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Abstract 
This essay focuses on the relation between cultural formation and economic 

development in post-socialist China, reading the (re)emergence of a literary 

form as a site of cultural negotiation regarding China’s new relation to the 

world in the twenty-first century. As China’s integration into the world 

economy has an increasing impact on international institutions and global 

affairs, China’s recent “rise” has recalibrated the contours of globalization. 

Within the context of changing ideas of the “global,” this paper concerns itself 

with questions of universality and particularity, wondering how “universal” 

values are normalized and naturalized in a global context, and how the 

Chinese example measures up to, modifies, and contends with the world-

system that produces those normalizations.  

As part of an argument that literature does more than reflect certain historical 

activities, namely that it also carries within itself a vision of a micro-history, 

this essay reads contemporary China in the small. Specifically, the paper looks 

at the Chinese “workplace” novel, a new form whose genre—the 

Bildungsroman—is imbricated with the formation of the modern subject and 

modernity. My reading of the workplace novel focuses on its formal 

appropriation and transformation, attending to its relation to the “given 

universality” of international human rights law. The circulation of the 

Bildungsroman via the workplace novel in China at the turn of the twenty-first 

century challenges the historical narrative function of the Bildungsroman as it 

has been theorized on the basis of generally European examples. 

 

Keywords 

the workplace novel, Bildungsroman, the rise of China, the middle class, Asian values 

                                                 
 I would like to thank the two anonymous reviewers for their insightful suggestions. Work on 

this paper was part of a research project funded by the Ministry of Science and Technology (105-
2410-H-008-046-). 



 
 
 

300  Concentric  43.1  March 2017 
 

Though China’s status as a rising star in the world economy and the 

possibility of a Chinese future of world hegemony are routinely discussed in terms 

of international markets and military dominance, it should not surprise anyone that 

a good number of contemporary Chinese bloggers and writers take it upon 

themselves to tell stories that imagine China’s ascendency and the war between 

Western countries and China in a more tangible and intimate setting: the 

workplace. 1  Such stories, including those that belong to a new genre of the 

“workplace novel” (職場小說 zhichang xiao shuo), tend to be organized around the 

prospect of an inexperienced, hardworking protagonist who learns to survive and 

climb the corporate ladder in private and foreign-invested enterprises in China: Li 

Ke’s 李可  Du Lala shengzhiji 杜拉拉升職記  (A Story of Lala’s Promotion, 

2007),Wang Qiang’s 王強 Quanzi quantao 圈子圈套 (Circle and Trap, 2005) 

trilogy, and Xiao Liangsheng’s 肖亮升 Fuerdai富二代 (Rich Second Generation, 

2012), among many others.2  The individual stories of hard-won promotion and 

rapidly accumulated fortune show the Chinese as ambitious competitors, fighting 

for a share of global wealth in the new millennia.  

The prototype of these stories of success, staging the rise of Chinese white-

collar workers in transnational corporations, is A Story of Lala’s Promotion (SLP). 

With sales of more than 1.8 million copies, SLP topped the bestseller list in China 

for more than eighty weeks and was adapted into a film, a TV drama, and a play in 

2010. The novel tells the story of Du Lala, a Guangzhou native in her mid-twenties 

who starts a new career in a fictional American telecommunications company, DB. 

A rookie in the foreign-owned firm, Lala gradually learns the professional skills 

required by her assistant job as well as the office culture that belongs particularly to 

transnational companies, with its organizational hierarchy, policies against sexual 

harassment, openness and respect in communication between supervisors and 

employees, and so on. Implicated in office politics, Lala faces a big challenge at 

work when her supervisor, Rose, the administrative manager in Shanghai, fakes a 

                                                 
1 On the rise of China, see Mearsheimer.  
2 Workplace novels can be divided into two types: one focuses on the description of workplace 

culture in foreign-owned companies and the protagonist’s trajectory of economic success; the 
other narrates business competition (商戰 shang zhan, business war), particularly in sales and 
marketing departments. The work environment and middle-class culture described in these two 
types of workplace narratives are generally very similar. The Lala series, The Poorest Young 
Man’s Diary, and other titles, such as Lurking in the Office, Ups and Downs (浮沈), A Post-80s 
Young Woman’s Work Diary, An OL’s Diary, and John Ding’s Fighting for His Career, belong to 
the first category. Books like I’ll Tell You Everything, Make it Mine (做單), and Win or Lose (輸
贏) talk about business competition. Yonglu Zhang and Daojun Xu attempt to differentiate the 
different types of workplace narratives in narratological terms. 
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pregnancy and miscarriage and takes a six-month leave to avenge herself against 

the HR director, leaving behind a significant and unfinished renovation project in 

the Shanghai office. The crisis turns out to be a blessing: Lala’s familiarity with 

DB’s organizational structure and her accumulated knowledge make her the best 

substitute for Rose. The success of the project makes Lala a trusted employee and 

allows her unprecedented access to managerial power. The president of DB China, 

Howard, with whom Lala builds a personal connection during unpaid overtime 

hours, endorses her promotion when her supervisor denies it. After her promotion, 

Lala learns to become a manager and is later transferred to DB’s headquarters in 

Shanghai, where she meets and falls in love with a colleague, Wang Wei. Her 

relationship with Wang is disrupted when he leaves the company, but is resuscitated 

a year later. By the end of the story, Lala becomes a recognizable “white-collar 

professional of higher rank,” flying between major cities in China for business, 

Louis Vuitton bag firmly in hand (SLP 252). 

As a mixture of different genres—(web) fiction, autobiography, self-help, 

Bildungsroman—the workplace novel, with its focus on the narration of white-

collar career advancement, conceptualizes for its reader attainable economic 

success and a comfortable life in the city.3 Emerging in 2006 as a legible genre, the 

workplace novel gained widespread popularity in 2008, which the publishing 

industry named “the year of the workplace novel” because of the success of SLP. 

As of 2016, more than seven hundred titles in this genre have appeared. The print 

versions of China’s workplace novel retain the genre’s original, internet-based 

format and context of production: An OL’s Diary is printed in the style of blog posts, 

including a Q&A section on “dos and dont’s” in interviews. With their first-hand 

experience as business elites in the sales and marketing departments of transnational 

or private companies, workplace novel writers often adopt the first-person point of 

view (e.g., The Poorest Young Man’s Diary and I’ll Tell You Everything) or identify 

themselves as the narrator in the preface when writing in third-person (e.g., Circle 

and Trap and A Post-80s Young Woman’s Work Diary) to foreground the interplay 

between fiction and reality. With practical career advice, these narratives teach a 

generation of readers whose career paths are totally different from those of their 

parents; they serve as supplementary materials, as a number of scholars, Shen, 

Zhang and Xu, have suggested, that inculcate the inexperienced young into life after 

college. The lessons are organized and oriented toward the assimilation of office 

culture and business etiquette in foreign firms and the market economy, including 

information on corporate structures, interview tips, technical terms and jargon, 

                                                 
3 On workplace narratives and China’s white-collar workers, see Zhang, Yiwu et al. 
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survival skills, interpersonal relationships, and office politics. By telling the story of 

rags to riches in a realist mode, workplace novels imagine the middle-class identity 

as something that can be cultivated and assimilated.  

