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Foreword
EZRA F. VOGEL

No city in the world has ever grown as rapidly as Shenzhen, China’s southern
gateway to the outside world. In 1978, when the Reform and Opening policy
was introduced in China, Shenzhen was a small town of some thirty thou-
sand people, surrounded by paddy fields. By 2010, it had a population of more
than ten million people—more than New York, America’s largest city. No tall
buildings were more than thirty years old. It glittered with modern stores, ho-
tels, offices, and restaurants.

Mao, convinced that the Chinese situation was ripe for Communism,
announced that a single spark can light a prairie fire. When many Chinese
were tired of the failures of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revo-
lution, Shenzhen became the spark that ignited reforms in China. In 1979 it
was made into a Special Economic Zone (SEZ) and became, as the authors of
this book relate, a new model for all of China. The story of Shenzhen in these
thirty years is an unusual mixture of urban development, of a rigid socialist
system stretched to incorporate a market economy. It became the crucible
where new ideas from the entire world flowed into a country that had stag-
nated for almost two decades. After 1979, Shenzhen became an experimental
ground, a key link in the transmission of new ideas where high Chinese high
officials came to visit to learn about market economies and observe the intro-
duction of modern architecture and industry.

Shenzhen brought together officials from Beijing, Guangdong provincial
headquarters in Guangzhou, and Baoan County, as well as outsiders from
Hong Kong and the entire world. In Shenzhen, people who had been worlds
apart struggled to find ways to communicate with each other and groped for
a way to make the Reform and Opening policy work without a rebellion of
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How to Be a Shenzhener:
Representations of Migrant Labor in
Shenzhen’s Second Decade

ERIC FLORENCE

Shenzhen is the resting post of our youth, we should therefore extend our youth in this
resting post, since we have walked on the road to dagong, so it is a youth without regret

and a shameless destiny.
SHENZHEN SPECIAL ZONE DAILY,March 25,1994

They did not do anything extraordinary, they just offered their youth silently to the
Chinese people . . . Yesterday, they awoke Shenzhen with the sound of their feet; they
have created the Chinese miracle. Today, they have stepped into the new century and
have initiated a more beautiful and more resplendent tomorrow.

SHENZHEN SPECIAL ZONE DAILY,March 29,1998

Shenzhen Spirit: New Models of Reform

During the 1980s, the task of modeling post-Mao reforms had fallen to the
first generation of party leaders in Shenzhen. However, in the decade .aft'er
Deng Xiaoping’s 1992 Southern Tour, the task of modeling the new socialist
citizen fell to migrant workers from China’s hinterlands. This chapter exar.n-
ines how migrant workers in Shenzhen were enlisted in this political dis-
course through encouraging their participation in the public sphere of news-
papers and magazine publications. Based on a close reading of tl.le-Shenzhe.n
press in the years 1994, 1998, and 1999, this chapter examines shifting defini-
tions of the model rural migrant to Shenzhen within and against the hege-
monic construction of “Shenzhen Spirit.”

In 1994, the official model of the Shenzhen migrant worker exalted self-
reliance and initiative in contrast to the Maoist valuation of self-sacrifice.'
However, as Shenzhen was increasingly integrated into the world economy
during the late 1990s, the Special Economic Zone (SEZ) became close.]y asso-
ciated with the notion of youth. Looking at the period following the Fifteenth
Party Congress (1997), which restructured state-owned enterprises and S(?-
lidified President and Secretary General Jiang Zemin’s emphasis on economic
development, this chapter tracks how the Shenzhen press in the period from
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1998 t0 1999 idealized migrant workers with respect to the challenges and op-
portunities of the SEZ’s competitive environment. This modified model called
upon migrant workers to liberate and nurture their individualized and indi-
vidualizing abilities, ideals, and aspirations.

As with the 1980s construction of post-Mao socialist heroes, the 19908
construction of model workers encapsulated a set of values that linked Mao-
era identities to the Reform and Opening policy identities. With respect to
labor, the 1990s Shenzhen model linked Chinese Communist Party ethics of
“self-sacrifice” and “contribution” to new values such as “autonomy” and “com-
petition” The rhetorical vehicle for this social construction was “Shenzhen
Spirit,” which in turn was a local articulation of national policy—the simulta-
neous construction of material and spiritual civilization.

