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Letter from the Editor


The idea to create a journal dedicated to supporting early-career researchers along their 
 academic path came from a student assistant working at NIAS Library and on the InFocus 
 Blog. There were many well-written and innovative blogs submitted by early career re-
 searchers, so together with the head of the library and a small group of PhD students at 
 NIAS, the University of Copenhagen and other Nordic academic institutions, we developed 
 the idea of a journal that published shorter articles written by Master and PhD students 
 from the humanities and social sciences whose studies were focused on Asia.


The project was to be volunteer based, but the idea was so well received by lecturers 
 and students at the Nordic NIAS Council member institutions that a year later, NIAS 
 decided to dedicate some financial resources to the project. Over the course of the last 
 four years, we have been able to establish an official remunerated role for a Managing 
 Editor, create a modern user-friendly website, register an ISSN number, and join the 
 Danish Royal Library’s national portal for the digital publication of scholarly scientific and 
 cultural journals, Tidsskrift.dk. We have published eight regular issues and one special 
 issue of the journal, given feedback and support to over 150 Master and PhD students in 
 the Nordic Region and Europe, and we have achieved level 1 ranking in Norway, which is 
 a major achievement in light of the fact that the articles we publish are half the length of 
 those in regular scientific journals.


Unlike mainstream scientific journals, Asia in Focus has regarded itself as a learning 
 platform as well as a source of innovative high-quality evidence based knowledge on 
 Asia. We have thus measured our success not only on the number of students (and 
 issues) that we have published, but also on the amount of students we have been able 
 to give in-depth feedback and guidance to regarding their academic writing – a role 
 that increasingly time-pressured lecturers understandably have little time to dedicate 
 to. In an era where researchers are judged and measured by the number of publications 
 produced in high-ranking journals, the founding and successive editorial teams have 
 taken great pride in being able to deliver this academic service to such a great number 
 of early career researchers across Europe.


Our goal is to reach Master and PhD students worldwide, but for now we have a dif-
ferent challenge ahead. As a result of an ongoing restructuring process at NIAS – Nordic 
Institution of Asian Studies, Asia in Focus is in search of a new institutional home in 
Denmark or the wider Nordic region. The journal has thus far been such a great success, 
the Director of NIAS, Duncan McCargo and the Editorial Committee are in agreement 
that it should live on and continue to provide guidance, support and this opportunity 
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to become a published researcher for PhD and Master students studying at European 
 institutes of higher education.


Our Facebook page and website will remain live while we establish ourselves else-
 where. Please do not hesitate to get in touch via Facebook, or contact Inga-Lill Blomkvist 
 (ilb@nias.ku.dk) if you know of an institution or department that would like to hear more 
 about us and potentially be our new home.


In this issue, we take you to Kyrgyzstan to learn about how traditional institutions 
 affect political voting and mobilisation patterns, to Korea to learn about the importance 
 of cultural memory when looking at the outcome of the Inter-Korean Summit in 2018, 
 to China to look at what managerial strategies are used to control and manage agency 
 workers mobility and finally to Thailand and an exploration of the social consequencesof 
 an ethnic migrant community radio station and its role for the Shan migrant community 
 in Chiang Mai, Thailand.


Enjoy the read, and do share the journal with your peers and networks both inside and 
 outside of academia! 


Nicol Foulkes Savinetti 
Managing Editor of Asia in Focus
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Inter-Korean Dialogue  and Cultural Memory  Practices


KATRINE EMILIE BRANDT



The Inter-Korean Summit of 27 April 2018 reinstated dialogue  between North and South Korea after a decade of little  diplomacy between the two states. In doing so, it drew significant  international media attention. Heavy debates on how to interpret  both the meeting itself and the prospects of further peace  negotiations were raised. Among the spectators, several critics  argued that the summit was merely an exercise in symbolism. 



This article aims to challenge this perception because it  disregards the important dynamics of the negotiation process  that took place. Using a Cultural Memory Studies approach, this  study sets out to demonstrate the significance and complexity  of the memory negotiations that took place during the summit. 



The study looks at some of the internal remembrance processes  and employed modes of addressing the past. Furthermore, it  investigates how the two actors of diplomacy temporarily altered  the dominant  “mode of remembering” their past and, through  this, recontextualised inter-Korean relations within the time and  space of the meeting. More specifically, this study examines  how cultural artefacts and different forms of cultural memory  in performative acts can be said to have created a “civil space” 



within which diplomatic talks were enabled.


Keywords: Cultural memory, inter-Korean relations, peace negotiations, modes of 
remembering, politics of memory
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O
n 27 April 2018, an Inter-Korean Summit 
 was held between delegations from the 
 Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
 (DPRK) and the Republic of Korea (ROK) with the 
 North Korean Chairman Kim Jong Un and the South 
 Korean President Moon Jae In as the central actors 
 of diplomacy. The summit took place at the Joint 
 Security Area (JSA) of Panmunjom and signified the 
 revival of peace negotiations between DPRK and 
 ROK after a decade of little diplomacy between the 
 two parties. Although the armed hostilities of the 
 Korean War ended on 27 July 1953 with the signing 
 of the Armistice Agreement, no official peace treaty 
 was ever signed. Consequently, this newly instated 
 dialogue sparked significant international media at-
 tention. The summit ignited heavy debates on how 
 to interpret this meeting, along with the prospect of 
 further peace negotiations. Many of the media spec-
 tators have shown themselves to be critical of the 
 effects of this summit. Additionally, several critics 
 have claimed that “the summit was a mere exercise 
 in symbolism” (Botto & Jo, 2018) because so many, 
 both internal and external, political interests are at 
 play in the Korean conflict. Nevertheless, by calling 
 the meeting “mere symbolism,” these critics seem 
 to regard definitive peace along with unification 
 as the only criteria that determine the value of the 
 meeting. However, the success of the negotiation 
 process in itself should not be relegated.

It is important to acknowledge that external 
 factors played a significant role in facilitating this 
 summit and in driving these leaders to meet. The 
 most prominent were the US’ call for additional trade 
 sanctions on North Korea in 2017 (Borger, 2017; 


Harrell & Zarate, 2018; McCurry, 2018) and the pass-
 ing of several new resolutions by the UN Security 
 Council, which boosted sanctions in a number of 
 areas including a ban on coal and iron exports and 
 restrictions on oil imports (Albert, 2019).