The novels thus promise a possible future that their narratives have already 

witnessed and lived. The need to teach the reader how to navigate such economic 

organizations and social networks suggests the foreignness of the subject. The 

proximity of the two worlds is built on an abstraction of an emerging middle class 

in China—an “imagined community”—that the reader of the workplace novel, 

mostly fresh college graduates and young white-collar workers who are still in the 

process of becoming China’s growing middle class, participates in.4 With a focus 

on the managerial world, the workplace novel creates disparity between 

protagonists and readers, a gap in knowledge, power, and material wealth that is 

supposedly to be bridged and surpassed after a few years of hard work on the 

reader’s part. The asymmetrical relationship registers the promise of social mobility, 

reinforcing the idea of development. The knowledge and experience shared by the 

insightful protagonists and narrators both produce and reproduce China’s economic 

development and social modernization: they construct the image of contemporary 

China as such for the reader and instigate actions to achieve the full potential of 

China’s modernization in the twenty-first century.  

Scholarship has largely read the workplace novel genre as “derivative,” 

“vulgar,” and “immature,” treating the development of workplace narratives as an 

ephemeral phenomenon of mass production and cultural consumption (Gao 65). 

The proliferation and popularity of workplace narratives appall Qiu Huadong, Lei 

Da, Bai Ye, and Chen Xiaoming, who find no literary merit in the form: “writers do 

not take it as literature”; “it is merely for catharsis and entertainment” (Bai; qtd. in 

Zhou 75). According to scholars like Zhou Lina, Zhang Yonglu, and Xu Daojun, 

the intensive investment in China’s economic modernization as a social reality in 

this genre (the narration of modern workplace culture, social networks, and a 

middle-class lifestyle) has made the workplace novel a mere reproduction of a 

market economy that operates on supply and demand, turning literature into a 

“commodity” and an “instrument” for the extraction of surplus value (Zhou 76).  

It is precisely, however, through its efforts to imagine and naturalize a social 

world that has not yet felt real for the majority of Chinese people that the workplace 

narrative becomes something more than a simple reflection of the economic logic of 

                                                 
4 I borrow Benedict Anderson’s idea of simultaneity presented in the novel and the newspaper 

and its linked relation with “the birth of the imagined community of the nation” to understand the 
workplace genre and the birth of China’s middle class (24). 
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its age. Extending Marco Fumian’s reading of Du Lala as the model of China’s 

middle class for the socialist market and Zheng Yi’s analysis of the relationship 

between cultural production and middle-class taste in Li’s SLP and its film 

adaptation, I argue that the hybrid form of the workplace genre articulates the 

formation of China’s middle class as a site of struggle between the nation’s socialist 

past and its capitalist present. In the remainder of this essay, I will focus on the 

relation between cultural formation and economic development in post-socialist 

China, reading the emergence of a literary form as a site of cultural negotiation 

regarding China’s new relation to the world in the twenty-first century. Rather than 

merely verifying China’s integration into the global economy and the local 

transformation of the labor force and work culture, individual stories of success 

normalize new social structures and relations. My reading of the workplace novel 

foregrounds Raymond Williams’s understanding of the relationship between 

literary form and social formations as imbricating and interlocking: “cultural forms 

are not simply derivative from social formations,” they make certain social changes 

and relations legible, as Slaughter has it (10). Since it is in the history of forms that 

we see the interplay of literary production and social forces, I will provide a formal 

analysis of the Chinese workplace novel, whose generic affiliation—the 

Bildungsroman—is imbricated with the formation of the modern subject and 

modernity. The individual pursuit of upward mobility narrated in the workplace 

novel, coupled with the national discourse of “the rise of China,” intertwine to 

capture a new social formation—the so-called Chinese middle class.  

 

The Becoming 
 

Successful books in this genre uncover the secret recipe of becoming middle 

class—showing how such upward mobility is not only possible but also learnable. 

Describing Lala as “the figure of the emerging middle class in China,” a self-made 

woman “with proper education” and the wisdom to “take the right path” to achieve 

socioeconomic mobility, the writer Li Ke claims that Lala’s experience is more 

“valuable than that of Bill Gates” to “a general population” because her success is 

much more attainable (SLP, “Preface” 2). The comparison thus suggests that while 

the chance of becoming a billionaire is reserved only for a chosen few, the fortune 

and comfort of the white-collar upper bourgeoisie is meant to be proliferated and 

reproduced. The imbrication of the world of workplace narratives and that of the 

reader highlights how the workplace novel allegedly functions as a mediator to 

engineer individual socioeconomic development.  
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Perceived both by its writers and readers as an initiation to socioeconomic 

mobility in China’s market economy, the workplace novel construes Western 

corporations and office cultures as essential to individual rites of passage. The 

growth of an individual is often narrated as relocation and advancement from local 

firms/provincial branches to foreign-owned companies/headquarters. SLP, John 

Ding’s Fighting for His Career, and A Cipher’s Metamorphosis begin with the 

protagonist’s transition from a local firm to a transnational company; Circle and 

Trap, Go! Office Ladies, and Ups and Downs tell the stories of climbing the 

corporate ladder in foreign-owned companies. These stories of formation imagine 

the shift from the local to the global, the protagonist’s geographical and 

psychological remapping in relation to “the axial division of labor of a capitalist 

world-economy” that positions Western companies and Chinese firms in the 

paradigm of core-periphery production (Wallerstein 28). In doing so, the workplace 

novel re-articulates the cultural and social contexts in which the modern Chinese 

subject ventures from “the provincial” to “the capital.”  

The possibility of a shift from the periphery to the core, a gesture of 

socioeconomic mobility that the workplace novel imagines, lies only in 

transnational corporations in China. Foreign-owned companies are described as 

transparent, liberal, and fair when compared to Chinese companies. When Lala 

starts her new job in an American company, DB, she notices that DB’s management 

style is respectful and democratic and the firm will not tolerate what happens in 

Chinese companies—sexual harassment and abuse of power. The protagonist in 

Rich Second Generation attempts to “introduce an efficient and fair employment 

system” and the “democratic and transparent management” that he learned at 

Stanford to his family-owned business (Xiao 46). Unlike Chinese firms, where 

interpersonal ties (關係  guanxi) determine one’s career development, Western 

companies value skills and performance. In Ups and Downs, the receptionist Qiao 

Li gets a transfer to the sales department in an American firm because of her 

potential. Articulated as a place of equality and a crucial site of the formation of the 

middle class, the transnational corporations in China, as the workplace novel 

suggests, become a figure of China’s recent rise—a land of (limited) opportunity.  

