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Zhao Liang’s recent film Behemoth (beixi 
moshou) is a cinematic meditation on the 
Anthropocene—the current geological 
epoch marking ‘a new phase in the histo-
ry of the Earth, when natural forces and 
human forces become intertwined, so 
that the fate of one determines the fate 
of the other.’ Composed from documen-
tary footage of natural and human life in 
their devastated forms, Behemoth offers 
a dystopian view of our present reality 
based on a script written by Zhao Liang 
that is loosely adapted from Dante’s Di-
vine Comedy. In an interview I conducted 
with the director via the popular Chinese 
social media platform WeChat this past 
July, taking a studied cynical tone, he de-
scribed his art as a technique of making 
the ugly beautiful: ‘Most of the time, I 
take some ugly affair and make it “look 
beautiful” on film. But isn’t our world of-
ten packaged to appear beautiful in this 
way, especially politics?’
Zhao Liang’s aesthetic style is one of 
unflinching exposure, however, which 
shares little in common with the theat-
ricality of state power and mystification 
of sovereign violence. The gorgeous cin-
ematography of Behemoth creates a new 
perceptual field of planetary destruction 
in a way that is unavailable to the prose 
of scientific description and political ar-
gument. As the poet Rainer Maria Ril-
ke famously wrote in his Duino Elegies, 
‘For beauty is nothing but the beginning 
of terror, which we are still just able to 
endure, and we are so awed because it se-
renely disdains to destroy us. Every an-
gel is terrifying.’ We follow the prophet-
ic guide into the Inferno, but we do not 
come out the same. 
The narrative of Behemoth follows what 
Zhao Liang describes as a ‘supply chain’ 
(chanyelian) of urban construction.  The 
film opens with a long-shot of an open-pit 
coal mine in Inner Mongolia, explosions 
are heard in the distance, coal ash rains 
from the sky into the frame, accompanied 
by the rasping of traditional Mongolian 
throat-singing. The camera descends into 
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Edited by Mingwei Liu and Chris Smith, 
China at Work: A Labour Process Per-
spective on the Transformation of Work 
and Employment in China (Palgrave Mac-
millan, 2016) offers a series of perspectives 
on Chinese labour rooted in the empirical 
realities of a wide range of workplaces, from 
traditional state-owned enterprises to pri-
vate garment factories, from Walmart stores 
to call centres. For our Academic Watch, we 
spoke with the book’s co-editor Mingwei 
Liu, Associate Professor of Labour Studies 
and Employment Relations at Rutgers Uni-
versity.

In the introduction, you write that ‘Chinese 
workers, employers, and local governments 
are much more diversified and the interac-
tions and relationships among the three ac-
tors are much more complicated than the 
existing scholarship has revealed’. In your 
opinion, what is the best approach to render 
this complexity? 

Mingwei Liu: While the fragmentation of 

workers, the state, and different types of em-
ployers is well recognised by China labour 
scholars, empirical research still lags behind 
in revealing the diversities of these actors. 
Existing research in the past decade focuses 
heavily on rural migrant workers in labour 
intensive manufacturing factories, on em-
ployers from East Asia, and on local states 
in coastal areas, particularly in Guangdong. 
Where variations are noted, they often fo-
cus on differences between urban and ru-
ral workers, between state-owned and for-
eign-invested enterprises, or between local 
states in coastal and inland areas. However, 
diversity results from a much wider range of 
factors, including occupations, industries, 
and specific local economic, social, and cul-
tural factors. The best approach to under-
standing this diversity and complexity is to 
conduct extensive fieldwork. Yet, for any re-
searcher, fieldwork is time consuming and 
access to the field is often difficult. There-
fore, collective efforts are needed to build 
our knowledge. That was exactly one of our 
motivations to edit this volume. 

Most chapters have been written by young 
academics from China. What are the theoret-
ical traditions that have exerted the greatest 
influence on the work of this new generation 
of scholars?