However, this study does not focus on the inter-
 nal-external dynamics that motivated the meeting. 


Instead, it seeks to challenge the interpretation that 
 the Inter-Korean summit itself was an ineffectual 


“exercise in symbolism.” While steps toward peace 
 and eventual unification may arguably have been 
 the primary objectives of the talks, they were far 
 from the only interesting dynamics at work during 
 the actual summit. This study aimsto present an 
 alternative way of looking at the diplomatic ne-
 gotiations along with their potential significance. 


Following a cross-cultural approach to the under-
 standing of culture and memory, the study looks at 
 the internal remembrance processes at work during 
 the summit in order to investigate how memory can 
 be utilised as a practice that alters relations. More 
 precisely, the study investigates the use of cultural 
 artefacts and different forms of “cultural memory” 


in performative acts. The essential question here is 
 whether the selected mode of addressing cultural 
 memories created the space for a familiar dialogue 
 between the two actors.



A Cultural memory approach


In order to investigate the importance of the cultur-
 al memory practices observed during the summit, it 
 is necessary to outline the theoretical framework of 
 this study in terms of its position within the memory 
 studies field. The basis of memory studies as a field 
 is the understanding of memories not as something 
 fully individual, but something that is also inher-
 ently cultural, social and collective in nature. This 
 study draws its understanding of cultural memory 
 from Astrid Erll (2008, 2009) and Ann Rigney’s 
 (2005, 2009) studies on the concept. In the book A 
 Companion to Cultural Memory Studies, Astrid Erll 
 presented “the interplay of present and past in so-
 cio-cultural contexts” (Erll, 2008, p. 2) as a simplistic 
 way of defining the dynamics of cultural memory. 


Elaborating on this, Erll suggested that memory 
 should be seen at two levels: cognitive and social. 


In practice, these two levels continuously interact. 


Memory neither works on a purely pre-cultural, indi-
vidual level nor on a fully collective level. Erll argues 
that we remember in socio-cultural contexts as “our 
memories are often triggered as well as shaped by 
external factors” (2008, p. 5). Based on previous 
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work done by Jan and Aleida Assmann, Rigney 
 (2005) lays out the developments of the memory 
 studies field from Maurice Halbwachs’s original 
 concept of “mémoire collective” to the current 
 culture-focused version. She argues that “the term 


‘cultural memory’ highlights the extent to which 
 shared memories of the past are the product of me-
 diation, textualization and acts of communication” 


(Rigney, 2005, p. 14). Cultural memory is perform-
 ative, and the things we remember about the past 
 are products of current memory practices within 
 different contexts. Cultural memory should not be 
 considered something that spontaneously appears 
 (Nora, 1996, p. 12). It is not something we have, but 
 something we do (Olick, 2008, p. 159) and both 
 what is remembered and how it is remembered are 
 important for the meaning the past assumes (Erll, 
 2008, p. 7). Essentially, it is the constant process 
 of remediation and recontextualisation of cultural 
 memory that works to renegotiate current relations 
 (Erll & Rigney, 2009).


To conceptualise these memory practices, Erll 
 presents the idea of different “modes of remem-
 bering” the past and provides the example of how a 
 war, depeding on context and group dynamics, can 
 actively be remembered in numerous ways: as a 
 political or historical conflict, a family tragedy or as 
 trauma (2008, p. 7). Jan Assmann presents the idea 
 that what we remember creates our understanding 
 of selfhood (Assmann, 2008, p. 109). How and what 
 we choose to remember at a given time, more or less 
 consciously, can be said to guide how we act and 
 how we understand our relation to others. This is also 
 applicable on a national level (J. Assmann, 2008; Erll, 
 2008). Assmann suggests that we create the nation-
 al us and them based on our understanding of the 
 past. The politics of memory is a convoluted affair 
 and using a cultural memory approach enables a 
 look at the dynamics between memory practices and 
 negotiations of group identity within a given context.


Looking at the construction of the first 2018 
 Inter-Korean Summit, this study seeks to examine 
 the artefacts and selected memory practices 


utilised to open up the dialogue between the two 
 political actors about the future relations of their 
 states. Some critics may contradictorily argue that 
 the summit evaded addressing memory altogether 
 so as to avoid dealing directly with the conflictual 
 memories between North and South. However, 
 completely avoiding the aspect of memory in the 
 context of a complex socio-political conflict is im-
 possible. This study thus suggests that their select-
 ed mode of addressing memory during the summit 
 lay in the dynamics between “purposeful forgetting” 


and “selective remembering.” These two aspects 
 are considered crucial components within the pol-
 itics of memory (Mageo, 2001) and both worked to 
 shape the summit. It is important to note that this 
 study does not claim that a homogeneous memory 
 culture exists between nor within the two Koreas. 


Rather, the study works within the understanding 
 that “a number of normative and formative texts, 
 places, persons, artefacts, and myths” (Assmann, 
 2008, p. 108) constitute a form of “memory canon” 


which, to some extent, is familiar to both sides. 


During the summit, a number of these canonical 
 elements seem to have been employed with the 
 purpose of initiating a certain mode of remember-
 ing Inter-Korean relations within the temporality of 
 the meeting. Successful negotiation was arguably 
 found through the chosen address.



The summit: Cultural memory practices


The Inter-Korean Summit on 27 April 2018 was 
 held under the official slogan ‘Peace, a new start’ 


(평화, 
새로운 시작) (Sohn, 2018). In creating this 

narrative, the organisers set up the framework for a 
meeting which could potentially mark the beginning 
of something new. The framework is, in itself, not 
unique from the two previous Inter-Korean summits 
as it strongly resembles the sentiment seen during 
the South Korean “Sunshine Policy” of the late-
1990s and early-2000s. The first two Inter-Korean 
summits were held in 2000 and 2007, and both 
were enabled by the Sunshine Policy which worked 
under the premise that “[p]ersuasion was better 
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than force, and that engagement through dialogue 
 and economic and cultural exchanges would bring 
 about a change in the North and foster peace 
 between the two Koreas” (Shin, 2018). Instead of 
 paying attention to the narrative itself, it is rather 
 the particular remembrance practices in use that 
 are worth investigating.


In the next section of this study, five different 
 parts of the summit schedule are analysed to illus-
 trate different practices and negotiations. These 
 five examples are far from the only ones, but they 
 illustrate some of the most prominent themes. The 
 primary source material used in the analysis is the 
 full live stream of the summit provided by the South 
 Korean broadcasting station, KBS News.