This opportunity for becoming middle class occurs within a framework that 

combines hard work with a certain political savvy. The protagonists in SLP, The 

Poorest Young Man’s Diary, I’ll Tell You Everything, John Ding’s Fighting for His 

Career, and Make it Mine keep telling the reader how they fight for promotion and 

business contracts with perseverance. Even as labor is described as the most honest 

and self-reliant trait to achieve mobility, workplace narratives encourage the reader 
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to invest in office politics. The logic is that the modern workplace is all about 

productivity, efficiency, and competition, and those who survive and prosper do not 

necessarily play the game with full honesty. When Lala finds out that her colleague 

and formal rival in love, Daisy, is involved in corruption, she investigates the 

transgression privately and reports Daisy to her supervisor, winning the boss’s trust 

and getting rid of her enemy. As Lala later notes, “kindness is never part of mega-

corporations’ beliefs and core values” (SLP 217).5 The workplace novel construes 

contemporary office environments as a battleground. Such a vision underplays the 

virtues of kindness, sympathy, and charity, and encourages ruses and schemes, if 

not in the name of aggression, then at least in the name of (self-)defense. The 

investment in describing office politics in workplace narratives detects a new form 

of social relationship among employees, employers, and colleagues that prioritizes 

productivity and competition. 

The novels envision social forces to be purely economic. Crucial to the 

pedagogical function of workplace narratives is to generalize and explicate hidden 

rules (潛規則  qianguize) that govern communications and interactions in 

workplaces, particularly those about how to manage interpersonal connections in 

the workplace. Rules like “those who are just above you in the hierarchy are very 

often threats and those of similar ranks are your enemies” (Lu 67), and “the rich and 

the poor have their own social circles; if paupers want to be rich, they have to get 

access to the rich people’s circle where valuable information is located” 

(Chongqing 97), present readers with a mode of social networking that organizes 

itself in the logic of economic productivity. Every relationship in workplace 

narratives thus registers a form of teleology that signifies individual desires and 

material gains.  

This economy of social networks in the workplace translates into the private 

realm as well. Workplace fiction articulates a linked relation between economic 

survival and intimate relationships. In Lala II we see, for instance, Sun Jiandong, 

one of DB’s sales managers, appraise his marriage with Ye Meilan, claiming that he 

got a bad deal because his wife is neither beautiful nor rich; Meilan’s parents keep 

asking Meilan for money and call their son’s girlfriend a gold digger before they 

find out that she actually earns a lot more than their son and owns an apartment; 

Laokang describes how his parents-in-law and wife see him differently before and 

after he makes his fortune in The Poorest Young Man’s Diary. Lala II explicitly 

states that “marriage is your second chance to become rich” (Li 142). The 

conception of familial bonds as purely economic and the linked relationship 

                                                 
5 This point is restated in Lala II; see Li (17).  
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between marriage and social mobility in workplace novels gesture toward a 

dissolution of the private and the public. The family (by contrast to the 

mythological one of the American middle class) is not a shelter from the workplace. 

On the contrary, the logic of meticulous calculation and the language of profits and 

development in business come to saturate and dominate the home space. In Lala II, 

Rich Second Generation, Circle and Trap, and other stories, house locations, 

interior designs, furniture, and appliances are often described in detail. The home 

becomes a house of display. Successful books in this genre uncover the secret 

recipe of becoming middle class—showing how including all things abstract and 

material, a beautiful wife, a prime house location, and delicate décor, substantiates 

and shows off individual success. 

Even as the workplace novel defines the success of becoming middle class in 

monetary terms, the working life is imagined to be a passage to freedom. To “live a 

middle-class life” is to “retire young, do whatever you want, and live freely” (SLP 

254-55). The kind of freedom that the workplace novel articulates is situated in the 

near future, a time when the middle class will retire with wealth. But the middle-

class present is driven and dominated by work and money. The freedom that the 

Chinese middle class dreams about, however, is always beyond its reach in the 

diegesis and beyond. In both the Lala series and the trilogy of Circle and Trap, the 

protagonists never retire, but take new positions and challenges. The dream of 

economic freedom is caught in a paradox: individual autonomy is only possible 

when labor in all forms no longer has market value (retirement); however, that 

personal agency (located in the future) requires intensive investment in the present. 

The sequential relation between the present and the future, articulated in the 

workplace novel, thus contains and domesticates the notion of liberty solely in the 

economic realm (freedom is conceived in the form of debts and bondage, rather 

than natural rights). 

The world of the workplace novel thus has five characteristics: (1) it orients 

the individual toward social mobility, (2) it fosters the myth of equal opportunity, (3) 

it registers and normalizes a new form of social network, (4) it re-inscribes the 

public and the private spheres, and (5) it regulates the cultural meaning of success. 

It is in this terrain that workplace narratives map out the emergence of a middle 

class in post-socialist China.  

One way to think about the representation of contemporary China in the 

workplace novel is to see it as a product of an economic discourse that anticipates 

China’s ascendancy toward world dominance. Workplace narratives (semi- or 

unconsciously) cooperate in the imagination of the rise of China’s middle class as 
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the world’s largest consumer market by aligning individual financial gains with that 

of the nation’s economic modernization. The pursuit of personal wealth and career 

development, embodied in the accumulation of luxury goods, saving, property 

ownership, and power in the workplace, solidifies China’s development. Yet that 

singular motivation, the only cause for action in the diegesis of workplace 

narratives, flattens both the diegesis and the characters’ psychological worlds, 

creating an impression that all forms of social force can be derived from their 

economic relations. (In this sense, perhaps, the novels are the perfect expression of 

a vulgar Marxist theory of literature.) In turn, the genre imagines the Chinese 

middle class as economic beings that fully adapt to their designated roles in the 

global economy—both as productive white-collar workers and as extravagant 

consumers. Seen from this angle, the rise of China in the twenty-first century, 

which revolves around urban glamor and material affluence in the world of 

workplace narratives, is simple and harmless.  

 

Unsettling the Bildungsroman 
 

Aiming at sharing experiences of personal development and orienting its 

readers toward a new mode of production and a shift in workplace culture in post-

socialist China, the workplace novel, though a hybrid form, is often compared to the 

Bildungsroman. Even as Zhang and Xu suggest that the workplace novel is different 

from the Bildungsroman in its singular concern with “individual development in the 

workplace,” the absence of “physical growth,” and its emphasis on 

“internationalization and globalization” rather than “nation building” (46-47), Dong 

Qing argues that “the narration of psychological maturation and socialization” and 

“the novel’s appeal to a collective experience of self-development” in SLP make 

workplace stories a recognizable Bildung narrative (133). My reading of the 

workplace novel as a rendition and variation of the European Bildungsroman does 

not claim that the latter has direct influence on the former. That said, scholars in 

China (Zhang Qinghua, Zhang Guolong, and Zhang Yanling) and in the United 

States (Hua Li and Mingwei Song) have studied the development of the 

Bildungsroman in China since the May Fourth Era and its connection with the 

European tradition of the genre. The significant role that “the socialist 

Bildungsroman” played in the 1960s and the proliferation of “youth literature” (青
春文學 qingchun wenxue) by writers born after 1980, with their focus on the 

narration of individual development in the 1990s, suggest the wide circulation of 
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the Bildungsroman form in contemporary China.6  By employing a comparative 

framework of formal analysis, it becomes clear that the historical narrative function 

of the Bildungsroman, as it has been theorized on the basis of generally European 

examples, is crucial to our understanding of the consumption of the workplace 

novel in contemporary China as a cultural phenomenon.  

