Dai Jinhua tan Gang de qin,” 1. 
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After a few shots at each other, the couple’s discussion winds down to who is going 
to take Xiao Yuan and who is more capable of providing her happiness. As the 
discussion ends with Chen Guilin asserting, “don’t use happiness to intimidate me, 
Xiao Yuan is very happy [with me],” the camera tracks horizontally to a new scene. 
Here Chen is playing the sober Russian song Troika, a familiar melody of the high 
socialist era, with his music band in the rain, wearing a heavy duty black garbage 
bag as a makeshift raincoat against the backdrop of two exhaling smokestacks. 
Before the solemn coachman in Troika expresses his class sympathy for his old steed, 
Chen’s band is abruptly stopped by someone demanding a more uplifting and 
happy funeral song. Adjusting to their client’s preferred style of funeral, the band 
changes to Rising Higher Step by Step, a festive song usually heard while 
celebrating the New Year. The camera tracks horizontally toward the left, 
revealing an acrobatic boy spitting fire and dexterously smashing empty liquor 
bottles on his forehead. The camera zooms out with a long shot that reveals the 
complete image of a funeral ceremony in action, with the smokestacks and their 
vapor trailing slowly in the background, a standstill image that points to the 
symbolic death of an era and the arrival of the new.  

The sequence of scenes works as a montage of images that directly and indirectly 
evoke the question of happiness. On the literal level, this set of scenes conveys that 
Chen is part of a budget music band barely making do. As a member in a band for 
hire, his income is not stable and the band’s artistic talent and integrity is hardly 
respected by its clients. Figuratively, this sequence of scenes contextualizes Chen 
Guilin as a person. He may be incapable of providing his daughter with a middle 
class lifestyle, but he is more than a provider of money. The industry and 
industriousness of the high socialist era (represented by the smokestacks and Chen’s 
cohort), class integrity (represented by the song Troika), his musical skills 
(indicators of well-rounded workers in the high socialist era), and his friends 
(indicators of a life with class solidarity) all make up an elaborate mise-en-scene of 
personhood. It is a kind of personhood that is intricately and intimately connected 
to an extensive network and ensemble of social relations and production realities.  

In contrast to the holistic personhood of Chen Guilin and his cohorts, as well as 
the material conditions that make such mode of personhood possible, the coming 
new paradigm is fragmented (represented by the lack of care for funeral 
conventions), preoccupied with spectacle and glittering rowdiness (testified by its 
penchant for the boisterous new year tune and showy acrobatic stunts totally in 
discord with the occasion), exploitative and dehumanizing (represented by its lack 
of respect for the band’s artistic integrity and how it renders the acrobat’s artistry 
out of place and, hence, meaningless). Reading into such a contrast between the 
old and the new, the audience is prompted to ask: Does the image of the funeral 
ceremony against the background of smokestacks really signify the death of the 
previous era and the coming of the new? Or does it mean the new era is a 
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death-promoting disgrace, a farce of a funeral ceremony that is itself an era of 
death?  

As part of the establishing shots, the camera follows Chen after the end of the 
band’s funeral stunt through a run-down cityscape. After which, the audience is 
finally introduced to Xiao Yuan, the daughter. Xiao Yuan is practicing piano at her 
tutor’s place and the shot frames her whole person with a set of gold-trimmed 
scarlet-colored curtains. The ensuing reverse shot shows the father sitting down 
drinking tea. He, too, is framed by the same pair of curtains. The curtain signifies a 
Western-defined warm, bright life of middle class comfort—a velvet life that 
confines and constrains the potential mode of happiness for the father and the 
daughter. The curtain’s vibrant color and velvety texture makes the grey cityscape 
seem pale and harsh, but it is to the grey industrial cityscape to which the father 
belongs. It is with these shots that the film establishes the tension fundamental to 
the story. 

From here on, the central tension of the film is to unfold with the sharp contrast 
set up between a regular piano and a steel-made piano. The steel-made piano 
represents an unalienated production process that encompasses multiple layers of 
significance: the dignity of labor that workers experience in their creation and 
production of objects, the solidarity of workers and their experience of the 
convivial working process as an ensemble of meaningful social relations, and finally, 
the unity of art and craft, industry, and human spirit. 31  Semiotically, the 
steel-made piano’s steeliness conveys that the workers’ power is as solid and 
forceful as steel, and the father’s love––and, by extension, all social relations––is as 
strong and weighty as steel. In contrast, the regular piano is associated with 
happiness, living in the comfort of bourgeois lifestyle. With comfort, it signals 
giving up human relationships (in this case, Xiao Yuan and her father’s long 
cultivated loving parent-daughter relationship) in exchange for a life defined by the 
acquisition of commodities as status symbols.  