I. Panmunjom and the emotional setting during the 
 border crossing


The venue of the summit was the Joint Security 
 Area (JSA) between North and South Korea, which 
 is often referred to as Panmunjom in popular media 
 due to both its physical and symbolic proximity 
 to the original “truce village” where the Armistice 
 Agreement was signed (“The DMZ,” 2010). Panmun-
 jom is often perceived as the embodiment of the 
 division (“Venue for Koreas Summit,” 2018) and 
 thus acts as a strong symbolic and visual memory 
 trigger in connection to the Korean War. The prede-
 termined memories and usual practices connected 
 to this place mark the importance of the space 
 within which the summit was carried out.


On 27 April at 09:30, Kim Jong Un came out of 
 the main building on the northern side of the Military 
 Demarcation Line in Panmunjom. Surrounded by 
 his delegation, Kim walked up to the line where 
 Moon Jae In stood waiting for him. With his hand 
 stretched out, Moon greeted Kim and invited him 
 to cross (“2018 Inter-Korean Summit”, 2018, 1:09). 


This moment was a clear break with usual border 
 practices and the first time since the division that 
 a North Korean leader was allowed to set foot on 
 South Korean soil (Fifield, 2018). As something that 
 can be regarded as a tone-setting gesture, Kim af-


terwards reciprocally and unscripted let Moon cross 
 the border into North Korea for a brief moment. 


They were afterwards seen stepping over the line 
 and returning to the southern side, holding hands 
 while smiling broadly at each other. What was seen 
 during this first section of the summit, was a series 
 of physical acts and bodily practices to establish an 
 emotionally open space. These practices created 
 an image of two people from the same community 
 meeting and greeting after a long time apart. While 
 this could be considered a purely symbolic act, it 
 created a temporary break from the memories con-
 nected to the place and set the emotional tone for 
 the rest of the summit. Essentially, it laid the foun-
 dation upon which the following negotiations could 
 take place. Furthermore, it served to signify how 
 near in proximity the two sides actually are, which 
 Kim also expressed during the afternoon session at 
 the Peace House:


…The demarcation line wasn’t even that high to 
 cross. It was crossed so easily, but it still took 11 
 years for it to happen. While I was walking over 
 here today, I thought to myself: why did it take 
 such a long time? I had initially thought it would be 
 harder to do. ([…]분계선이 사람들이 넘기 힘든 
 높이도 아니고 너무 쉽게 넘어오는데 11년이 
 걸렸다. 오늘 걸어오면서 보니까 왜 그 시간이 
 오랬나, 오기 힘들었나 하는 생각이 들었습니
 다) (2018 Inter-Korean Summit, 2018, 6:41:02)


II. Military Guard of honour as a cultural artefact 
 from Joseon Dynasty


After crossing the border, the two leaders were 
escorted by a traditional guard of honour along 
the Military Demarcation Line (“2018 Inter-Korean 
Summit”, 2018, 1:12). On both sides of the leaders, 
regular palace guards were lined up, and together 
with a military marching band in front, they formed 
a rectangular shape. While this was meant to serve 
as a gesture of respect towards Kim Jong Un, it 
was also a visual representation of a traditional 
guard of honour formation as it was used during the 
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Joseon Dynasty (1392–1910) (“Our country’s guard 
 of honour,” Dailian, 2012). In a sense, the guard of 
 honour can be considered a purposefully selected 
 relic from their past which provides Koreans with a 
 visual framework that triggers memories of a Korean 
 Peninsula under a united dynasty. This idea that arte-
 facts can be “fished” out of the archive and brought 
 into play during social interactions is something 
 often discussed in relation to acts of remembering 
 the past (Rigney, 2005). Rigney (2005) argues that 


“public remembrance changes in line with the shift-
 ing social frameworks within which historical identity 
 is conceived” (p. 23). By choosing to commemorate 
 the Joseon Dynasty, a momentary shift was created 
 in the current mode of remembering their common 
 past. Under normal circumstances, Inter-Korean rela-
 tions are dominated by memories of the Korean War; 


however, with the selected remembering inscribed 
 in this performance, memories of the period before 
 the division of Korea took centre stage and imple-
 mented a purposeful forgetfulness of the memories 
 of conflict. This kind of performance is essentially 
 what anthropologist Paul Connerton refers to when 
 he argues that recollected knowledge of the past 
 is conveyed and sustained by bodily practices and 
 ritual performances (Connerton, 1989, pp. 3–4). By 
 enacting this performance, the two states renegoti-
 ated the chosen mode of addressing their past and 
 thereby altered their relations within the given time 
 and space of the summit.


The use of Joseon Dynasty costumes and instru-
 ments can also be seen as part of a recovery project, 
 an attempt to resurrect a sense of “imagined com-
 munity” (Anderson, 2006) between the two pres-
 ent-day Koreas, based on past proximity of the two. 


Overall, the way their past is presented throughout 
 the summit can be seen as a specific mode of re-
 membering that foregrounds the notion of a home-
 land tragically separated by a political partition, with 
 the meeting attempting to regain common ground. 


This negotiation tactic aligns with the studies of cul-
 tural historian John R. Gillis who highlights that “civil 
 spaces” are “essential to the democratic processes 


by which individuals and groups come together to 
 discuss, debate, and negotiate the past and, through 
 this process, define the future” (1994, p. 20). The 
 encounter during the meeting was constructed 
 in a way that should create a sense of civility and 
 familiarity.


III. Arirang creating a sense of unity


While the military guard of honour escorted the two 
 leaders towards the Peace House, a significant an-
 them was played (“2018 Inter-Korean Summit”, 2018, 
 1:12). Arirang is a traditional Korean folk song dating 
 back long before the division and used in both North 
 and South Korea. This song has often been used in 
 other contexts to bring the two sides together. During 
 the opening of the Pyeongchang Winter Olympics, 
 for example, Arirang functioned as a shared na-
 tional anthem for the unified Korean women’s team 
 (Strother, 2018). Furthermore, Arirang is inscribed 
 on UNESCO’s Intangible Cultural Heritage list as 
 heritage belonging to both DPRK and ROK (referred 
 to as Arirang folk song and Arirang lyrical folk song) 
 giving the song a symbolic status of a shared cultural 
 artefact of value. Like the Joseon costumes, this 
 song was a cultural artefact used to evoke a sense of 
 shared community during the summit.