The improbable coincidence that the workplace novel articulates the 

development of the modern Chinese subject via the Bildungsroman makes legible 

the complicit relation between the novel and the state in enabling a fiction of the 

Chinese middle class. Itself an imaginary formation—the emergence of a middle-

income stratum in post-socialist China occupies a discursive space because of its 

allegedly determining role in defining what “modern” China is and what China’s 

future looks like—the middle class in China orients the nation’s recent rise. That 

convergence of a personal and national development, a creation whose figure is 

constantly evolving, takes a special form in literature. Almost legendarily 

associated with the birth of the middle-class subject in Europe, the Bildungsroman 

describes the intertwining progress of and tension between the private and the 

public. As a genre, the Bildungsroman tells the story of individual development 

“toward a goal of social integration” (Minden, “Bildungsroman” 119). The novel, 

with its emphasis on the cooperation between the individual and the social world, is 

seen as “the paramount medium for representing the socioaesthetic construction of 

modern, bourgeois individualism, and the paramount model for imagining the 

modern nation-state as a social community” (Slaughter 92), while the conflicts 

between the individual and the nation-state are to be reconciled and resolved 

without rebellion and revolution (Slaughter 86-139). Just as the Bildungsroman 

implicitly structures the social formations (modernity) and social relations (citizens 

and the state) of the modern nation, the thematic concern of individual assimilation 

into global firms and market economy in the workplace novel codifies, but does not 

directly represent, the relation of the individual to the state.7 The Chinese workplace 

novel allegorizes post-socialist modernity via a similarly implicit confluence of 

individual formation and national development.  

The sense of progress, a prominent feature of contemporary Chinese “history” 

(the history of China as such and “China” as we know it), is managed through the 

descriptions of global economic transactions (almost unimaginable in earlier 

socialist China), material affluence, property ownership, and new forms of social 

                                                 
6 On the socialist Bildungsroman, see Song; on youth literature, see Zhang and Wang; Zhang 

Qinghua.  
7 On Bildungsroman and modernity, see Moretti (3-14). 
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relations (non-blood-related interpersonal relations that testify to China’s 

transformation). Within these new dynamics of capitalism, money exchange, social 

relations, and property ownership, the workplace novel conceives the formation of 

its new subject. It adapts the term Bildung (“formation” and “education”) to the 

local cultural and social context: it is about a particular kind of education (into 

middle-class skills and knowledge and into an understanding of a capitalist mode of 

production) and a progressive process of middle-class becoming. The development 

in SLP begins with Lala’s thought that “[she] cannot always work as a sales 

assistant; otherwise, [she] can only be a petty bourgeois,” and ends with her being a 

manager talking didactically about how to achieve the middle-class dream (Li 20). 

That formal characteristic—a linear narrative that unfolds the trajectory of the 

protagonist’s economic success in a corporate hierarchy—specifically registers the 

notion of progress embedded in the discourse of China’s rise. Lala’s eventual move 

from DB’s administrative manager to SH’s compensation and benefits manager in 

Lala III, which she deems a major career development, coincides with SH’s 

anticipation of the expansion of China’s market. The workplace novel 

synchronically recaptures the double formation of individual development and 

China’s economic modernization. At the same time, it reconfigures the topography 

of contemporary China. As the workplace protagonists move away from provincial 

towns to metropolises (e.g., Lala moves from DB Guangzhou branch to DB 

Shanghai headquarters) and assimilate into global office culture, the novels come to 

focus on the modern urban landscape (corporate offices, expensive apartments, 

fancy restaurants and bars, hotels, and airports). The convergence of the fictional 

topography and China’s socioeconomic modernization suggests that, once again, 

“[t]he novel of formation is a literary response to a changing conception of 

historical time” (Boes 6). The emergence of the workplace novel in China in the 

2000s is a response to a new social circumstance.  

Even as the workplace novel orchestrates the socialization of modern subjects 

and the modernization of the state through form, its deployment of the 

Bildungsroman genre in the Chinese context is peculiar. Because the tradition of the 

Bildungsroman, as Slaughter points out, prescribes a “modern rights-based nation-

state” as the “social texture” in which individuals emerge as citizens (162, 158), the 

workplace novel’s engagement with the form inherently raises the question of 

individual freedom and rights and highlights the discrepancy between China’s 

communist dictatorship and democratic regimes. Therefore it should not surprise 

anyone when the workplace novel articulates the egalitarian idea of achieving social 

mobility and the freedom of becoming middle class. In the fictional world of Lala’s 
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series, freedom is repeatedly defined in financial terms: “When I [Lala] achieve 

financial freedom, I’ll definitely go back to school” (Lala III 284); “flexible work 

schedule (自由的工作時間 ziyou de gongzuo shijian), setting your own career 

goals (自由的工作方向 ziyou de gongzuo fangxiang) . . . these attracted [Lala’s] 

interest; freedom (自由 ziyou), wealth, and achievement are all her dreams” (Li, 

Follow 301; ellipsis added). The novel’s association of individual rights with 

economic mobility and middle-class identity approximates and actualizes what 

Slaughter argues to be the formal characteristic of the Bildungsroman: either to 

“reconfirm the centeredness of the already-centered subject” or “to demarginalize 

the historically marginal individual” (157). The appropriation of the form, which 

allows the workplace novel to populate post-socialist China with a middle-income 

stratum, “produc[es] subjectivity” for “a bourgeois cultural revolution” (Jameson 

182).8 At the same time, considering the particular history of social stratification 

and the repression of the bourgeoisie in socialist China (the making of the 

proletarian ruling class and the Cultural Revolution), the workplace novel 

enfranchises the middle class in post-socialist China—making formerly 

marginalized subjects and social classes legible. 

The novel’s claim for individual rights to economic mobility and a new social 

identity does not, let us be clear, anticipate the possibility of a democratic regime. 

Its middle-class subjects inhabit an ambiguous space that is semi-public and quasi-

national. The global firms in the workplace novel create a sphere that is located in 

China’s geographical space but develops its own cultural practices. The firms’ 

existence cannot be separated from China’s economic and sociopolitical conditions, 

and yet their continuous practice of so-called liberal attitudes and a mobile 

hierarchy is semi-independent from (or at least not determined by) the PRC regime. 

