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According to the “5S” Japanese management 
method, five key principles—seiri (“sort”), 
seiton (“set in order”), seiso (“clean”), seiketsu 
(“standardize”) and shitsuke (“discipline”)—
should govern the workplace to ensure 
improved organization and efficiency. 
Factories around the world adhere to this 
scheme, believing that such optimization can 
yield company growth. In China, “the world’s 
factory,” this managerial ethos is revered, 
often to the detriment of workers’ livelihoods. 
Economists have been hailing the advent of 
the “information age,” with its supposed shift 
toward immaterial labor, for decades, yet the 
majority of employees in the factories that 
increasingly cluster around China’s first-
tier cities remain stationed at monotonous 
assembly lines, piecing together the material 
substrates of desire—a fantasy in which they 
themselves rarely have the luxury to indulge. 

At Bernard Controls, a French-owned 
industrial manufacturer with four branches 
in China, however, two more “S” principles 
have been introduced into this model, 
complicating its goal of a streamlined 
workplace. Social Sensibility, a project 
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Artistic interventions in China’s factories are proposing new definitions of labor

led by the Beijing-based artist Alessandro 
Rolandi, invades the company’s rigid 
structures with art, an endeavor he manages 
without hindering productivity. Thoughtful 
interventions play out on the factory 
floor, reconfiguring it as a site for human 
interaction. “The medium is relationships,” 
Rolandi explained to workers unaccustomed 
with the notion of art with no end product, 
when he arrived in 2011. Boasting a tradition 
of corporate responsibility, Bernard Controls, 
which manufactures electric actuators for 
valve automation, first invited Rolandi 
to be an artist in residence at its factories 
outside Beijing, with strict instructions to 
“be discreet.” During this time he conducted 
research that eventually led to an official 
position as director of the company’s “Social 
Sensibility Research and Development 
Program” in Asia. Coordinating artists, 
designers, musicians and other creatives from 
China and abroad to stage activities on the 
premises, the program aims simply to create 
“some moments” in the factory, drawing 
attention to and heightening individual 
sensibilities in the workplace.

Well versed in the tumultuous history of 
labor movements in Europe, Rolandi is not 
attempting to subvert the system, but instead 
is hoping to invoke a “subtle intrusion.”  
He likens the effects to antibodies reinstating 
stasis within a sick body. For the inaugural 
Social Sensibility project, which Rolandi 
orchestrated himself, workers were invited 
to engage in a collaborative process whereby 
they themselves conceived and executed 
a work. After recording their thoughts 
and wishes in writing, they were given the 
opportunity to actualize these ideas. One 
worker chose to use the factory’s airbrushing 
tool, which he operates daily, to paint both 
onto himself and onto a canvas, while another 
had her fantasy of moving her workstation 
outside into the sun realized. Taking 
place over several months, these activities 
demonstrated how small movements might 
effect real change in everyday life.

According to Harvard Business School 
professor Michel Anteby, in many factories 
derivative practices are already at play. 
Objects made for personal use, with factory 
resources, are routinely assembled by workers  

mA yOngFEng, Invest in Contradiction, 2012, part of “Social Sensibility Research and Development Program,”  
graffiti preparation at Bernard Controls factory, Beijing, 2012. Courtesy Alessandro Rolandi.  
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li liAO, Consumption (detail), 2012, performance. Courtesy 
the artist and Ullens Center for Contemporary Art, Beijing. 

on company time. “Homers,” as these 
obscure items are known, are frequently 
tolerated by the management, despite their 
defiance of workplace ethics, in the belief 
that the benefits of granting employees this 
small amount of autonomy can outweigh 
the costs. For his contribution to the Social 
Sensibility program, Canadian artist Michael 
Eddy focused on this surreptitious social 
contract to foster a dialogue about the value 
of art in the work realm—his initiative 
proved highly beneficial to the program’s 
reception in factories. Similarly, in one of his 
presentations, Rolandi showed Belgian artist 
Francis Alÿs’s 1997 work Sometimes Making 
Something Leads to Nothing, in which the 
artist pushed a large block of ice through 
the streets of Mexico until it melted into 
a small lump that could be kicked around 
like a ball for a few moments of pleasure. 
Seeing the positive results of this ostensibly 
futile effort showed how a seemingly banal 
action could result in something worthwhile, 
even rewarding.

Discussions about the nature of value are 
central to the debate surrounding factory 
labor in China, yet these critiques often lack 
concrete results. In early 2013, Chinese artist 
Li Liao provoked audiences by presenting 
an iPad as a work of art as part of the Ullens 
Center for Contemporary Art’s “On|Off,” 
an exhibition of Chinese artists born after 
the death of Chairman Mao. Li worked at a 
factory in Shenzhen owned by the notorious 
Foxconn manufacturing company—which 
assembles parts for Blackberry and Apple, 
among others—for 45 days before earning 
enough money to purchase the coveted item. 
Displayed on the gallery wall, along with the 
artist’s uniform, badges and contract, the 
work commented on the value of a human life 
versus those of luxury items. In an interview, 
Li remarked that the lasting impression of 
his factory experience was that the products 
being made had nothing to do with the 
workers who assembled them. Highlighting 
this alienation may jar audiences but has 
little effect on the forces that produce it. In 
the meantime, initiatives such as the Social 
Sensibility program sidestep traditional 
modes of art production and consumption 
and actually redefine relationships between 
individuals and their working environments. 