To underpin this, it is relevant to mention Arirang’s 
 reappearance at the proceeding Inter-Korean Sum-
 mit held in North Korea on 20 September 2018. In a 
 broadcasted clip from this summit provided by SBS 
 News, Chairman Kim, President Moon, their wives 
 and the remaining delegations are seen listening to 
 a performance of Arirang. Moon Jae In’s wife, Kim 
 Jung Sook, and Kim Jong Un’s wife, Ri Sol Ju, were 
 seen smiling and laughing familiarly at each other 
 while singing along (“The sound that united,” 2018). 


This clip reaffirms the familiarity of the song and 
the strong emotional impact it evokes in audiences 
from both sides.
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IV. The narrative of new beginnings at the ‘Peace 
 House’


Upon arriving at the Peace House, Kim Jong Un 
 wrote a message in the visitor’s book:


A new history begins now. An age of peace, at the 
 starting point of history (새로운 력사는 이제부
 터.  평화의  시대,  력사의  출발점에서) (“The 
 sound that united,” 2018, 2:54).


Kim’s words suggest that the meeting was a venue 
 for the two parties to “cut-off” history. However, the 
 sequence of temporality itself cannot be abolished 
 even if that is what “the starting point of history” in-
 sinuates. Cultural memory will always be part of the 
 negotiations. This sentiment is supported by Paul 
 Connerton (1989) who states that all beginnings 
 contain an element of recollection. He argues this 
 is especially true when a group makes a concerted 
 effort to start over since “there is a measure of 
 complete arbitrariness in the very nature of any 
 such attempted beginning” (Connerton, 1989, p. 6). 


Current modes of remembering the past would first 
 have to be addressed and altered. The Korean War 
 has primarily been remembered on both sides as a 
 bitter invasion by the other. North Korea, in a post-
 war perspective, has been seen to mainly blame 
 what they refer to as the “U.S imperialist invaders,” 


but they also fault the South for being a “puppet 
 clique” as can be seen in an official North Korean 
 history source on the Korean war (“Outstanding 
 leadership,” 1993).


Concurrently, there is also a continuous sense 
 of betrayal to be found within various South Korean 


“media of cultural remembering” (Erll, 2009, p. 118). 


In South Korean historical texts and museums 
 about the war, the notion of an unlawful and unfair 
 invasion of the South by the North is still strong. This 
 offence is often directly referred to as the “unjust/


illegal invasion of the South” (
불법 남침). Since this 

 narrative about the war still stands strong, the act 
 of purposeful forgetting is a necessary part of the 
 peace negotiation process. During the summit, they 
 selectively illuminated memories of national trauma, 

including the tragic separation of families and the 
 homeland. The shift towards focussing on familiarity 
 and homeland separation was also apparent in the fi-
 nal Panmunjom Declaration, where “South and North 
 Korea agreed to proceed with reunion programs for 
 the separated families on the occasion of the National 
 Liberation Day of August 15” (Ministry of Unification, 
 2018). This promise was later actualised, further 
 proving the effectiveness of the given negotiation. It 
 can thus be argued that their repositioning in terms 
 of the past carried the dialogue.


V. Tree-planting ceremony and the rise of a small 
 memorial


In the afternoon, the two leaders met for a tree-plant-
 ing ceremony. This kind of ritual performance has 
 often been used as a way for leaders to mark new 
 beginnings or commemorate past events (Sanders, 
 2018). In this study, the term “ritual” is understood 
 as something performed, “an aesthetically marked 
 and tightened mode of communication, framed in 
 a special way and put on display for an audience” 


(Bauman, as cited in Rothenbuhler, 1998, p. 9). It can 
 be seen as a rule-governed activity of symbolic value 
 that draws the attention of its participants to objects 
 of thought and feeling (Lukes, 1975, p. 291). During the 
 tree-planting, President Moon shovelled soil from the 
 North’s Baekdusan, while the soil used by Chairman 
 Kim was from Hallasan on the southern side (“2018 
 Inter-Korean summit,” 2018, 8:07). Likewise, water 
 from Han River of the South and the Daedong River 
 in the North was used to water the pine tree.


With rituals, it is essential to pay attention to the 
 details that show a political attempt at inscribing 
 new meaning into the venue site. For example, a pine 
 tree is a traditional symbol of peace and prosper-
 ity (“2018 Inter-Korean summit highlights review,” 


2018), and the particular tree used for this summit 
 was purposefully chosen for its age of 65 years, the 
 same number of years since Korea has been in a 
 state of ceasefire after the signing of the Armistice. 


The tree hereby symbolises entering a new era of 
peace and prosperity; a time of sharing the earth and 
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water of the entire Korean Peninsula. Furthermore, 
 rituals function as means of transmitting cultural 
 memory (Connerton, 1989, p. 52). In his study, How 
 Societies Remember, Connerton (1989) argues that 
 deliberate changes in cultural memory often happen 
 through a form of performative practice. When 
 trying to create a break and figuratively establish a 


“new beginning,” something material and physical 
 is often used to stand as the embodiment of this 
 change (Connerton, 1989, p. 4). The ritual performed 
 during the summit was arguably meant to establish 
 an embodied symbol of the beginning of a healing 
 process. To commemorate this, a stone was placed 
 with the words “Peace and prosperity are planted” 


(
평화와 번영을 심다
).

Even though peace was not obtained during 
 the meeting, this stone stands as a reminder of the 
 dialogue; a form of spatial memory trigger. Moreover, 
 should these peace negotiations fall flat as the Inter-
 Korean summits of the 2000s did, this monument 
 will stand as a message. It will act as a reminder of 
 the specific approach under which dialogue was 
 made possible.



Concluding thoughts


This study set out to demonstrate the significance 
 and complexity of the memory negotiations that 
 took place during the summit and, thereby, oppose 
 the interpretation of the summit as mere ineffectual 
 symbolism. When working with the concept of cul-
 tural memory as an analytical tool, it is important 


to remember that it is essentially an operative 
 metaphor (Erll, 2008, p. 4). In other words, there 
 will always be a personal aspect to the intake of 
 the cultural memories mediated. A critique of this 
 approach could, therefore, be that with the primary 
 material used in this study, one cannot know how 
 individual actors received the given memory prac-
 tices and perceived the overall peace negotiations.