Global firms become a transitory site that nurtures the emerging middle class in 

China. This evacuated space performs the formal design of a democratic society 

while leaving the political sphere intact. The institutional characteristics of the 

novel’s global firms resonate with the features of a democratic social world in the 

narrative conventions of the Bildungsroman—humanness, liberty, and equality. In 

SLP, for instance, when Daisy, Lala’s rival, is charged with fraud and 

embezzlement, she knows that “DB, as an American firm, is regulated by the US 

Foreign Corrupt Practice Act (FCPA), and thus, she tries to shift the attention from 

‘personal corruption’ to ‘commercial bribery’” (Li 231). Even though Daisy admits 

that she violates DB’s Codes of Business Conduct (COBC), she reasons with her 

                                                 
8 On the relationship between popular culture and the making of China’s middle class, see 

Zheng Yi (88-90).  
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supervisor that “if [she] cannot offer cash rewards to her clients, [she] would not be 

able to achieve her assigned sales goals,” suggesting that she is forced to do so (Li, 

SLP 231). She states that other sales managers do the same and asks the company to 

do a full investigation. The possibility of Daisy’s counter accusation, her appeal to 

equal treatment (a full investigation), and her demand for compensation (if the 

company fires her), though with some distortions, are built on the American firms’ 

transparency, equality, and democracy. With its emphasis on getting ahead, 

however, the workplace novel prioritizes the individual acculturation of capitalist 

norms and construes global firms simply as a means to accumulate wealth. Whether 

the emerging middle class will cultivate those characteristics, whether it would be 

possible for the middle class to create a public sphere that promises to 

accommodate their changing values in China—questions like these that point to the 

anticipation of a democratic state are either managed in a way that makes the 

revolution unthinkable, or are left unexplored.9 

Prioritizing economic, social, and cultural rights over civil and political rights, 

the workplace novel thus challenges the underlying assumptions of human rights as 

they have been understood in European human rights discourse. These novels’ 

effort to foreground social mobility and economic rights resonates with the Asian 

values debate of the 1990s, which demanded the recognition of regional, social, and 

cultural differences in the practice of human rights.10  The debate questions the 

transcendental concept of human rights, and claims that it is “a product of historical 

development” that is connected to “the specific history, culture, and values of a 

particular country,” and that “different historical development stages have different 

human rights requirements” (Liu 737). Whether the developmental model would be 

a better (more humane) way to understand human rights than the current European 

experience is debatable; however, the workplace novel’s prioritization of economic 

rights related to housing, consumption, and an adequate standard of living mirrors 

the notion of progress and development in modernity. In doing so, the workplace 

novel imagines the formation of human subjects as temporally and spatially located, 

                                                 
9 In the last book of Li’s tetralogy, Lala decides to build a business because “she learns that 

doing business will increase the chance of immigration, and she has already made up her mind to 
escape” (Follow 316). Lala’s dream of escape via immigration suggests that the emerging middle 
class in the fictional world of Li’s tetralogy does not aspire to any political reforms, though Lala 
does not mention why and where she wants to immigrate. 

10 Prior to the UN Human Rights Conference in Geneva in 1993, Asian states, including China, 
signed the “Bangkok Declaration,” problematizing the universality of human rights. See Jacobsen 
and Bruun (1-20); Hayot (3-35). 
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reasserting the specificity of the Chinese example in a global rethinking of human 

rights. 

 

(Im)Perfect Subjects 
 

We have examined the ways in which the workplace novel has served both the 

middle class and the nation-state to populate contemporary China with a labor force 

of white-collar workers ready to actualize the “rise of China.” The confluence of the 

middle class and the nation-state in the workplace novel’s variation on the 

Bildungsroman resolves the possible conflict between the individual and the state 

by synthesizing the economic interest of the two. The workplace novel, in that sense, 

parallels the story of individual progress with the narrative of nation building in 

post-socialist China, functioning as a social force that legitimizes a particular social 

class in favor of the nation’s economic development. Even though that parallel 

narrative mode successfully showcases China’s integration into the global economy 

over the last two decades, the narrative product of the workplace novel, the middle 

class in China, is surprisingly provincial rather than global. This provincialism, as I 

will argue in what follows, describes the middle class (the one that the workplace 

novel normalizes) as a particular kind of class (in contrast to those in the West) with 

a very specific educational trajectory. Examining that process of formation in both 

form and content suggests that it is precisely such a vision of development that 

makes China’s rise exceptional. 

When compared to a similar literary genre, the American rags-to-riches 

narrative, the workplace novel is also substantially preoccupied with material 

wealth. Although the rags-to-riches stories were produced in the late nineteenth 

century, a different historical moment of capitalist development from that of the 

workplace novel, they both articulate the formation of the middle class. The rags-to-

riches genre popularizes the American myths of social mobility and economic 

opportunity, underscoring the virtue of self-reliance (Nackenoff 3). That tradition, 

as Carol Nackenoff and Richard Weiss show, tells the stories of self-made heroes 

who achieve economic success and social mobility by virtues that include Horatio 

Alger’s original formula of “punctuality, loyalty, honesty, bookkeeping skills, 

penmanship, thrift” (Nackenoff 6). Material wealth and social mobility are narrated 

as rewards for good deeds.11 The linked relation between economic success and 

morality, as Weiss suggests, can be traced back to America’s “Protestant, middle-

                                                 
11 See Weiss (113-115); Nackenoff (1-54).  
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class civilization” (17), a thesis that he draws from Max Weber’s The Protestant 

Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. The moral guidance of Alger’s narratives 

preserve, as Nackenoff argues, the virtue that “ensure[s] the survival of the 

Republic,” namely “integrity, identity, independence, and freedom” (34). That is, 

the rags-to-riches novel considers self-improvement inseparable from economic 

mobility, and by teaching such moral values to a young generation, the novel 

preserves a collective identity.  

While the rags-to-riches genre construes morality as fundamental to the 

middle-class community, the workplace novel offers guidance that undermines the 

linked relation between virtue and economic success. The didactic materials in the 

workplace novel, except for business-related knowledge, are particularly designed 

to manage social relations in favor of economic self-interest. These so-called hidden 

rules encourage and naturalize behavior and characteristics of aggression, 

transgression, extortion, sabotage, plotting, dishonesty, betrayal, and 

mercilessness.12 The Circle and Trap trilogy begins with the protagonist, Hong Jun 

(Jim), failing to see through his business rivals’ tricks, with the consequence of 

losing a major client and his job. As the story unfolds, it becomes clear that Jim’s 

former co-worker and friend, Yu Wei, breaks their promise not to steal each other’s 

clients and deliberately sets Jim up. The world of the workplace novel, as the book 

title “Circle and Trap” explicitly suggests, is all about ensnaring and being caught. 

Hostility, calculation, and rational planning permeate all social relations in the 

workplace novel, making it almost impossible to build a meaningful social network. 

The world of the workplace novel is constructed such that the individual is 

positioned in an isolated society without a safety net.  