The Shenzhen Spirit was formulated over the late 1980s but officially con-
cretized in 1990. A “bull clearing the wilderness” (tuo huang niu) and “open-
ing up” had long been the two metaphors most closely associated with the
early construction of the Shenzhen SEZ. At a 1987 meeting of the Shenzhen
City Working Group on Thought and Political Work, the values of that early
construction period were expanded to include “opening up” (kaituo), “creat-
ing” (chuangxin), and “devoting one’s whole life” (xianshern).2 “Clearing the
wilderness” and “opening up” entailed the idea of doing something for the
SEZ, while “sacrificing oneself;” or “devoting one’s whole life;” to the nation re-
prised Mao-era ethics, when individual interests were to be subsumed under
the collective interest of constructing socialism. In Shenzhen, the new “collec-
tive interest” took the form of the economic development and prosperity of the
SEZ, and this required a new kind of ideal subject, “a person able to transform
her- or himself and the socialist world.”

The notion that the ideal Shenzhen subject would be able to create some-
thing new drew from the novelty of the SEZ itself and was framed in con-
trast to the economic failure of Maoism. In the construction of an identity for
Shenzhen, socialist values such as self-sacrifice and collectivism were down-
played in favor of rhetoric of pioneering and newness.* In 1990, the City Party
Standing Committee added “unity” (tuanjie) to the list of official values, and
this new synthesis was then officially called the “Shenzhen Spirit” and was ap-
proved by Jiang Zemin.® So defined, Shenzhen Spirit celebrated the values of
“deciding for oneself, strengthening oneself, autonomy, competition, taking
risks and facing danger, equity, effectiveness, and legality [zizhu, zigiang, jing-
zheng, ganmao fengxian de gainian, pingdeng, xiaolii gainian, yiji fazhi gain-
ian]” The Shenzhen Spirit was seen as central to the construction of post-
Mao society.

Building “spiritual civilization” in Shenzhen opened a new space for the




38 ERIC FLORENCE

shaping of a new post-Mao era socialist subject along with the values, norms,
and attitudes this subject ought to embody and exemplify.® The ideological
link between “material and spiritual civilization” and the Shenzhen Spirit so-
lidified during Deng Xiaoping’s 1992 Southern Tour. Spiritual civilization re-
ferred to cultural, scientific, and ideological dimensions of society in contrast
to the economic dimensions of material civilization. In fact, both a 1995 vol-
ume edited by Shenzhen’s then mayor, Li Youwei, as well as a 2000 Shenzhen-
level officially sponsored volume reviewing twenty years of development of
Shenzhen emphasized that during his 1992 Southern Tour, Deng Xiaoping
distinguished “Socialism with Chinese Characteristics” from other political
systems because, in China, both material and spiritual civilization had yet to
develop.” The relationship between spiritual and material civilization was of-
ten referred to as “seizing with both hands, [and] both hands need to be firm.”
The goal of material civilization was clear—building China’s economy. How-
ever, the goal of spiritual civilization work was less clear because it entailed
modeling a new kind of worker, “the four-haves person”—that is, “a new per-
son with ideals, culture, ethics, and discipline”™ In fact, the model of the four-
halves person was not adopted until the Third Plenum of the Fourteenth Party
Congress in 1994, well into the second decade of Shenzhen reforms.

This model illustrates the extent to which productive forces were linked
with building a market economy that rests on a neo-liberal conception of the
market which “is not taken to be a natural formation, but [as] both a system
and a subjectivity that has to be actively produced and facilitated.” In other
words, rural migrants to Shenzhen had to be taught how to be workers. In
turn, as they learned to be Shenzheners, they also became a model for the rest
of the country. Ironically, while rural migrant workers became increasingly
central to Shenzhen’s economic development—and indeed that of the entire
nation—their exploitation challenged a ruling party whose founding narra-
tives continued to reject capitalist exploitation.