Nonetheless, cultural memory as an analytical 
 frame work provided the opportunity to look at the 
 way the Inter-Korean summit successfully evaded 
 activating contesting memories during the peace 
 negotiations through purposeful utilisation of cul-
 tural artefacts and performative memory practices. 


The analysis illustrated how “purposeful forgetting” 


and “selective remembering” were used politically to 
 create a temporary shared frame of reference that 
 enabled diplomatic talks between these two actors. 


While this process of recontextualising cultural mem-
 ory, in actuality, did not change the current status of 
 North and South Korea, it was an attempt to renego-
 tiate their future diplomatic relations by altering their 
 specific mode of remembering the past.
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Labour Power Control and  Resistance



Precarious Migrant Factory  Workers under the Agency  Labour Regime in Chongqing  and Shenzhen, China


CHUNSEN YU



Under the process of global capitalism, neoliberalism, and  globalisation, many studies have discussed the dormitory la- bour regime and the student labour regime in the Chinese  manufacturing industry. There are also many studies on the  working conditions of Chinese agency workers. However, very  little of the literature has been concerned with why Chinese  agency workers still lose their freedom of mobility and free- dom to choose where and to which employers they sell their  labour services under the agency labour regime. Chris Smith  (2006) argues theoretically that the indeterminacy of labour  structures and worker relations exists between workers and  employers as a result of mobility power, which is one of two  important components within labour power (the other is effort  power). Mobility power focuses on dynamics that arise from  workers’ abilities to change employment (Smith, 2006). In this  article, I apply this theory to the case of China, and I argue that  labour agencies use three managerial strategies to control  agency workers’ mobility power: checking workers’ employ- ment experiences; checking workers’ ID cards on recruitment  systems if re-entering the same labour agencies; penalising  workers with delays and salary deductions if they quit the job  without any notice or in violation of agency procedures.


Keywords: agency labour regime, China, high-tech manufacturing, mobility power 
control, precarious agency workers



(17)ISSUE 8



U
nder the process of global capitalism, neo-
 liberalism, and globalisation, many scholars 
 have discussed the dormitory labour regime 
 (Smith, 2003; Pun & Smith, 2007) and the student 
 intern regime (Pun & Chan, 2012; Pun & Koo, 2015; 

Smith & Chan, 2015; Chan, Pun, & Selden, 2015), 
 particularly in the Chinese manufacturing industry. 


Additionally, there are many studies on the work-
 ing conditions of Chinese agency workers, such 
 as Zhang (2008), Xu (2009), and Zhang, Bartram, 
 McNeil, & Dowling (2015). Existing studies focus 
 particularly on the manufacturing industry (Wang 
 et al., 2014) in the Pearl River Delta (Chan, 2014) and 
 other places in China, including Changchun, Yantai, 
 Qingdao, Wuhu, Shanghai, and Guangzhou (Zhang, 
 2014). Very little of the literature has been con-
 cerned with why Chinese agency workers still lose 
 their freedom of mobility and freedom to choose 
 where and to whom they sell labour services.


Chris Smith (2006) argues theoretically that the 
 indeterminacy of labour structures and relations ex-
 ists between workers and employers as an effect of 
 mobility power, which is one of two important com-
 ponents within labour-power (the other one is effort 
 power). Mobility power focuses on dynamics that 
 arise from workers’ abilities to change employment 
 (Smith, 2006). There are two types of uncertainties 
 within workers’ mobility power. First, the decision 
 of where workers sell their labour-power is given 
 to the individuals and thus remains an uncertainty 
 for the employing firms in calculating whether or 
 not workers will remain with them. Second, there 
 is uncertainty for the workers as to whether or not 
 the employing firms will continue to buy their labour 
 services (Smith, 2015). Accordingly, the struggle 
 surrounding mobility power has been examined 
 both as form of workers’ resistance and as an em-
 ployer’s strategy to retain employees (Smith, 2006).


Empirically, Alberti (2014) applies the concept 
 of mobility power to London’s hospitality jobs 
 which migrants take advantage of to improve their 
 precarious lives in the United Kingdom. However, 
 according to the literature, there is little research 


about the application of this concept to China. 


Although Zhang (2014) researches agency work-
 ers in the Chinese automobile industry, her study 
 only discusses the precarious situations of agency 
 workers. Furthermore, many scholars, such as Xu 
 (2009), Gallagher, Giles, Park, & Wang (2013), and 
 Lan, Pickles, & Zhu (2015), have discussed the La-
 bour Contract Law implemented in 2008, which has 
 had a great impact on agency workers, namely in 
 improving their employment and social security in 
 China. Correspondingly, labour costs are increasing 
 for firms and labour flexibility is restricted for agen-
 cy workers (Gallagher et al., 2013). However, labour 
 dispatch is increasingly seen as the best way to get 
 around the 2008 Labour Contract Law, and a com-
 mon strategy used to avoid the law is to increase 
 the number of agency workers along with the ex-
 pansion of labour agencies nationwide in China 
 (Gallagher et al., 2013). In other words, it is still un-
 clear whether agency workers get protection from 
 the Labour Contract Law of 2008 or not. Important-
 ly, there are no empirical studies about its influence 
 on rural migrant agency factory workers’ mobility 
 power in the labour market.


This article fills the gap by arguing that although 
the agency labour regime in China provides freedom 
for agency workers to change to different jobs 
frequently and get employed immediately, labour 
agencies use three managerial strategies to control 
agency workers’ mobility power. To be specific, labour 
agencies first compulsorily request that workers 
indicate their work experience to determine whether 
they have a (poor) history of frequently changing 
jobs. Second, labour agencies check workers’ ID 
cards through their recruitment systems to know 
whether the workers have poor employment records 
when the workers want to return to the same labour 
agencies. If they have one of the above conditions, 
the labour agencies would not consider recruiting 
or re-recruiting them. Third, labour agencies give 
financial penalties, such as delays and deductions in 
salary for workers who leave without any notice and 
violate agency procedures.
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It appears that unrecognised conditions can 
 limit the power that workers could normally gain 
 by having an exit option. Chinese migrant agency 
 workers gain power through mobility options be-
 tween different workplaces when labour shortage 
 is high in high-tech manufacturing. The agency 
 workers thus gain bargaining power in the labour 
 market. However, mobility power is restricted by 
 labour agencies that severely reduce costs in 
 terms of administration, training, continuity, and 
 management. In other words, agency workers’ 


freedom and mobility power regarding where and 
 to which employers they sell their labour services 
 are weakened.