Comparing the workplace novel to the rags-to-riches narrative thus reveals a 

certain disjunction between the genres; here we need to expand our generic 

genealogy to include, beyond the Bildungsroman and the rags-to-riches story, the 

Chinese officialdom novel of the 1990s. The officialdom novel, which tells the 

story of Chinese cadres and bureaucratic politics, presents the same diegetic world 

as the workplace novel—a world without genuine attachment and human 

compassion. But the generic paradigm shifts from the exposure of corruption, which 

functions as a form of “social commentary,” to career-specific guidance that 

                                                 
12 These behaviors and characteristics are often shown in interpersonal relationships when it 

comes to competition, both in the workplace and in private life; the protagonists never break the 
law in workplace narratives.  
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instructs readers how to climb the government ladder (Kinkley 1). 13  The 

officialdom novel is thus generically interconnected with the workplace novel in its 

description of the disintegration of morality and sociality. The workplace novel’s 

descriptions of office politics and suggestions for manipulating interpersonal 

relationships mirror the narration of plotting and maneuvering one’s way to money 

and power in the officialdom novel, although the workplace novel is not explicitly 

filled with bureaucratic corruption, like bribery, embezzlement, and fraud.14 The 

formal similarity between the officialdom novel and workplace narratives can be 

seen in the storyline of the Lala tetralogy (i.e., fake pregnancy and embezzlement in 

SLP; fraudulent sales figures in Follow Your Heart) and the Circle and Trap trilogy 

(i.e., plotting to reach individual career goals). Rich Second Generation has the 

protagonist, Jiang Jiahao, marry the vice mayor’s daughter out of profit-making and 

political opportunism, rather than his Stanford sweetheart, Sophie. The resemblance 

between these genres, shown in their thematic treatments of social relations and 

politics, alludes to a particular philosophy—“Thick Black Theory” (厚黑學 hou hei 

xue)—developed in China in 1917. The theory, which emphasizes a “thick face” 

and “black heart,” argues that shamelessness and ruthlessness are necessary evils in 

the pursuit of power and success, subverting the underlying principles and practices 

of Confucian values. The workplace novel’s allusion to and incorporation of “Thick 

Black Theory” thus foreshows the personality development of China’s middle class.  

The workplace novel creates an alternative rite of passage for the emerging 

middle class through form. The deployment of the Bildungsroman, on the one hand, 

presumes the birth of China’s middle-class subjects, whose integration into the 

nation-state requires their relinquishment of old communities and social relations. 

Except for Rich Second Generation’s protagonists, almost all the characters of the 

workplace novels I examine live alone in China’s major cities. As global firms 

forbid office romance, intimate relationships in the workplace often turn into casual 

sex outside of marriage (e.g., Daisy and Wang Wei in SLP; Jim and Linda in Circle 

and Trap).The appropriation of the officialdom novel, on the other hand, positions 

individuals in a hostile and deceitful world that uproots newly-formed subjects. The 

emerging Chinese middle class, the workplace novel imagines, is not morally bound 

by the old Confucian ethics, nor is it culturally assimilated into the new global 

norms of equality, freedom, and democracy represented by global corporations. The 

                                                 
13 Lou Yonghua writes that the prototype of the workplace novel comes from the officialdom 

novel; see also Eberlein. On the history and development of the officialdom novel, see Kang; 
Zheng Guoyou; Sun; Zhao. 

14 On the relationship between workplace narratives and the officialdom novel, see Wang, Bin-
bin; Gao. 
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formal mixture registers and inscribes the particularity of Chinese middle-class 

subjects—an identity defined not by positivity but by negation.  

The workplace novel’s instrumental vision of personality development and 

social relations thus shows the degree to which the Chinese middle class, though it 

emerges in a global economic context, remains peculiarly local. Because the novel 

imagines global corporate culture as a means to strategically reform and discipline 

Chinese white-collar workers, thereby calibrating the development of modern 

economic subjects with that of the nation-state, values and norms shared by the 

“global” middle class, such as individuality, human rights, integrity, and freedom, 

are renegotiated. The workplace novel articulates these differences through the 

contradictions and conflicts between foreign managerial level personnel (often 

white) and local employees. In Circle and Trap, Yu Wei explains how he steals the 

big contract from his opponent, Jim, by tricking headquarters into approving a less 

profitable deal: “Hezhi [Yu’s client] and our company put on a show for those 

Americans in our headquarters,” meaning Yu negotiates the contract with Hezhi 

under the table and asks Hezhi to play along so that Yu’s American managers will 

not find out Yu’s ruse (Wang 52). What allows Yu to do so is the autonomy that the 

global firm authorizes to its employees; however, Yu appropriates that agency to 

advance his career regardless of the firm’s goals to maximize profits. The difference 

in the local practice of autonomy is further interpreted as differences in cultures 

when Jim and his Australian director talk about the competition, instead of 

collaboration, between the company’s local branches in China. Jim says: “to 

encourage Chinese people to coordinate, share, and be open with one another, when 

compared to people in other places, is relatively difficult. China is overpopulated 

with not enough resources, not even enough living space, and thus people always 

feel that if they do not fight and compete with others, they would lose their chances 

of living” (Wang 194). Jim’s explication of why the Chinese branches share a 

different office culture from that of the global headquarters highlights China’s 

ability to compete and adapt. Chinese white-collar workers are described as valued 

subjects of China’s economic modernization: they are individuated and 

individualistic in the sense that they make decisions and build interpersonal 

relationships by calculation, they believe in an equal opportunity of socioeconomic 

mobility and are responsible for their career development and lifestyle, and they 

take advantage of fair play so that they can be victors, not victims. That is, modern 

Chinese middle-class subjects are highly competitive, socially conforming, and 

efficient.  
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The novel’s vision thus evokes the early stereotypes of Chinese in American 

popular culture—the “yellow peril” and the “coolie”—though in the name of China, 

not “against” it. While the stories of Chinese invasion often figure the coolie’s 

body—monotonous, mechanical, and robotic—as a threat to America’s social, 

economic, and political integrity, the workplace novel imagines the domination of 

the world economy by a troop of culturally unassimilated, emotionally and morally 

unbounded middle-class subjects. Unlike their precursors, however, the imprint of 

“superiority” manifests not in the body of the Chinese coolies, but their mind. The 

Western managers in the workplace novel often express mistrust in their Chinese 

subordinates, such as DB China’s vice president for finance, Kebide, an American, 

who wants to implement a new rule to control cash flow in case the Chinese 

workers bribe potential clients. DB China’s president, Qi Haotian, an American-

educated Belgian, notices that “the Chinese employees often induce him to approve 

nonsensical budget plans” and learns to “distance himself from the local workers” 

(Li, SLP 218). In addition, “DB always likes to recruit foreigners to top 

management positions; they do not completely trust local people [in China]” (Li, 

Follow 304). The Chinese white-collar workers are construed as self-interested, 

deceitful, manipulative, and non-compliant, particularly in terms of the global 

firms’ Code of Business Conduct. Re-calibrated and re-programmed, Chinese 

white-collar workers in the workplace novel are properly equipped with the 

capitalist mentality to win the global competition at “home.”  

By imbricating the Bildungsroman and officialdom narratives, the workplace 

novel rewrites the Chinese relation to Western modernity. The revision of China’s 

domination in workplace narratives foretells the rise of China as an alienated form. 