Chinese Migrant Workers in Western Theory

The experiences of rural migrants to and in Shenzhen factories not only in-
fluenced the construction of post-Mao models of labor and laborers in China
but also shaped Western models of emergent labor regimes in postsocialist
China. Through reforms initiated in Shenzhen, China’s rural labor became
the core element of a “labor-squeezing strategy of development.™ Simulta-
neously, former workers and employees of state-owned enterprises lost their
lifelong employment and their subsidized access to social welfare. Together,
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these processes unleashed what Ching Kwan Lee separated into “three pat-
terns” of the working-class transition in urban China: “the making of the

global peasant worker,” “the remaking of the socialist worker,” and “the un-

making of the redundant worker."!

At the same time, Shenzhen catalyzed the political and economic restruc-
turing of the Pearl River Delta, where local governments produced no longer
in accordance to a national plan but in competition with one another to pro-
vide investors with land, infrastructure, and labor."? The regional relationships
between cities changed from integration to competition, and this spurred
maximum labor flexibility and kept wages relatively low, even in comparison
with other Southeast Asian countries.”® In Shenzhen, this was accomplished
through the combination of labor control mechanisms and population con-
trol alongside intensification and concealment of exploitation." By “exter-
nalizing” migrant workers and exerting everyday “routine repression,”'® the
household registration system (hukou) and the several certificates and per-
mits required for employment and residence in the city further enabled the

implementation of a highly flexible production regime, or what Robin Cohen
has called a “labor repressive system.”'¢

Modeling Labor: How to Be a Shenzhener

In the field of experimentation of socialism with Chinese characteristics, how should
we shape the appearance of the Shenzhen person?

SHENZHEN EVENING DAILY, March 17,1994

Throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s, Chinese newspaper accounts of
migrant workers presented a generally homogenizing and threatening picture
of them."” Rural people migrating to or staying in cities were described chiefly
as masses flowing into Chinese cities. A very simplified narrative structure of
such press accounts usually explained that poverty compelled migrants to
leave the countryside, forcing them to “pour blindly” into the cities, which
disturbed the urban social order. These press accounts would then call for
strong measures by urban authorities to control or expel the migrant workers
from the cities. In these articles, rural migrants were seldom given a person-
ality of their own or described as individuals with any personal will. Instead
they were portrayed as masses entirely motivated by the search for profit, a,
drive that would possibly lead them to commit crimes." On the whole, rural

migrants were not asked by journalists to express their personal or collective
experiences.
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Shenzhen’s newspapers also depicted migrant workers as homogenized
types; however, articles dedicated to rural workers were not as numerous—
and the tone was not as passionate—as those found in Beijing newspapers.
More important, at the end of the 1980s and early 1990s, several Shenzhen
magazines appeared that focused on migrant workers’ experiences, including
Dapengwan, Dagongmei, and Wailaigong. More broadly, in Shenzhen news-
papers, the narration of migrant work (dagong) in articles written by both
professional journalists and migrant workers themselves became increasingly
popular.”” These dedicated magazines encouraged migrant workers to write
about their experiences through articles, poems, short stories, or novels.*

Both in these magazines and within the Shenzhen official press, the depic-

tions of voiceless masses of people that were flooding into Guangdong Prov-
ince gave way to descriptions of smaller groups of people often interviewed
by journalists. This change was also reflected in the use of pictures of smaller
groups of often smiling people rather than of indiscriminate crowds. While
this change could eventually be seen nationwide by the 2000s, it was apparent
as early as 1994 in the newspapers of Shenzhen and the Pearl River Delta—for
instance, in Guangzhou’s Yangcheng Wanbao and Nanfang Ribao and Shen-
zhen Tequbao and Wanbao. This change can be explained by the important
place that migrant workers occupied in Shenzhen and other SEZs. Moreover,
as the inflow of foreign capital increased during the 1990s, attracting cheap
and young migrant labor to Shenzhen actually became necessary for local au-
thorities. In the delta, earlier than elsewhere, migrant workers were soon iden-
tified as a component of economic reforms the state could not do without. It
became also more and more important to present an attractive image of Shen-
zhen and an image of a hardworking and disciplined labor force.”’ Such shifts
in representation are hence evidence of a gradual change in the official concep-
tions of rural-to-urban migration.*