Theoretically, this movement of workers is a 
 sign of a strong labour market (Smith, 2006) rather 
 than a sign of worker precariousness. Workers quit 
 because they have the freedom to choose or quit a 
 job in the labour market. Only constrained labourers 
 are trapped in jobs they do not favour. However, my 
 findings from both Chongqing and Shenzhen indi-
 cate that workers are not simply at the mercy of the 
 market. Labour agencies as employers implement 
 extra-economic constraints to reduce workers’ 


bargaining power, which deviate from labour market 
 rules. The negative impact of these constraints is 
 significant since workers’ freedom and strength 
 through mobility is the main mechanism for improv-
 ing their wages and labour-power, “mobility power”, 
 as Smith (2006) has suggested.


Even though labour mobility gives some free-
 dom to choose or quit a job as a result of labour 
 agencies’ constricted regulations of employment 
 and reemployment, this article offers a negative 
 picture in which power and gains still ultimately 
 rest with the enterprises, while costs and power-
 lessness rest with the workers. Workers, through 
 economic constraints, social obligations and other 
 non-economic forces, seek to stabilise relations 
 with employers. However, firms, through various 
 practices, seek to institutionalise and normalise the 
 continuous supply of useable labour, increase the 
 substitutability of labour and manage rather than 


respond to labour-power by mobility from workers 
 (Smith, 2006).


In the next section, I introduce the methodology 
 of the study. I then illustrate the agency labour re-
 gime in China and discuss how and why the agency 
 labour regime is related to the indeterminacy of 
 labour-power through mobility for Chinese agency 
 workers. In doing so I analyse three strategic ap-
 proaches labour agencies use to control agency 
 workers’ mobility power. The final section concludes 
 the article.



Methodology


This article is based on qualitative research methods. 


Fieldwork was conducted between 2014 and 2016 
 using semi-structured interviews to collect primary 
 data within six high-tech processing and assembly 
 manufacturing factories, including Pegatron, Wistron, 
 and Compal in the Liangjiang New Area in Chongqing. 


Additionally, data was collected from Foxconn, 
 Huawei, and Lenovo in the Longhua and Futian 
 districts in Shenzhen. Both cities have intensively 
 developed the high-tech processing and assembly 
 manufacturing industry in local areas. I selected three 
 Chongqing factories by visiting the fieldwork site. The 
 three Taiwanese factories in Chongqing are famous 
 high-tech manufacturing companies in Liangjiang. 


By contrast, in Shenzhen, I chose Foxconn as the 
 company frequently mentioned in labour studies in 
 China, and I then selected two Chinese high-tech 
 factories, i.e. Huawei and Lenovo, because many of 
 the workers I interviewed from Foxconn mentioned 
 they previously worked in the factories at those two 
 companies. I also used purposive sampling (Bryman, 
 2016, p.408) to approach target interviewees, rural 
 migrant factory workers, and then employed snowball 
 sampling to approach more interviewees and enrich 
 interview data.


164 rural migrant factory workers (including 63 
 agency workers) were interviewed to understand the 
 workers’ side of labour-power control and resistance. 


In Chongqing, I interviewed rural migrants inside or 
outside of their living areas near the factories, either 
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in coffee shops or public places, such as parks. In 
 Shenzhen, I interviewed rural migrants either in cof-
 fee shops or public areas near the factories, which 
 included outside a public library and in public parks. 


I chose these places to interview rural migrants for 
 two reasons: First, it was difficult to gain access 
 to the high-tech manufacturing factories. Second, 
 my research about rural migrant workers’ labour 
 rights and protection is politically sensitive in China. 


Additionally, in both cities, governmental officials, 
 Human Resources (HR) staff from factories, staff 
 from labour agencies, factory managers and staff 
 from non-governmental organisations (20 persons in 
 total) were accessed through my contacts. I inter-
 viewed them to understand the managerial side of la-
 bour-power control within the agency labour regime. 


These managerial-level people were interviewed in 
 either their offices or in coffee shops in both cities 
 to get accurate data in a relaxed atmosphere with 
 familiar surroundings.



The Agency Labour Regime in China


In order to accurately understand the struggle sur-
 rounding the indeterminacy of labour-power through 
 mobility argued by Smith (2006), we need to place 
 labour-power issues against the background of global 
 capitalism, neoliberalism, and globalisation character-
 ised by the increasing mobility of labour and capital, 
 as an important catalyst that contributes to the form-
 ing of the agency labour regime in China. The “agency 
 labour regime” has spread nationwide, contributing 
 to the growing “precariatisation” of employment for 
 workers across China.


Labour dispatch, through the use of these agen-
 cies, has now become one of the most significant 
 forms of labour supply in China. The core feature of 
 this labour regime is that of a triangular labour em-
 ployment mode: agency workers, labour agencies, 
 and firms are all kept separate from formal labour 
 recruitment in firms. Labour dispatch offers an at-
 tractive choice for firms to distance themselves from 
 the requirement of establishing an employment re-
 lationship with their workers. Instead, economic and 


commercial relationships between firms and workers 
 are formed, discouraging two parties from officially 
 confronting one other as contracting parties (Xu, 
 2009). Correspondingly, an agency-mediated em-
 ployment relationship is thus established between 
 firms and agency workers through labour agencies.


The use of labour dispatch in China has devel-
 oped rapidly since the 1990s, allowing employees to 
 find new approaches to increase employment flex-
 ibility and avoid legal obligations (Gallagher et al., 
 2013). Geographically, the increase in the number of 
 agency workers is mainly in eastern and southern 
 China, which includes Shanghai, Beijing, Guangdong, 
 and other regions which have prosperous financial 
 districts (Watts, 2011). However, in both Chongqing 
 and Shenzhen, agency workers within the high-
 tech industry are used as provisional, auxiliary, 
 and substitute labourers, and the majority of them 
 are rural migrant workers. In different industries, 
 however, including in high-tech manufacturing, 
 many workers have dual and overlapping identities 
 of rural migrant workers and agency workers. The 
 agency labour regime serves not only the function 
 of supplying alternative labourers for enterprises 
 but also challenges formal working conditions, such 
 as stable salary payments and social insurance 
 associated with the formal labour contract system.