The image of China and the Chinese subject as perpetually foreign registers the old 

idea of “Chinese learning for fundamental principles and Western learning for 

practical application” (中體西用 zhongti xiyong), an attitude toward modernity that 

prevailed at the turn of the twentieth century.15 The conception of Western learning 

and Westernization that the workplace novel proliferates, taking the Lala series as 

an example, is the idea that managerial skills and knowledge help facilitate 

individual social mobility in global firms to ensure the self-making of the Chinese 

middle class, as for instance in SMART criteria and SWOT analysis. Or as Marco 

Fumian has it, “[t]he rules and standards identified with an American corporation 

such as DB, in truth, are meant to represent the universal rules and standards of 

capitalism itself, rules that must also be transplanted into the Chinese economic 

                                                 
15 The idea was first proposed by Feng Guifen in 1861 and elaborated by Zhang Zhidong in 

1898.  
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practice in order to make it more rational, efficient, and competitive” (112). 

Articulating Western ideals of integrity, justice, and democracy as non-essential or 

irrelevant to China’s successful economic rise in workplace narratives “signal[s] 

that China would become ‘modern’ . . . by producing modernity through rather than 

against China’s cultural and historical heritage” (Hayot 211; ellipsis added). But 

here Chineseness is produced through a negation of Western norms and a violation 

of Confucian values. The disappearance of those cultural practices and intrinsic 

values creates an entity that is irreducibly strange and empty.16 

It is tempting to say that Chinese otherness, this time a self-inflicted image 

achieved through form, becomes the figure of Chinese modernity in the new 

millennium. The subtle rebuttal of Confucianism in relation to capitalism and 

market competition reveals a conflicting message at the heart of the rhetoric of 

China’s peaceful rise and the equally China-centric discourse of Asian values. 

While China has attempted to manage its international image with recourse to 

Confucianism, especially after the Tiananmen Square Incident, the representation of 

the middle-class subjects in the workplace novel contradicts the underlying 

assumption and promise of a peaceful rise. In the last two decades, the Chinese 

government has tried to assuage the anxiety about China’s economic development 

and its role in the new global order by emphasizing the win-win principles of 

“peace, development, and cooperation” (Guo 25). The rhetoric of China’s peaceful 

development, and the building of the nation’s soft power via Confucius Institutes 

and cultural revitalization in China’s foreign policy, as Xiaolin Guo argues, “serve 

the national interest of continued development” (44). The workplace novel’s 

propagation of the characteristics of “shamelessness” and “ruthlessness” as a means 

to conquer the capitalist economic system shows a crack in the projected image of a 

rightful and harmonious ascendency. At the same time, the novel’s representation of 

middle-class Chinese, their pragmatic attitude toward and implicit resistance to 

global norms, as well as their skewed office politics and interpersonal relationships, 

suggests the incongruity and incompatibility between Confucian values and 

capitalism.  

But such a reading is too simple. Such an articulation of Chinese otherness 

acquires a binary system—East and West, tradition and modernity—that falls short 

when the categories unceasingly reshape themselves. The foreignness of the 

Chinese middle class, both to a Western audience and Chinese people, shows how 

                                                 
16 The absence of intrinsic values, as Jason McGrath suggests in his discussion of the “loss” of 

humanistic spirit in post-socialist China, can be understood as a rupture of China’s market 
economy and its socialist past. 
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the birth of the middle class in China, real and fictional, is entrenched in an 

epistemological engine that wants to predict, define, and control the unknown and 

the becoming. Even though the workplace novel cannot imagine a subject formation 

that has not yet more or less been iterated, its articulation, at least, shows a clear 

awareness of the sociohistorical context in which it emerges. 

What the workplace novel can do is to trace and unfold power dynamics that 

underlie the “rise” of China. By negotiating and rewriting the conventions of the 

Bildungsroman, the workplace novel asks whether there is a universal definition of 

living a humane and sustainable life, proposing an alternative understanding of 

difference as something historical and cultural, rather than essential. The replication 

of the officialdom novel’s social networks and worldview, which so preoccupy the 

workplace novel, suggests a resistance to conceiving of Confucian tradition as a 

fixed and stagnant inheritance, and a refusal to comply with a certain ethnic 

stereotype.  

It is through contradiction and incongruity that the workplace novel imagines 

the possibility of a “global” middle class with “Chinese characteristics.” That 

incompatibility, which can be seen in the workplace genre’s imbrication of the 

Bildungsroman and the officialdom novel, shows how the becoming of the middle 

class is determined by the struggles between the personal and the national, the local 

and the global. While the Bildungsroman in the European tradition foregrounds 

individual psychological adjustment, the workplace novel focuses on behavioral 

changes and actions. In doing so, the workplace novel recaptures the intensity of 

China’s current economic modernity, in which individual mobility can only be 

achieved by investing in office politics and interpersonal competition. The pressure 

that workplace narratives impose on individuals points to a possible critique of a 

dysfunctional system or governmentality—a trope that the workplace novel clearly 

alludes to via the officialdom novel. It is in this later connection that we see how the 

disappearance of humanity in the workplace novel is, in fact, a structural problem 

rather than a personal or cultural disposition.  

 

The Shadow of Development 
 

The formal interlacing of the workplace novel is a figure of China’s rise. It 

registers the tension of China’s relations to the world, the West in particular, and 

renegotiates that intense encounter through a history of East-West perceptions. The 

novel’s formal engagement with the Bildungsroman suggests that the birth of the 

modern Chinese middle class, and of modern Chinese subject(s) in general, is 
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always, was, and will be, implicated in the Western paradigm of subject formation 

and modernity. But that historical embeddedness does not determine and overwrite 

the Chinese middle class. The connection to the officialdom novel points us to the 

narrative production of a particularly Chinese alternative to subject formation.  

The re-inscription of foreignness with Chinese characteristics does not 

confirm the assertion that there is something culturally or racially particular to the 

Chinese that enables or disenables the possibility of a Chinese modernity; rather, it 

registers a centuries-long discourse on the relation between culture and capitalism. 

Most explicitly articulated in Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 

Capitalism, the debate on the possibility of a cultural relation to industrialism and 

modernity presupposes the West as an origin. That premise creates a diachronic 

temporality, driving the West to look at pre-modern China to formulate its 

exceptional, differential development.17 “The Chinese lacked the central, religiously 

determined, and rational method of life which came from within and which was 

characteristic of the classical Puritan,” Weber writes in his historical account of the 

relation between religious belief and the rise of the spirit of capitalism (The 

Religion 243). The fixation on an “origin story” (or a backstory) and an 

understanding of the self through a relation to China (China as a figure, more than 

China as fact) in the Western perception of modernity presumes a notion of 

universality and precludes a future in which China becomes a peer or even an 

outstanding successor to capitalism (this latter of course constantly in a state of flux 

and transformation). The contemporary threat rhetoric of China’s “rise” in 

economic and political discourse registers the surprise and shock that such a future 

is not only conceivable but also palpable. 

The workplace novel matters here precisely because of its vision of a Chinese 

future. The education that the workplace novel provides for Chinese youth, from 

this perspective, describes both a relation to China and to the world (the world of 

Western dominance and capitalism in particular). The novel’s relentless desire to 

inscribe a notion of Chineseness upon the emerging middle class marks a 

representational resistance to the formal imperative of a universal, Eurocentric 

subject formation embedded in the Bildungsroman, subtly complicating and 

subverting the “model” birth of the modern subject in the nineteenth-century West. 