The “How to Be a Shenzhen Person” debate was launched in 1994 by party
authorities. In fact, this campaign was part of the spiritual civilization propa-
ganda work that was aimed at “mobilizing the participation and conscious-
ness of moral construction among Shenzhen people”’* It was initially planned
to last for four months, but because of its unexpected success, was extended
five more months. It took place through the media in newspapers chiefly via
letters to the editors, radio and television programs, as well as within work-
places. Local officials and white collars were the main participants in the de-
bate. Very few rural migrants participated in the discussions, and the few
workers who did participate expressed frustration about their second-class
status in the city. Clark put it this way: “What emerged from the debate was
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les? a collective Shenzhen identity hoped for by authorities, than a realizatio
o.f communities’ proliferating throughout the city, marked by class educaIl
tion, native place and goals™* ’ -

Base(.j on a combination of the “How to Be a Shenzhen Person” campaign
Deng Xiaopings thought, and the party’s basic guidelines, the Shenzhge)
Party (-Zoinmittee published a policy entitled “Norms of Shenzhen Inhabitanr;
?ehavmr in 1994, which was addressed to all its inhabitants. These norm
included such phrases as “love one’s country,” “build Shenzhen,” “open u anj
create,’; ‘(“unite and offer contributions,” “do all one can at wc;rk," “servi the

public,” “respect discipline and the law,” “fair competition,” “be civilized
polite,” and “love the environment.”? , riedand
Many of Shenzhen’s defining values are gathered in the text that launched

the debate in March 1994 and were used recurrently to describe rural migrant
workers. In this text, the reference to the sacrifices one ought to make f(i th
SEZ actually pointed to early 1980s narratives of Shenzhen as a desolate lacz
t(? ?vhich people came with the ideal of constructing the SEZ StressinP th
disinterested nature of these early “builders” allows them to be‘distin uigsheg
from the “gold diggers.”* The next paragraph, however, pointed to thf highl
iecurrmg narrative of “going forward and grasping opportunities” as wegll a}s’
the need to adapt to competition,” which would emerge as a core theme in th
'second half of the 1990s. The rhetoric of “being able to grasp opportunitiesi
in order to avoid elimination echoed the post-Mao era ethos of economic
reform and was a major mode of justification for social stratification.”

The World of Dagong

In ]'anuary 1994, the leading newspaper in the SEZ, the Shenzhen Special Zone
Dalzly (Shenzhen Tequbao) began to dedicate a full page to migrant workers
This .page was called “World of Dagong” and included articles, essays poemsl
and images of migrant workers. From 1994 to 1999, “World of Da ojn ” re—,
sent.ed migrant workers as a crucial component of the Shenzhen igenﬁt pal-
lo?mng for the articulation of the defining values of the “Shenzhen S irit’}’r)de—
talledlabove. The term dagong was a Cantonese term from 1960s Hor; Kon
denoting mobile, commodified labor.>* However, via “World of Dagon, g comg
n.mdifying one’s labor would emerge as a new—and valorized—socf;l iden-
tity. The editorial of the very first issue of the “World of Dagong” special pa.
published on January 7, 1994, announced, “Millions of migrant wgrkerslilage,
created the myth of Shenzhen, and we eventually possess a world that ‘fs
ours . . . Dagongren has been the noun for manual laborers: but today, its

——_
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connotation has gone far beyond this meaning, Blue collars are dagong peo-
ple, white collars are also dagong people, all the workers who are laboring in-
dustriously are dagong people. Today, for this growing community of dagong
people, we have solemnly created this special page called ‘World of Dagong’
In this world, you will see a ‘happy nation’ that silently makes sacrifices for
the construction of Shenzhen

This editorial also hinted at the extension of the meaning of dagong to
larger categories of workers. Although this 1994 statement may be read as a
euphemization and a concealment of the class-relation dimension of the very
condition of rural migrant workers, it may also be conceived as an annuncia-
tor of the upheavals that were going to characterize the labor condition from
the second half of the 1990s.%