ML: Yes, it is indeed a feature of this book 
that most contributors are young scholars 
from China. Having grown up in China in an 
era of rapid economic and social develop-
ment, these young scholars may bring new 
perspectives to the field of Chinese labour 
studies. As for the theoretical frameworks, 
labour process theory is perhaps the most 
influential one. In particular, Michael Bu-
rawoy’s work has greatly influenced the 
research of many young scholars, as can 
be seen from several chapters in our book 
that focus on power relations and dynamics 
on the shopfloor. A smaller group of young 
scholars, influenced by the pluralist per-
spective of industrial relations, focus their 
analysis on labour market institutions aim-
ing to understand either how institutions 

37

https://www.amazon.com/China-Work-Perspective-Transformation-Perspectives/dp/1137433280
https://www.amazon.com/China-Work-Perspective-Transformation-Perspectives/dp/1137433280
https://www.amazon.com/China-Work-Perspective-Transformation-Perspectives/dp/1137433280


MADE IN CHINA - ACADEMIC WATCH

affect work and employment or how work-
ers and their interactions with other actors 
shape institutions. Several of them also con-
tributed chapters to our book. In addition, 
a few young scholars take legal or political 
economy perspectives to study laws, public 
policies, and other macro level institutions, 
but as these perspectives are quite distant 
from labour process theory, we did not in-
clude them in our book. 

A section of the book is devoted to discussing 
China’s trade unions and collective bargain-
ing. As a leading scholar on these topics, how 
do you assess the recent trends in union re-
forms and collective bargaining in China, and 
where do you think such trends are leading?

ML: In a forthcoming paper with Sarosh Ku-
ruvilla, we summarise recent developments 
of trade unions and collective bargaining in 
China as ‘the good, the bad, and the ugly’. 
The ‘good’ refers to some meaningful re-
forms and experiments of the All-China 
Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU) at mu-
nicipal, district, and town levels, such as di-
rect elections of union chairs in Guangdong, 
local industry-level collective bargaining in 
Zhejiang and Jiangsu, more genuine collec-
tive bargaining after wildcat strikes, and the 
ongoing experiment on the professionalisa-
tion of union staff and grassroots organis-
ing and bargaining in Shenzhen. The ‘bad’ 
includes the great quantitative expansion 
of unions and collective bargaining without 
significant improvement in quality and the 
continued or even strengthened Party con-
trol over unions. The ‘ugly’ refers to the lat-
est crackdown on labour NGOs and activists 
that assisted workers in their quest for genu-
ine collective bargaining. All of these trends 
may continue in the near future. Without 
regime change, it would be very hard, if not 
impossible, to see the development of in-
dependent trade unions and collective bar-
gaining in China. There is a possibility that 
the ACFTU might significantly improve its 
worker representative role at workplaces 
without gaining full autonomy from the Par-
ty. Yet, that would be a long shot. 

The last section of the book forays into the 
under-researched realm of industrial rela-
tions in Chinese companies abroad. Are Chi-
nese labour investments in other countries as 
threatening for labour standards as common-
ly believed?

ML: Again, Chinese overseas investments 
are diverse in terms of industries, owner-
ship, and types of host countries. In general, 
both Chinese factors and local institutions 
and cultures determine their labour prac-
tices. Where labour regulations and unions 
are weak, such as in many African and Lat-
in American countries, Chinese firms have 
more discretion in transferring Chinese la-
bour practices, a situation which may pos-
sibly lower local labour standards. Yet, com-
pared to labour practices in Western firms 
in these same countries, Chinese practices 
might not be significantly worse. Perhaps 
the most controversial labour practice of 
Chinese firms in these contexts is the heavy 
use of Chinese expatriates, not only as man-
agers and technicians, but also as frontline 
workers. In many of these countries, Chi-
nese firms circumvent regulations on the 
employment of foreign workers, and the 
protection of labour rights fundamentally 
depends on the local institutions and labour 
movements. But strengthening civil society 
monitoring will help to some extent. Where 
labour regulations are strict or unions are 
strong, for instance in the United States and 
many European countries, however, Chi-
nese firms have been struggling to adapt 
their labour practices to local norms. This is 
particularly true in the United States, where 
Chinese firms face high ‘liability of foreign-
ness’. Perhaps the most complained about 
labour practices of Chinese firms in these 
countries are those related to discrimina-
tion, due largely to Chinese firms’ insensi-
tivity to gender, race, and other diversity is-
sues. But this may not cause severe concerns 
given the strong regulations and/or unions 
in these contexts. 
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