Central and local governments in China play a 
 very important role in terms of supplying agency 
 workers from labour agencies. This phenomenon 
 responds to the serious unemployment caused 
 by restructuring and layoffs at many state-owned 
 enterprises (SOEs) since the late 1990s. In 2002, 
 the central government used agency workers as 
 an effective way of assisting laid-off workers in 
 finding new positions. In 2003, at a national forum 
 on re-employment, the Party Secretary and soon-
 to-be President Hu Jintao emphasised the need 
 for “actively developing agency labour regime and 
 other types of employment forms to organise and 
 guide those laid-off workers to find re-employment” 


(Li, Zheng, & Yin, 2009). Local governments also 
responded to those issues, transforming former 
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employment and re-employment centres into labour 
 agencies affiliated with local labour and enabling 
 social security bureaus to create job opportunities 
 for laid-off workers (Zhang, 2014). This is a typical 
 example of the process of precariatisation in China in 
 terms of dismissing securely employed workers and 
 then re-employing them on insecure and precarious 
 terms.


Pun and Deng (2011) estimate that by the end 
 of 2005, there were over 25,000 registered labour 
 agencies in China, nearly 70% of which were ap-
 proved by local government Human Resources and 
 Social Security Departments. Local authorities are 
 thus both organisers and promoters in the agency 
 labour regime. Large SOEs and public institutions 
 are especially prone to choose government-affili-
 ated labour agencies because they are considered 
 to provide a “trouble-free” official guarantee in 
 the case of labour disputes with agency workers 
 (Zhang, 2014, p.57). According to my fieldwork, 
 all three Chongqing factories used local govern-
 ment-organised labour agencies to supply workers. 


Moreover, all six high-tech factories also had major 
 cooperation with private labour agencies to recruit 
 workers because the labour agencies have a long 
 history of dispatching labourers to different facto-
 ries. While the government-organised labour agen-
 cies assist urban hukou laid-off workers in finding 
 jobs again (Xu, 2009), the cooperation between 
 government-organised and private labour agencies 
 has managed rural migrant labourers and has led 
 them to high-tech manufacturing jobs in urban 
 areas. The combination is a new trend in recruiting 
 rural migrant workers for the resolution of labour 
 shortage within high-tech manufacturing in both 
 Chongqing and Shenzhen.


The agency labour regime has spread rapidly to 
 other sectors and all types of enterprises, and increas-
 ingly, many urban people including college graduates 
 join agency labourers (Zhang, 2014). Nevertheless, 
 rural migrants still make up the main group of 
 agency workers (Huang, 2009; Park & Cai, 2011). In 
 Tianjin from 2011–2012, 70% of agency workers were 


new-generation rural migrants, and in Chengdu, 64% 


were rural migrants (All-China Federation of Trade 
 Unions, 2012). It appears that the hukou system of 
 household registration still plays a significant role 
 in creating segmentation in China’s labour market. 


Labour agencies treat urban hukou laid-off workers 
 differently to rural hukou migrant workers even 
 though they are both engaged in precarious jobs that 
 are typically low paid and with little protection (Xu, 
 2009). While urban hukou laid-off workers are usually 
 dispatched to better workplaces, such as SOEs and 
 other formal institutions (Xu, 2009), rural low-skilled 
 migrants are dispatched to workplaces within service, 
 manufacturing, and construction industries, such as 
 non-SOEs and private companies (Lan et al., 2015). 


As a result of the discrimination legacy of the hukou 
 system for rural hukou holders, urban hukou laid-off 
 workers do not want employment in workplaces 
 where only rural hukou migrants usually get jobs (Xu, 
 2009).



The Indeterminacy of Labour Power  through Mobility for Agency Workers in  China


The characteristics of the agency labour regime in 
 China fit the theory of the indeterminacy of labour- 
 power through mobility for agency workers, which 
 helps explain how and why Chinese agency workers 
 still lose their freedom and mobility power when 
 deciding where and to which employers they sell 
 their labour services. Smith (2006) argues for the 


“double indeterminacy” of labour structures and 
relations between workers and employers through 
two components of labour-power: effort power and 
mobility power. This kind of indeterminacy relates 
to “production indeterminacy,” the labour process 
side of the uncertainties within the capitalist em-
ployment relationship (Smith, 2006). Production 
indeterminacy allows the labour process theory to 
explore employers’ managerial strategies and work-
ers’ resistance through the power of work effort 
from workers themselves and the power of mobility 
between enterprises (Smith, 2006).
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My findings suggest some degree of indetermi-
 nacy of labour-power through mobility, from agency 
 workers in particular. There is a process involved in 
 leaving an unsatisfactory workplace, and workers 
 who express discontent and choose to quit ex-
 change labour power for bargaining power. Thus, 
 they should not be seen as entirely passive agents 
 in the employment relationship. Nevertheless, em-
 ployers also benefit from labour mobility. As Smith 
 suggests, quitting can also favour the employer by 
 removing “the discontented and more vociferous 
 workers from the workplace, eliminating potential 
 leadership from trade unionism or collective work-
 place organisation” (2006, p.393). Additionally, 
 firms have developed a large number of strategies 
 to manage and control labour-power shifts caused 
 by worker mobility (Smith, 2006).


Furthermore, although agency workers appear 
 to have more freedom to move around the labour 
 market and choose or reject their jobs, compared 
 with those who are formally and directly employed, 
 labour agencies still implement many regulations 
 to punish those agency workers who move too 
 frequently. Smith (2006) suggests that workers can 
 tend to be engaged in insecure jobs more easily 
 when they have less investment in them. Capitalism 
 progressively creates new capitals, expands the di-
 vision of labour and expands labour markets, which 
 also gives workers many opportunities to move 
 and finally to enhance labour-power as a result of 
 mobility (Smith, 2006).


In support of this perspective, my interviews 
 with agency workers in both Chongqing and Shen-
 zhen highlighted that there was a high level of com-
 petition between agencies for labour, which gave 
 workers some bargaining power. However, labour 
 agencies had several methods for maintaining the 
 balance of power in the labour relationship. The 
 first strategy labour agencies used was to require 
 workers to indicate their work experience in order 
 to determine whether they had a (poor) history of 
 frequently changing jobs. Every time a labourer was 
 recruited as an agency worker, the labourer indicat-


ed his/her working experience in his/her applica-
 tion form. In both Chongqing and Shenzhen, rural 
 migrant agency workers confirmed this procedure. 