Throughout its five years of publication, “World of Dagong” celebrated la-
bor and repeated notions and values common within the Shenzhen press at
the time, including the idea that dagong should include all forms of laborers,
regardless of their hukou status. One of the most recurrent images it provided
for migrant workers was their contribution to the economic achievements of
the SEZ. In these depictions, migrant workers were often labeled the “build-
ers of the Special Zone.* Migrant workers’ role in the city’s success were also
strongly expressed in phrases such as “Without these migrant workers Shen-
shen would be an empty city” and “Migrant workers are the ones who have
built the modern city we live in.”*

In these accounts and descriptions, “World of Dagong” drew a causal link
between migrant workers’ efforts and sacrifices and the rewards they received
in the form of successful employment mobility or the improvement of their
own lives. Sometimes this reward also took the form of having a “sense of be-
longing” and “feeling at home” in Shenzhen. Although articles usually stated
that migrant workers could not become legal permanent residents of Shen-
zhen, the articles stressed that migrant workers could “feel” that Shenzhen
belonged to them via their contribution to the development of the SEZ and
through the sense of pride that this contribution provided. Migrant workers’
merit and efforts, exemplified by their “sweat,” “tears,” and “blood,” were said
to be embodied in Shenzhen’s buildings, which eventually should provide
them with a sense of pride and belonging and enable them overcome the pain
and suffering they endured in their work.

It should be observed here that the stress in these articles on the notion
of “feeling at home” was related to an official concern expressed in Shenzhen
pronouncements relating to the construction of the “Shenzhen Spiritual Civi-
lization” In 2000, for example, a municipal publication explained that there
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were vast differences between the “highly qualified permanent population”
and the “low quality workers from outside.” At the time, Shenzhen had in
an official population of four million people, among which approximatel
two-thirds held temporary registration permits. It was significant that thesz
temporary workers were encouraged to “psychologically feeling at home”
because they were expected to leave when their job was done.** “World of
Dagong” picked up this theme, exhorting workers to use and nurture their
potential skills, because “one may not have a Shenzhen ‘green card,* but what
one can surely not fail to possess is to have ideals and aspirations, knowled
and competences, and dignity.”* , .
. Closely associated with the notion of merit and contribution was the con-
spicuous use of the historically loaded expression, “To pay with one’s blood
and‘sweat” (fuchu xuehan). This expression had been used during the Mao
era in reference to the sent-down urbanites who were to learn from and, in
return, educate peasants. These “educated youth” (zhiging) had left their ci;ies
whi)leheartedly, “offering their best years of youth respectfully to the coun-
try.” Significantly, a collective justification that had been used to rusticate ur-
ban youth during the Mao era was redeployed in Shenzhen to legitimate the
new labor regime. In a culminating tale in 1998, for example, the productivist

exalt_at:on embodied in the sacrifice of the migrant workers’ youth assumed
poetic and ideological form:

The reason why the production line is so beautiful is because it is dressed u
in youthfulness? These rows of youngsters sitting there are like green gras[:
and flowers sitting along the water, they are contending vigorously [zhenggi
douyan] with life . . . 2¥ The value of youth is flowing away smoothly alonq
Fhe production line. I myself am immersed in the production line neithegr
impulsive nor weak, my vigor is getting stronger . . . When my ha,nds and
eyes move, embracing the production line’s rhythm, my heart feels so good
What makes me even more relieved is that, in my struggle towards the “ze:r.{;

fault” goal, every day, “red stars” shine on my attendance record while the red
flag flitters in the wind.*

In this passage, specific terms related to the socialist era were reworked in
31.1pport of the Reform and Opening policy. Importantly, both periods subor-
dinated rural people to urban goals. The differences between these eras, how-
ever, illustrate how Shenzhen mediated the transformation of the Maois; labor
regime. Under Mao, rural workers were socially and geographically bound to
.the land and had little choice but to work for the rural collectives (the social-
ist cooperatives and later the collectively organized popular communes), as

‘_
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the whole economy was planned centrally by the party-state. Moreover, indi-
vidual workers had to submit to the collective goals of the party, which was
said to express the common will of the people. In contrast, during the era of
the Reform and Opening policy, rural workers became mobile—migrating
from hometowns to Shenzhen. In turn, through their labor, migrant workers
modeled how individual goals contributed to a state-lead project of integra-

tion into global capitalism.