In so doing, the workplace novel unfolds its “reactive” position to Western 

hegemony, defending the “cultural integrity” of China’s emerging middle class 

(Chow 6). And yet the novel’s hybrid form makes it almost impossible to fantasize 

                                                 
17 Karl Marx’s notion of the Asiatic mode of production also evokes the dualism of pre-modern 

China and Western capitalism. 
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a world of “sinocentrism,” in which all kinds of boundaries remain fixed and 

uncrossed (Chow 6). Chineseness thus becomes an excess of power struggle that 

constantly realigns itself with the unorthodox, the marginalized. The spectacle of a 

“shameless” and “ruthless” Chinese middle class, a cultural appropriation of Li 

Zongwu’s 李宗吾 “Thick Black Theory,” refutes the birth of the modern Chinese 

subject as derivative on one hand; on the other, it tells a master narrative of origin 

where China becomes the new world dominant.  

The story of the origin of a new world power, the Chinese bourgeoisie, tells us 

something about the workplace novel’s relation to the (im)possibility of a Chinese 

future. If the novel’s resolution of a Chinese dominance is to propagate a type of 

middle-class person whose sociality is indefinitely defined by economic rationale 

and whose claims to individual freedom are consciously deferred, the workplace 

novel suggests that what post-socialist China prepares for us in the near future is 

global capitalism without humans. While the workplace novel manages the anxiety 

concerning China’s position in the geopolitics of a new world order through form, 

the novel’s vision of the emerging middle class points to a fissure in China’s 

narrative of ascendency. The contradiction between two conceptions of the Chinese 

middle class—one as “the human writ large,” a utopian construction of universal 

human values, and the other as “the real condition of the human in China” (Dai 

132-33)—rests on the impossible dream of individuality (humanity), shown in 

Lala’s enunciation of a shared desire among white-collar workers: to obtain 

economic freedom so as to “do whatever you want, and live freely” (Li, SLP 255). 

For the novel to push the birth of the middle class, it has to subjugate the universal 

ideal of individual freedom in all forms to economic development, making the 

middle class first a vehicle of nation-building and second a collection of human 

beings. This can be seen at the end of Li Ke’s tetralogy, where Lala discovers her 

red scarf and recalls her childhood dream of becoming a surgeon to save lives. This 

is when she has just achieved personal financial independence by signing a new 

work contract as a writer and business educator. She puts on her red scarf in front of 

a mirror, salutes, and sings, “We are the successors of the Communist Party . . . ! 

We are the successors of the Communist Party,” suggesting that her newfound 

economic achievement is in harmony with the Party’s goals (Li, Follow 324; 

ellipsis added). The subordination of the individual and the human to the nation-

state in the workplace novel substantiates Dai Jinhua’s argument that the new form 

of Chinese nationalism “cheers for the success of global capitalism in China” (147). 

And yet the dream, “I want to be human,” a utopian discourse that Dai elaborates as 

a key to understanding the tension between Chineseness and worldliness 
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(universality and humanity), loses its leverage in the process. Not only because in 

the novel “the human writ large” “mutates to underwrite the ‘person writ small’ as 

the ‘natural condition’ of human beings to desire profit and to avoid danger,” but 

also because “the human writ large” becomes obsolete in China’s present (Dai 133). 

That is to say, the workplace novel untangles China’s dream of modernity from its 

past “misrecognition” of a yearning for Westernization and its need to “prove” the 

humanity of the Chinese, and reconfigures a Chinese future in which China has 

modernization and modernity without the Western ideals of human rights and 

democracy.18 

What is new about this self-formation and self-narration of the middle class in 

the workplace novel is its double negation—it is neither Western nor Chinese (in 

the historical and cultural sense). The past, both the individual and national past, 

becomes irrelevant in the middle-class present and future. In addition to the novel’s 

negation of Chinese culture, Confucianism in particular, the disappearing past takes 

a specific form in narrative. The workplace novel deploys the trope of reinvention, 

creating a singular temporality in which the past is fully and irretrievably passed. 

We see how each protagonist reinvents a promising career path in business, trading 

with very little knowledge and resources at the beginning of the story, and finally 

achieving some sort of economic success. Such is the case of Du Lala, who begins 

her career in the global firm as a secretary without a college degree from a top 

university but eventually gets promoted to a manager’s position, and of Laokang (in 

The Poorest Young Man’s Diary), a laid-off worker who pays off his debts and 

makes his fortune.19 The disappointments and failures of the past—indicated by the 

protagonists’ need to reinvent a career path—are left unexplored in the narrative. 

The trope of reinvention not only recaptures the image of contemporary China as a 

land of opportunity, but also creates a worldview that brackets all kinds of past 

failure. Such a temporality orients the reader towards the present moment and the 

future it potentially contains. The disappearance of historicity (a conscious or semi-

conscious act of narration) is shown in the characters’ lack of history and 

psychological depth. Very little is known about Lala’s family or life before she 

                                                 
18 In her discussion of SLP, Leslie T. Chang writes that “[m]odernity is the book’s true theme,” 

and the story is about how Lala learns “to act like an American.” I agree that SLP is a book about 
modernity, as the novel’s adaptation of the Bildungsroman suggests. But I argue that the 
formation of Lala as a middle-class subject, or what the workplace novel does in general, is not 
about Americanization but about China’s modernity without Westernization.  

19 The trope of reinvention is also seen in Cui Liman’s Ups and Downs, Lu Qi’s Lurking in the 
Office, Zi Baihe’s A Post-80s Young Woman’s Work Diary, Fu Yao’s Win or Lose, and Wang 
Qiang’s Circle and Trap. 
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works for DB (it does not matter at all in the diegesis); the unspoken past has 

nothing to do with the characters’ present success. The negation or the absence of 

the past in the workplace novel thus detaches the birth of the modern Chinese 

middle-class subject from its historical and cultural preconditions. Without history 

(both history with a capital H, and personal and familial history), the middle class is 

neither culturally marked nor socially attached. It becomes an entity of its own, 

defined solely by its purchasing power.  

And so the Chinese are “inhuman” after all. The displacement of middle-class 

subjectivity by capital reroutes the traditional questions about Chinese humanity, 

familiar from anti-Chinese sentiment in the United States and the May Fourth 

Movement in China. The objectification of the middle class, in the form of wealth, 

property, and material goods, retells the story of the birth of a “global” middle class 

as “Chinese.” The contradiction in China’s going global by being local speaks to a 

centuries-long anxiety about China’s relation to the West and modernity. What 

differentiates modern China’s encounter with Western modernity in the late 

twentieth century from its experience in the 1910s and 1920s, as the workplace 

novel suggests, is China’s mastery of global capitalism, shown in its capacity to 

narratively—if not in actuality—produce a herd of docile and subjectless middle-

class beings who will sustain its upcoming dominance. The novel’s vision of the 

end of history, a neo-liberal future without humans, foreshadows the birth of the 

Chinese middle class as an apocalypse. In so doing, the workplace novel sheds light 

on its role as a critical force for the rethinking of global capitalism, not just in China, 

but everywhere.  
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