Marx’s theory of alienation argues that 
fragmented production affects human 
relations. In a factory, where labor is divided 
into specialized tasks, workers have little 
pride in the products they create or intimacy 
with colleagues. At present, more than  
260 million workers in China are employed 
in such roles. Many hail from outlying rural 
provinces, a relocation that inhibits their 
ability to form social networks. Recognizing 
this issue, British-born, Paris-trained actor 
Benjamin Teare uses drama as a tool for 

social redress. In 2013, he founded the New 
Common Theatre with the aim of helping 
migrant workers air their concerns and learn 
their rights. Working with labor-rights NGOs, 
he has organized workshops in factories in 
Guangzhou and Shenzhen during which 
workers write, choreograph and put on 
performances for colleagues. 

Unlike the Social Sensibility program, 
the New Common Theatre must operate 
covertly and exclusively in workers’ off-hours. 
For most Chinese-owned companies, the 
congregation of employees, even in the name 
of art, is a threatening, if not a wholly illegal, 
form of assembly. In addition, the Chinese 
government routinely harasses workers’ 
groups and NGO leaders. As a result, the 
theater’s activities are largely directed by the 
workers themselves, who are best attuned to 
where the safest meeting and performance 
spaces might be found. 

Performances put on by the New Common 
Theatre frequently have bleak themes, 
ranging from workplace injury to workers’ 
rights. They provide participants with the 
opportunity to reflect on their experiences 
while forming a manual for future generations 
of workers to be better informed through 
songs and vignettes illustrating potential 
courses of action. Workshops receive as 
much emphasis as the performances, as this 
is where most problem-solving and dialogue 
takes place. An average workshop begins with 
workers sharing their personal histories—
often a first for individuals who don’t consider 
their story worth telling. Participants can be 
hesitant to share, often for reasons of shame 
or embarrassment. Teare has therefore 
developed a method in which individuals are 
asked to tell one another’s stories instead. 
Through this degree of separation, a sense 
of camaraderie is fostered as workers find 
that their stories are not too dissimilar, and 
they begin to consider themselves as part of 
a larger collective. 

Through projects such as New Common 
Theatre and Social Sensibility, Chinese 
workers are slowly gaining the confidence to 
articulate their position to wider audiences 
and take working conditions into their own 
hands. In 2012, the local education bureau 
threatened to shut Tongxin Shi Yan School, a 
school for migrant workers’ children located 
in Picun, just outside Beijing, founded in 
2005 by another workers’ advocacy group, the 
New Workers Art Troupe. This organization 
launched a vigorous campaign to save the 
school, which involved touring as a rock band 
and selling recordings, as well as offering a 
selection of products made by workers on 
e-commerce site Taobao. Back at Bernard 
Controls, one floor manager, who was at first 
bemused by the activities being orchestrated 
at his factory, has designated a mandatory 
rest period once a week and started his own 

library where workers can relax and peruse 
a small collection of articles and books. 
Rolandi himself has begun receiving notes 
of gratitude from the workers in response to 
his weekly mail-outs introducing the work of 
various artists to the team. In one particularly 
enthusiastic email, a worker expressed his 
desire to embark on his own artistic practice. 

In cases like these, art ceases to be a 
utopian model. Seemingly innocuous, these 
interventions dance between the lines—
literally weaving in and out of cubicles or 
assembly lines—lingering in spaces where 
human emotion and sensibility have been 
lost. If the nature of our economy continues 
to demand human labor of this kind, then 
perhaps it is prudent to transform these 
sites of production into spaces for living. 
With tens of millions of Chinese workers 
in such contexts, it is precisely here that 
their attitudes toward the world are being 
formed. Through various initiatives, they 
are developing their own lines of inquiry 
and, in their contemplation, changing the 
frameworks of the factories they maintain. 
The hope is that such programs might become 
standard protocol for companies around 
the world. In artist Yu Jing’s 2014 project 
for Social Sensibility, a series of paintings 
entitled “A Worthless Gesture,” made using 
water-based pigments, were placed on the 
factory’s exterior. Exposed to the elements, 
they gradually disappeared over time. This 
ephemerality is emblematic of the shifting 
nature of labor, and emphasizes the fact 
that it is relationships, rather than the works 
themselves, that will have a lasting impact. 
Yet it must also be noted that, in altering 
the definition of what it means to work, 
definitions of art are slowly being changed  
as well. 