A Place for Dagong: This Warm Earth That Is Shenzhen

The image of Shenzhen as an environment in which a worker’s potential could
be realized became more pronounced by the end of the 1990s. In the local
media, there was a recurrent association of the SEZ with self-determination,
autonomy, and adaptability on the part of its migrant workers. These descrip-
tions repeatedly contrasted Shenzhen and the south (referring to the PRD)
from the countryside and the interior of the country.” The expression, “This
warm earth that is Shenzhen” was widely repeated in the Shenzhen press and
in dagong literature in order to describe the SEZ’s dynamism, competition,
challenges, and opportunities. The descriptions of Shenzhen were utopian,
and its explicit foil was the backward and lackadaisical countryside.” By
the 2000s, Shenzhen had become a place—at least in the public discourse—
where migrant workers could nurture their dreams and aspirations and make
the most of their potential.*'

This idea of nurturing aspirations and dreams in Shenzhen was also
tightly connected to an intense notion of youth.* For instance, in an earlier
piece from February 1998, Shenzhen’s skyscrapers and avenues are associated
with “youthfulness, struggling and a pioneer spirit”* In a March 1998 Shen-
zhen Special Zone Daily text, another migrant worker nurtured the dream of
being successful in Shenzhen by imagining herself and her future “as more
and more magnificent,” and as having to “fly conscientiously higher and fur-
ther in the Shenzhen sky* In short, Shenzhen was meant to attract indi-
viduals who were dissatisfied with their hometown situation. Young migrants
willingly left the countryside for Shenzhen to polish their determination.
Importantly, although the rhetorical link between individual effort and suc-
cess similarly permeated the workplace in many factories of the Pearl River
Delta,s in Shenzhen, writers assumed that the desire to transform oneself
through migration to Shenzhen was shared across all social classes. Thus
the Shenzhen press described typical migrants not only as workers from the
countryside but as people with urban backgrounds, such as doctors, teachers,
and older people with more education.*
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Turning the Outside In: Lowering the Expectations
among Urban Migrants

In addition to stressing the need for all migrant workers to continuously learn
from experience, the rhetoric of Shenzhen as a place where people improved
themselves conflated the experiences of migrants from the countryside and
those from other cities, modeling appropriate attitudes for success in the SEZ.
During its last year of publication, “World of Dagong” invited laid-off work-
ers from state-owned industries, unemployed Shenzheners, and those facing
the obstacles of “not getting highly qualified jobs and not being willing to do
lower jobs” to write to the new column, “My Experience Searching Again for
Work™ The introductory text for the column stated that workers faced issues
such as “how to raise their own quality [suzhi] and how to change their concep-
tions on looking for work”* In these press accounts, “the interior” with which
Shenzhen was contrasted no longer referred to the countryside but rather to
bankrupt state-owned enterprises where workers had become redundant.

In this column, laid-off workers were encouraged to nurture an attitude
that would allow them to reevaluate their position in the socioprofessional
hierarchy. These texts emphasized that independent study (instead of formal
education) and “learning from one’s experiences” would be possible when
laid-off workers and the unemployed acknowledged their deficiencies and
lowered their expectations for jobs and salaries. The result of nurturing an
attitude of acceptance would be “replenishment” (chongshi or huibao), which
was, in fact, a new job.* This rhetoric suggested that at least some unem-
ployed laid-off workers were not quite fit for Shenzhen nor were they ready to
do the kinds of tasks they had previously scorned—hence the need to change
one’s outlook when searching for reemployment. This rhetoric portrayed laid-
off workers as too narrow minded, too choosy, and not daring enough for the
Shenzhen labor market. In order to successfully find a job in the SEZ, these
workers needed to lower their demands and “start from scratch.”*

The column also modeled how recent college graduates could succeed
through humility and hard work. In one text, for example, a university gradu-
ate who downplayed his university degree in order to get a job as a waiter—a
position clearly beneath what his education had prepared him to do—said,
“Half a month later, I went to a hotel to work as waiter . .. I no longer dared
to show my university diploma that had resulted from my hard work . . . Dur-
ing that period, as I was holding the bucket to the toilets and as [ was offering
subservient services to others, I held back my tears and did not think that I

was a university graduate. I was just considering myself as an apprentice who
did not understand anything™'

