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Dying young: 
suicide or murder? 

άtŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Foxconn workers and 
workers like us,  

We who are called nongmingong,  
 rural migrant workers, in China ς  
The use of death is simply to testify that 

we were ever alive at all,  
and that while we lived, we had only 
ŘŜǎǇŀƛǊΦέ 

 
    A worker blog (after the άмнth jumpέ ƛƴ 

Foxconn, 26 May 2010)  
 



Can the safety nets really help save lives? 
Or even more depressing for the workers? 



Student interns at Foxconn   
a hidden segment of the 
new  Chinese working class 
 
²ƘƻΩǊŜ ǘƘŜȅΚ 
- vocational school students 
- completed 9 years of education 
- 3-year vocational high school  
 
(Source: Photo by Jenny Chan on 
3 March 2011, Chengdu, 
provincial city of Sichuan, 
southwest China)   
 
 
 
 
 
 



Intern labor in Chinese industries 
How many? In number and percentage  

ÅElectronics Industry 

Foxconn: 15% of 1,000,000 workers (in summer 2010)  

¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴǎƘƛǇ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ 

(Source: Foxconn press statement, 11 October 2010) 

ÅAutomobile Industry 

- A state-owned auto plant: 50% of 18,000 workers 

(Source: Lu Zhang, 2008, 2011) 

- A Honda supplier: 70% of 1,800 workers 

(Source: Florian Butollo and Tobias ten Brink, 2012) 



Multi -university research group: 
Global production regime, global labor politics 
A case study of Foxconn (June 2010-present)  

 
 

ÅStudents and faculty from Hong Kong, mainland China, 
Taiwan, the US, and the UK 
ÅLiterature review: sociology of labor, class, political 

economy, collective actions, globalization    
ÅFieldwork in China: interviews, questionnaires, videos, 

poems, songs, worker micro-blogs 
ÅThesis writing in progress: How do global IT capital and the 
ǎǘŀǘŜ ǎƘŀǇŜ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊȅ ǊŜƎƛƳŜ ƛƴ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŜȄǇƻǊǘ-oriented 
electronics industry? 
ÅSeparate Dreams: Apple, Foxconn and a New Generation of 

Chinese Workers (PUN Ngai, Jenny CHAN and Mark SELDEN, 
a book manuscript under preparation) 
 
 



Å1974, headquarters in Taiwan: Hon Hai Precision 
Industry Company 

ÅFoxconnΣ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘŜ ƴŀƳŜΥ άŦƻȄ-ƭƛƪŜέ ƘƛƎƘ ǎǇŜŜŘ 
production of electronic connectors 

ÅProduct diversification: iPhones, iPods, iPads, 
Macs, e-book readers  

Å2012: Fortune Global 500, ranked 43rd  

ÅGlobal production facilities in China, the US, Brazil, 
Japan, India, Indonesia, Vietnam, the Czech 
Republic, St. Petersburg, and other countries 

Å1.4 million labor force in China alone 

¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƻƴƛŎǎ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜǊ 



Foxconn 
China 

industrial 
empire 

 

/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ 
largest 

exporter 
since 
2002  

 
 

 
 

(Source: 
Foxconn 
company 
data) 



FoxconnΥ άǘƘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƻƴƛŎ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘέ 

In 2012, 40% of CƻȄŎƻƴƴΩǎ revenue is from Apple 

(Source: field research data; The Economist, 21 Mar 2012) 

 

http://www.hp.com/hpinfo/globalcitizenship/environment/supplychain/ser_program.html
http://supplier2.intel.com/ehs/materials.htm
http://www-03.ibm.com/procurement/proweb.nsf/ContentDocsByTitle/United+States~Supply+chain+social+responsibility
http://www.motorola.com/seamless_mobility/default.htm


Buyer-driven 
supply chain 

 
Apple 

distribution of 
value for the 
iPhone 
  

 Source: adapted 

from Kenneth L. 

Kraemer, Greg 

Linden and Jason 

Dedrick (2011: 5). 



άLƴǘŜǊƴǎέ ς labor for free? labor for cheap? 
Deprivation of a decent education and labor rights 

  
  

 

Å Between 1 and 2 million interns in the 
US (Perlin, 2011): shuttle coffee, make 
copies, and perform vital functions 
 

Å In China: about 7 to 10+ million student 
ƛƴǘŜǊƴǎ ό/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ wŜŦƻǊƳ ŀƴŘ 
Development Report, 2010-2020) 
- Institutionalized internships: key agents 
of local states and schools, from labor 
recruitment to retention 
- Our main argument: the use of interns in 
capital accumulation 
- Research implications: widening income 
equality, social injustice, and class 
conflicts 



Legal rights of student interns in China 

ÅThe 2007 Regulations on the Management of 
±ƻŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ {ŎƘƻƻƭ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘ LƴǘŜǊƴǎƘƛǇ ό/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ 
Ministries of Education and Finance) 

- Goal: learning on the job 

-  Final-year internship under guidance 

- Employers are required to pay interns for their labor 

- Working hours: 8-hour day (night-shift and overtime 
work not permitted)  

- Work-related insurance as agreed by schools, work 
ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ 

 



Interns are not employees in China 
 - Paid internships but local minimum wages is not 

applicable for interns 

- No labor contracts 

- No government-administered  insurance (8% 
medical insurance, pensions, maternity benefits, 
work injury compensations; 5% housing provident 
funds) 

- No trade union membership 

- No access to labor disputes arbitration as interns 
ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƭŜƎŀƭƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ άƭŀōƻǊŜǊǎέ  



άǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎέ 

ÅThe disconnect between school studies and internships: 
ǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƳŀƧƻǊ  

ÅTiming of internships: interns as flexible, disposable 
workers 

ÅDuration of internships: for terms between 3 months and 
a year, subject to extension as production requires  

ÅExcessive overtime: a long working day, 6-7 days a week, 
day and night shifts) 

ÅCheapness: the lowest-paid workers at Foxconn (no pay 
raise, end-of-year bonus, subsidies, insurance benefits, 
and severance compensation)  

ÅPowerlessness: for-credit internship, no freedom of 
resignation 



In the name of promoting school-business cooperation:  
the provincial education department directs students to 

intern at Foxconn 
(Source: Yangcheng Evening News, 7 Dec 2011)  

 



 

The social organization of a student labor system  
The role of local governments in labor recruitment  

 1. Education Department: ƳŜŜǘǎ ǘƘŜ άǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƭŀōƻǊ 
ǉǳƻǘŀέ ŀǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŜŘ ōȅ Foxconn (and other investors)  

2. Finance Department: provides grants to schools that 
meet the goal  

3. Public Security Department: checks job ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀƴǘǎΩ 
background 

4. Transportation Department: assures appropriate 
transport capacity and safety  

5. Health Department: completes pre-employment 
physical examinations  

6. Other departments perform their administrative duties 
in support of human resources recruitment  

 



Schools as labor subcontractors 
Teachers as factory supervisors 

ÅTeachers: students ratio at 1: 50 

ÅTeachers are dispatched to Foxconn factories 
throughout the internship 

ÅFoxconn pays the teachers to co-supervise the 
interning students: the teachers receive two 
paychecks 

ÅTeachers report duty 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. to monitor 
the work attendance of their students 

ÅTeachers Ŏŀƴ ǊŜŀŎǘ ǎǿƛŦǘƭȅ ǘƻ ŎŀǎŜǎ ƻŦ άƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅέ  

 



Interns as assembly-line workers 

άCǊƻƳ Řŀȅ ƻƴŜΣ L ǿŀǎ ǘƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴǘŜŘ ŎƛǊŎǳƛǘ 
board line attaching components to the iPad 
back-casing. It requires no skills or prior 
ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦέ  

ς Siying, 18, majoring in textile 



Monotonous work; no dedicated training 

ά/ƻƳŜ ƻƴΣ ǿƘŀǘ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿŜΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ 
standing for more than ten hours a day 
ƳŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴŜΚ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƴ 
ƛƴǘŜǊƴǎƘƛǇΚ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ 
study in school. Every day is just a repetition 
ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ƻǊ ǘǿƻ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ƳƻǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǊƻōƻǘΦέ 

- Li, 17, majoring in construction  

 



Health and safety problems 

ÅάL ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ƳŜƴǎǘǊǳŀƭ 
periods, but this time my period was delayed 
ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǿŜŜƪ ƛƴ hŎǘƻōŜǊΦ L ǿŀǎ ŦǊƛƎƘǘŜƴŜŘΦΧ 
At school, we only have six classes a day, and I got 
good rest. But here [at Foxconnϐ ƛǘΩǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΥ ǿŜ 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōǊŜŀƪǎ ǿƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ ǿŜΩǊŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎΦ !ƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƻ 
Ƴȅ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΦέ 

- Meiyi, 16, majoring in music 

 



Student anger and frustration 

ά¦ƴŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘƭȅΣ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊƴ ŀǘ 
FoxconnΧΦ L ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘǊŜŀƳΣ ōǳǘ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘƭȅ ǘŜŀǊ 
apart my dreams; like a miserable painter, 
ǘŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǳǇ Ƴȅ ŘǊŀŦǘ ǎƪŜǘŎƘŜǎΦέ  

ς Lintong, 16, majoring in arts 



!ǘ ŀƎŜ мпΥ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴǎ 

ά²Ŝ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭŜ ǾƛŘŜƻ ƎŀƳŜǇŀŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴŜΣ ǿƻǊƪ 
ƻǾŜǊǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ Řƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀǎ ŀŘǳƭǘǎΦ ²ŜΩǊŜ 
ŜȄƘŀǳǎǘŜŘΦέ 

ς a student intern born in December 1997 

ÅChild-labor: 56 underage student workers at a 
Foxconn factory in September 2012  

 

 

 

 



Conclusion: Opportunities for changing the  
global production regime 

 
- Class struggle is a historical process 

- Foxconn workers ς totally 1.4 million in China 
alone ς are emboldened by media exposure of 
ά!ǇǇƭŜ ǎǿŜŀǘǎƘƻǇǎέ ǘƻ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜ ŀǘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 
moments 

- Possibilities for student workers and migrant 
workers to coordinate collective actions 

- Students and educators demand our universities 
to pressure technology giants (such as Apple) to 
ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǊǎ  

 



The Truth of the Apple iPad Behind Foxconn's Lies 

Students and Scholars Against Corporate Misbehavior 
Hong Kong (June 2011, available at Youtube)  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V3YFGixp9Jw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V3YFGixp9Jw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V3YFGixp9Jw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V3YFGixp9Jw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V3YFGixp9Jw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V3YFGixp9Jw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V3YFGixp9Jw


 

(Apple Store, Hong Kong) 

Thank you! 
 

Jenny Chan 
wlchan_cuhk@yahoo.com  