The film’s grey, blue, brown color tone resonates with the rusty deserted 
industrial landscape of northeast China, a region dubbed as “The Republic’s First 
Son.” The region was so endearingly nicknamed because, being the first place 
liberated by socialist forces, the region supported the liberation and development of 
other areas. Its heavy industries were the lifeblood of nation-building. The 

                                                               
31 In their Introduction to Debating the Socialist Legacy, Ban Wang and Xueping Zhong 
foreground such key ideas as collective conviviality, camaraderie, socialist ethos, communal 
experience and ties; they also draw attention to the relations between unalienated labor, dignity, 
and wholesome personality in the socialist era, when workers could be both producers of 
material goods and creators of culture, “in charge of their work process, their bodies, and of 
exercising their own potential as productive and creative human beings” (p.10). 
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northeast industrial landscape is often defined and equated with the region’s most 
important state enterprise and steel production base, Anshan Steel. Having been a 
first-class industrial base for the nation, the region’s industrial capacity not only 
brought the glory of economic development, but also ensured the honor of 
national independence through weapons production, making national defense 
possible on a material level.32 It is the region’s faded glory and inconcealable 
sorrow that stands motionless, eyeing the audience, and demanding recognition of 
its dignity in times both good and bad.  

The audience is to visually take in the stately dignity of the erect spine of the 
steel factory’s remains through the film’s lavish use of long shots and long takes. 
The spatial grandness of the long shots highlights the intersubjectivity between the 
place and the people who live, love, and struggle within it. The land and people 
are one. The duration of the long takes makes each shot similar to a framed 
photograph, or the act of steadily remembering and storing each standstill slice of 
memory slide by slide. Taken together, the film’s constant use of long shots and 
long takes gives a stately quality, a quality both imparted to and imparted by a 
grand manufacturing landscape that is being lamentably wasted, and a people being 
rendered small but still respectable.  

On the ruins of their lost communal living experience, these former skillful 
workers decide to relive their “incandescent life” once again by reassembling 
themselves in the factory to manufacture a steel piano. Before embarking on 
manufacturing the steel piano, the group rallies in an MTV pub and sing the song 
In Memory of Brothers-in-Arms (Huainian zhanyou) as a chorale, which was a 
popular theme song from the 1963 film, Visitors on the Ice Mountain. The first 
three lines of the lyrics read: “At the foot of Tian Shan Mountain is my lovely 
home. When I left home, I was like a cantaloupe broken away from its vine.” The 
song not only conveys a sense of nostalgia and the pain of severance, but also 
expresses hope, as it continues to assert that “even though broken from its vine, the 
cantaloupe remains sweet” and that “when the musician comes back, the laid-away 
dutar will play again.” These lyrics mirror the situation of these former workers 
who have just been separated from their factory, as well as the communal life that 
they associate with it. Singing the song together strengthens the bond between 
them. The fact that the cohort is the size of eight, with seven men and one woman, 
alludes to the “Eight Immortals” (ba xian) in Chinese mythology. In the folk myth, 
the eight immortals collaborate to achieve an improbable act—the crossing of the 

                                                               
32 Li Xiang, “Cong Gang de qin kan Angang liushi nian: Gongheguo zhangzi bei yiwang de 
qingchun,” 38.  
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sea—and each demonstrates unique supernatural powers in the process.33 This also 
suggests that these versatile former workers will each utilize their unique 
craftsmanship in this reconvened team for manufacturing the steel piano. 

On the metaphoric level, the lyric mourns the severance, the breaking down of 
the socialist enterprise, and the layoff of workers. The lyric also affirms that it is 
within each person of the collective that an inner strength (sweetness) exists. 
Likewise, with the metaphor of the musician, it suggests that the workers are not 
objects of the factory; the workers are the musicians and their coming together 
makes music. Workers are also the dutar itself—the musical instrument—and their 
coming together makes a powerful entity––the musician—who activates in each a 
capacity that is more than the sum of their parts. Adding the trope of the steel 
piano into this, the extended metaphor suggests that workers not only make the 
music, but also make the instrument itself. The collectivity can be rekindled again 
if there is the right timing, a shared goal, and a collective will as strong as steel. 