.
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His new attitude paid off. The graduate was later informed that hel w0u.1d
be appointed a group leader precisely because he had put down his un.wirzsuy
student airs and he was willing “to become a primary student again.>* In
this text, “starting from scratch” meant that a highly educated person had to
reevaluate his employment expectations and be ready to start at a low ru.ng,
such as that of a waiter. In another instance, a female migrant worked ma
hospital laundry without being paid a salary. She worked so fast ?nd ste.adlly
that she was eventually rewarded with a paid job. The moral of this tale is ex-
pressed in the very last sentence of the text: “The person who can help you
best is yourself™> -

The repetition of such exemplary tales exhorted migrants to not give up
searching for work, to remain self-confident, and to be ready toﬂaccept any
job. The key words that emerged in the 1998-99 “World of Dagong “pages em-
phasized attitude as central to employment. These words includ,e:i to replen’—

ish oneself” “to charge one’s batteries,” “to know oneself again,” “to find one’s
direction” “to look for oneself again,” and “to search for one’s value” Several
of the 1999 texts were thinly veiled warnings addressed to state-owned entelr-
prise workers or laid-off workers. The warning sent was clear: those \r\‘rho did
not actively look for work and were unwilling to independen‘Fly acquire new
knowledge and learn new techniques would most likely be laid off or unable
to find employment on the Shenzhen labor market. .

The following fragments nicely illustrate the tone of these warnings:

When you feel at a loss, don't forget: life does not believe in tears, only those
1 54
strongly determined talents will manage to reach the shore of victory.

During all this period, [she] had not stopped going forward, through inde-
pendent study she earned a specialized technical degree. This because she re-
alizes that in a society of tough competition, only those who endlessly kee?p
replenishing themselves may continuously make progress, otherwise they will

be eliminated.”

The message sent to former state-owned enterprise workers, although not
always explicitly expressed, was that everyone should be ready to lower his or
her work expectations in order to adapt to the Shenzhen labor market.

The Political Work of Modeling Migrant Labor

During Shenzhen's second decade, migrant workers embodied the values of
the Shenzhen Spirit, constructing an identity for the SEZ. Shenzhen’s yqung
migrant workers embodied a series of values and attitudes belonging chiefly
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to two major rhetorics. The first rhetoric cited the ethics of the Mao era, such
as “devoting one’s whole life” and “offering a contribution” for the prosperity
and economic development of the SEZ and of the country. The second rheto-
ric was associated with the development of commodified labor, including val-
ues such as “adaptation to competition,” “self-confidence,” and “autonomy.”

Processes of state-making and subject-making through the figures of Chi-
nese migrant workers share a number of commonalities with similar processes
in the history of population mobility and the formation of nation-states in
other parts of the world. First, Chinese internal migrants share with interna-
tional migrants in other countries “a form of institutionalized discrimination,”
which produces a layering of statuses and citizenship, with different categories
of migrants enjoying differentiated rights and duties, as well as being the object
of various degrees of social control.*

Second, the experiences of Chinese migrant workers in Shenzhen overlap
with those of (im)migrants elsewhere in the world. Practices of legal, bureau-
cratic, and narrative categorization have occupied a central role within the
never fully completed processes of state-formation and reinvention. For in-
stance, in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century France, the very notion of
the “national citizen” was shaped in opposition to a number of “interior oth-
ers” constructed as “the vagrant,” “the refugee,” “the destitute,” or “the home-
less.” Concomitantly, the state defined the very attributes of what constituted
a “legitimate citizen,” or the “national community,” in contradistinction to var-
ious categories of interior and alien others and the various forms of social
ills they were associated with.”” As empty signifiers, migrants—be they la-
beled “peasant workers,” “illegal migrants,” “undocumented workers,” or “ref-
ugees’—can be loaded with specific meanings and values, enabling the sov-
ereign and diacritic power of the state to define who belongs and who does
not, who is a legitimate citizen and who is not, and what forms of labor are
more or less valued. They can also enable the state to determine which forms
of labor should be concealed, thereby delineating areas of state intervention.