For example, a 23-year-old male agency worker 
 interviewed at Foxconn, Shenzhen who previously 
 worked at Compal, Chongqing complained that he 
 did not like this procedure and felt it was redundant. 


He said that every agency worker including him had 
 at least five dispatching experiences. He felt this 
 procedure was ridiculous and could not accurately 
 judge his or his colleagues’ working experiences in 
 both Chongqing and Shenzhen. However, from the 
 side of labour agencies, it was a useful approach 
 to know agency workers’ experiences and avoid 
 unnecessary financial loss from the turnover of 
 agency workers. Factories also asked labour agen-
 cies to select obedient agency workers to work in 
 their factories. This was confirmed by all factory 
 managers and HR staff interviewed.


The second strategy labour agencies used was 
 to check workers’ experiences from their recruit-
 ment systems since the workers’ ID card would have 
 been recorded with each recruitment. If agencies 
 found that workers had changed their jobs very fre-
 quently, they would not be recruited again. Labour 
 agencies in both Chongqing and Shenzhen imple-
 mented this policy. A 20-year-old female agency 
 worker working in Wistron Chongqing complained 
 that she could not be recruited again if her labour 
 agency found she left and entered many times in 
 the same labour agency. Since she had only one ID 
 card, which would be checked when she applied 
 for her jobs every time through the same labour 
 agency, she felt her mobility power was weakened. 


A 25-year-old male agency worker from Foxconn, 
 Shenzhen also had his ID card checked to re-enter 
 the same labour agency to work in Foxconn. He was 
 lucky to pass the examination; however, his friend 
 failed and could not re-enter the labour agency. 


Both agency workers did not like the approach 
since they felt that they could not move freely 
in and out of different labour agencies. In other 
words, their mobility to change jobs was extremely 
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restricted. Nevertheless, labour agencies preferred 
 to check workers’ ID cards to minimise labourers’ 


mobility power because this method decreased the 
 agencies’ overall labour costs. All labour agency 
 staff interviewed confirmed this.


The third strategy labour agencies used was 
 delay in and deduction of salary payments. These 
 financial penalties were imposed on agency workers 
 if they left without any notice and against agency 
 procedures. These situations were replicated across 
 different labour agencies. In this way, labour agencies 
 took the role of employers of those workers, thus 
 reducing costs in terms of administration, training, 
 continuity, and management. A labour agency staff 
 in Shenzhen believed that delays and deductions in 
 salary payments were a helpful method to control 
 the turnover of labourers they dispatched because 
 agency workers were concerned about their remu-
 neration and would not quit their dispatch jobs free-
 ly. This was confirmed by a 19-year-old male agency 
 worker at Pegatron, Chongqing. He complained that 
 he was punished with delays in and deductions from 
 his salary payment after he gave notice that he want-
 ed to leave the Pegatron factory. His labour agency 
 told him he could not get his salary on time because 
 he violated agency procedures by quitting a dispatch 
 job he did not like. A Foxconn factory manager added 
 that as a result of the delays in and deductions from 
 salary payments as a penalty for agency workers, 
 the Foxconn factory had enough workers to finish its 
 assembly assignments for mobile phones and other 
 electronic devices. It appears that agency workers’ 


freedom to change jobs and mobility power is thus 
 strictly controlled.


Furthermore, Smith (2006) suggests that workers 
 can easily walk away from employment contracts. 


My findings concur that for agency workers, labour 
 contracts act more like papers that place no re-
 strictions on them leaving their existing jobs, which 
 results in a high employee turnover. I argue that this 
 itself contributes to a sense of precarity. Based on my 
 fieldwork and interviews with agency workers in both 
 Chongqing and Shenzhen, being part of the agency 


labour supply is itself precarious for rural migrants 
 because labour agencies dispatch workers to various 
 factories and different positions even though workers 
 have signed labour contracts with those labour agen-
 cies. Although rural migrants may gain some benefits 
 from the jobs to which they are dispatched, such as 
 higher salaries as a result of frequent work in differ-
 ent factories with higher pay, their risks still increase 
 because they are forced by the labour agencies to 
 change their jobs irregularly without any notice. This 
 contributes to their precariousness in terms of the 
 stability in the workplace and of salary.


From this perspective, the labour contracts for 
 agency workers do not play a role in providing long-
 term employment security and stable jobs with social 
 security. In other words, while mobility opportunities 
 grow for agency workers, precarity increases as well 
 since labour agencies develop many managerial 
 strategies to control agency workers’ labour-power 
 by mobility. Agencies prioritise stability and conti-
 nuity of labour rather than offering high wages or 
 stable jobs. Frequently engaging in different types of 
 jobs also weakens the power of freedom to choose 
 and mobility for workers. They may not have much 
 choice of where and to which employers to sell their 
 labour services because employers’ managerial 
 strategies limit the bargaining power of the workers 
 during the labour process.



Conclusion


This article has empirically suggested that the agen-
cy labour regime is one of the important labour 
regimes in China that makes rural migrant factory 
agency workers’ employment and social security 
remain precarious. Although these agency workers 
have signed labour contracts with labour agencies, 
agencies distribute workers to a diverse range of 
factories that require labourers on demand. The 
agency labour regime in China also fits the theory 
that Chris Smith (2006) argues on the existence of 
the indeterminacy of labour structures and worker 
relations between workers and capitalist employers 
through worker mobility power.
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Although the frequent employee turnover sug-
 gests those agency workers have the freedom to 
 change their jobs frequently and gain employment 
 immediately, labour agencies, as capitalist employ-
 ers, use three strategic methods to control the la-
 bour process, which include checking workers’ em-
 ployment experiences, checking workers’ ID cards 
 through the recruitment systems if workers want to 
 re-enter the same labour agencies, and penalising 
 workers financially with delays and deductions in 
 salary payments when agency workers leave with-
 out any notice and act against agency procedures. 


Finally, productivity and profits increase rampantly 


and labour costs decrease significantly within 
 high- tech manufacturing in both Chongqing and 
 Shenzhen, China.


Chunsen Yu is an early career researcher, studying 
 rural migrant workers’ employment and social 
 security within the Chinese high-tech processing 
 and assembly manufacturing industry in 


Chongqing and Shenzhen. He was awarded a PhD 
 in Chinese Studies Research and an MA both from 
 King’s College London in the United Kingdom.


Email: chunsen.yu@googlemail.com
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