Building a steel piano is a catalyst that allows the workers in the film and the 
audience watching the film to come together in remembering a former mode of 
existence, participating in nostalgia that is proactive, and sharing the hope of 
retrieving the dignity imbued in labor. Due to the memory of dignified labor, the 
decaying state of factories, smokestacks, railroads, and buildings still speaks of a past 
of glory and strength imaginable. The lively and busy laboring scenes best showcase 
the skill, talent, and pride of the workers. Their lives also go beyond being defined 
by the act of laboring: Chen Guilin and his cohort burst into singing and dancing, 
and music playing many times throughout the film, often in moments of playful 
and surreal interludes. These songs and films of the high socialist era form a body of 
linguistic-cultural relics that continue to instill energy and provide a locus of 
meaning for the workers who lived through the era. 

Conclusion 

On the surface, one might think that the connection between workers in The 
Piano in a Factory and workers in Foxconn comes from the sharp contrast between 
the proud workers under the socialist system and the enfeebled workers under an 
exploitative global capitalism. In essence, however, the two groups of workers do 
not exist in the vacuum of two abstract systems; there are generational ties between 
them. The deskilled and objectified laborers under the global subcontracting system 
in China face the sharp contrast between a tradition of dignified labor experienced 
                                                               
33 Representative early writings on “the Eight Immortals crossing the sea” can be found in 
Chapter 48 of Ba xian chu chu dong you ji [The Eight Immortals depart and travel to the east], 
written by Wu Yuantai in the sixteenth century. 
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by the generation of their grandparents or parents and the new global realities of 
objectified workers that define the lives of their parents and themselves. The 
generational picture is complicated by the displacement of old industrial regions 
with new economic zones and coastal systems in China.  

If workers who are most proud of the days of dignified labor under socialism in 
old industrial regions are horizontally displaced by younger generations of peasant 
workers flowing out into the new economic zones and coastal cities, how are 
memories of the dignified labor performed during the high socialist era carried on, 
and what is the significance of carrying on the memories of dignified labor? These 
questions are not merely essential for young socially and culturally uprooted 
workers who need memories of dignified labor in order to struggle against the 
traumatic working conditions of the current global subcontracting system. On a 
larger historical scale, such memories are also existentially important for workers 
around the world who sacrificed their lives in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries in order to make socialism a possible alternative to capitalism, however 
brief their time was in human history.  

In The Piano in a Factory, when speaking of what to do with the old defunct 
factory’s two towering smokestacks—a material embodiment of China’s high 
socialist era, an object that has hitherto defined the cityscape but is soon to be 
demolished for new development—Engineer Wang makes his final pitch for 
making at least a creative use of them. “We should at least make an effort to do 
something. If our efforts are successful, it will be a luminous landscape; if failed, it 
will turn out to be a beautiful memory.” Engineer Wang’s call for creativity before 
the two smokestacks are demolished establishes an attitude, a proactive nostalgia, 
that encourages workers to struggle for a dignified outcome, even if just for the 
sake of having the socialist past exist as an ornamental relic of history, or for the 
comfort in knowing that at least they––as a minority group in the course of human 
history—tried.  

The suicide spate of Foxconn workers is an example of the legacy of dignified 
labor that has been both turned inward and outward—imploded (suicide) and 
exploded (body fragments scattered on earth). The workers in Foxconn can be seen 
as a mirror for the lost social fabric of their parents’ and grandparents’ generations. 
What are workers to do when dignified labor under socialism no longer has a 
bearing on the material presence and working conditions of the various levels of the 
social fabric? When a young life throws herself down from the high building of a 
company dormitory, as in the case of Foxconn workers, one may think that she is a 
mere victim of an abusive sweatshop. However, it is the socialist memory of 
dignified labor and its painful absence that makes the suicide jumpers’ radical 
protest all the more poignant.  

This protest is against a life marked by the intensified deskilling and 
objectification of the laborer under the ever more fragmented lean production 
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model, and the evasive lack of responsibility of transnational corporations in a 
global subcontracting system. The workers’ suicide spate sends the message loud 
and clear that “no, such a life is not worth living.” What is absent in the Foxconn 
laboring experience, but still alive in workers’ unconscious, is a world of dignified 
labor, which is, to varying degrees, desired, contrasted, and celebrated in these 
three texts. By documenting how labor was once imbued with dignity in the 
recent past and/or by resurrecting that communal mode of life, these texts function 
as prosthetic memories for the next generation of workers. 
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