Third, migrants may be turned into useful figures at the level of rhetoric
and for their economic roles, especially in times of changes in the relationship
among the party-state, capital, and other social groups. The very features that
render Chinese rural migrant workers, laid-off workers, and international mi-
grant workers elsewhere in the world attractive—their “invisibility, marginal-
ity and vulnerability” —are the same characteristics that make them “hard to
control and legalize™* As Bach has argued in chapter 1 of this volume, in their
management of rural communities, the Shenzhen authorities combine a kind
of laissez-faire with periodic attempts at restoring social order, a management
pattern that “enables the very migration that is simultaneously necessary and
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‘illegal.” Within the political economy of both Shenzhen and mfmy Weftern
countries, the ambiguous and often concealed links between the “formal” and
“informal.” or “legal” and “illegal,” ends of the economy and the roles played
by various categories of migrant workers offer speciﬁc ways for the state to
manage the politics of labor, making visible its sporadic sover.mgn affirmation
of authority.® In Shenzhen as elsewhere, the “power of the national state some-
times seems more visible and encroaching and sometimes less effective and
less relevant.”® . . '
Throughout the 1990s, rural migrant labor occupied an increasingly im-
portant position in the economic growth of the Shenzhen SEZ. Mereover,
through the conflation of rural hometowns and state-owned enterprises, Fh]ea
figure of the rural migrant worker enabled Shenzhen to mod(el lovg'ered jo
expectations for urban migrants, who were represented ?S starting from
scratch” On the whole, the inclusion of migrant workers in the par'.cy-.state
rhetoric of “the Shenzhen miracle” concealed the precariousness a’md hnel'nal-
ity that characterized and continues to define migrant workers COnd.lU.O.nS
and the politico-institutional arrangements that have enabled the exploitative
regimes of production. Indeed, the kinds of narratives docureented above
constructed an image of Shenzhen that diluted the class antagonism that char-
acterizes labor relations in Shenzhen. As Pun put it, “The language of class
is subsumed so as to clear the way for a neoliberal economic discourse that
emphasizes individualism, professionalism, equal opportenlties, end the open
market”s! In other words, the intense cultural construction of mlhgrant work-
ers and of dagong demonstrates the party-state’s ability to adapt 1te system of
signs and symbols to the conditions of global capitalism. To do 50 it reust rec-
oncile exploitative forms of labor with the party-state feund_mg' dlscoerse
and identity, as well as shape legitimate forms of relationship with its subject-
categories. -
During the 1990s, Shenzhen was culturally constructed as a space in whi
rural and urban youth might realize aspirations for social .rrlmblhty‘. Irepor—
tantly, the relative debasement of rural migrants was meb;hzed w1j[h1n the
narrative of Shenzhen Spirit to both encourage rural migrants to 1mprove
their situation and discipline urban migrants for having excessive expecte-
tions. Nevertheless, many of the values related to self-reliance sponsored in
1994 in the Shenzhen official press have turned into core socie-tal valL-le_s defin-
ing social mobility in China today because the Chinese state is requiring t}.1at
people from all social categories become self-reliant and find ways to provide
for their own well-being—to adopt an attitude of acceptance. ‘
In the 1990s, rural migrant workers in Shenzhen were the ideal su.bJects
to mobilize to model these values for all migrants to the SEZ. Rural migrant
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workers could be transformed into positive models of self-reliance precisely
because, under the hukou system, they were more debased than their urban
counterparts; their lives did materially improve through commodified labor
because the party-state had not guaranteed food, employment, or welfare to
rural people in the way it had for urbanites. In contrast, urban migrants had
to be taught the precariousness of their condition. In this sense, the figure of
the migrant worker as it was constructed in the Shenzhen official press should
be thought of as a precursory icon crystallizing a major socioeconomic and
political transformation being carried out by the post-Mao Chinese leader-
ship—the vast commodification of labor that would to touch almost all cat-
egories of the population. Therefore, the subject of this chapter is actually the

very heart of the party-state and its search for new modes of legitimization of
the social hierarchy.
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