
Labor Games: Youth, Work, and Politics in East Asia

Gabriella Lukacs

In Fukusaku Kinji’s film Battle Royale, Kitano, the schoolteacher turned 
boot camp supervisor, begins his speech to welcome a group of middle- 
school graduates to the BR Camp by stating, “It is because of you that this 
country is going down the drain.” The BR Act, he reasons, was passed 
to combat the mounting disorder and lack of discipline in schools. It was 
designed to make young people realize that their irresponsible behavior 
will bear consequences. We learn that Battle Royale is a three- day program 
in which the participants will hunt and kill each other until only one of 
them remains alive. The rules are strict; if the participants disobey them, 
their electronic neck collars will detonate. Further, if no one dies within 
any twenty- four- hour period, every collar will detonate simultaneously. 
Each student receives a backpack with food, water, a map, a compass, and 
a randomly selected object to use as a weapon. The fortunate ones receive a 
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firearm, a knife, or a toxic chemical agent. The less fortunate ones, however, 
only go to the battlefield with binoculars, coat hangers, and paper fans.

Battle Royale (2000) has received critical acclaim worldwide. In Japan, it 
has become one of the ten highest- grossing films. The film’s engagement 
with youth bashing touched a raw nerve in recessionary Japan, where pun-
dits relentlessly called young people spoiled and lazy, blaming them for 
Japan’s economic woes. The film resonated with young people’s experiences 
of the shifting expectations toward them. Certainly, young viewers did 
not see the film as science fiction disconnected from their everyday lives. 
Rather, they felt that the film bluntly spelled out what they were increas-
ingly expected to do: to “battle it out” in conditions in which they were not 
equipped to win or even to survive.1 The film relies on military imagery to 
describe the cruelty of a neoliberal labor market that allows individuals only 
two options: win or lose. Ann Anagnost observes that the military imag-
ery Battle Royale evokes is not unique to Japan. In this imagery, Anagnost 
argues, personal futures are intimately intertwined with national ones. It 
is not only individuals who fight for survival. “These military metaphors,” 
she writes, “resonate with the resurgence of hypernationalism in which the 
nation is seen as engaged in a Darwinian struggle for survival.”2

The economic recession (1990 – 98) and financial crisis (1997 – 98) have led 
to broad- scale market liberalization in East Asia. One effect of the economic 
deregulation that has unfolded with striking similarity across the region is 
the disenfranchisement of youth in the realm of labor. This issue investi-
gates the labor crisis of youth and its predominant manifestations — youth 
unemployment and underemployment. The essays collected for this issue 
examine these phenomena not as social anomalies but as the new faces of 
labor for youth. This collection of essays conceptualizes the labor crisis of 
youth as emblematic of a global crisis in capitalism. We examine how the 
politics of youth unemployment and underemployment emerge in China, 
Japan, and South Korea in ways that are connected to each other. A key 
point of connection is that these three countries have mobilized (and dis-
enfranchised) their young demographics in their transitions from a devel-
opmental state model of economic growth toward a neoliberal model of 
economic management and governance. The essays collected for this issue 
highlight that China, Japan, and South Korea gamble with the future of 
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their younger population in order to secure their country’s place in neo-
liberal globalization.3 Put differently, neoliberal states in East Asia discon-
nect national futures from personal ones. They are struggling to maintain 
their economic competitiveness while closing off paths for their young to 
secure their own futures.4

Developmental States in East Asia

A key point of connection among these countries is that they all adopted 
developmental state models in the early postwar period. Chalmers Johnson 
argues that while most states regulate their economies by protecting their 
citizens from the failures and excesses of the market, the developmental state 
more directly intervenes in the economy by designing and implementing 
industrial policies to secure long- term economic growth.5 Johnson claims 
that a form of economic nationalism underwrites the operation of the devel-
opmental state. In this context, economic nationalism justifies state interven-
tion in the economy as a necessary means to combat Western imperialism.6 
Johnson’s theory does not juxtapose industrial policy to market forces. By 
analyzing the development and operation of a capitalist planned economy, 
Johnson aims to problematize an all too common contrast between capitalist 
and socialist economies. He writes, “Industrial policy is not an alternative 
to the market but what the state does when it intentionally alters incentives 
within markets in order to influence the behavior of civilian producers, con-
sumers, and investors.”7 Japan, South Korea, and China are all successful 
examples of the developmental state. Japan established itself as the second- 
largest economy of the world by 1978; it held this position until 2010 when 
China eclipsed it. Presently, China is the second, Japan is the third, and 
South Korea is the fifteenth largest economy in the world.8

Between the early 1950s and the late 1970s, Japan’s gross national product 
(GNP) grew significantly faster than the GNPs of other OECD (Organi-
zation for Economic Cooperation and Development) countries, prompting 
Chalmers Johnson to call Japan a “miracle modernizer.”9 Johnson described 
Japan’s developmental state as an apparatus led by the Ministry of Interna-
tional Trade and Industry (MITI). MITI governed the Japanese economy by 
designing economic plans, coordinating the private sector via tax breaks and 
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government loans, controlling resistance from consumers and workers, and 
protecting the national economy from transnational capital.10 MITI secured 
spectacular growth rates until the mid- 1970s, when the oil shock and the 
rigidity of long- term and large- scale capital investments started slowing 
down economic growth in Japan. This slowdown was part of a broader cri-
sis in capital accumulation that swept through the globe in the same period. 
David Harvey theorized the response to the unfolding global crisis as a 
shift from a Fordist to a post- Fordist mode of production.11 Fordism — the 
mass production of standardized commodities to satisfy predictable mass 
demands — was unable to maintain economic growth. Post- Fordism, by 
contrast, emphasizes the importance of communication between supply and 
demand.12

In Japan, MITI responded to the economic slowdown by introducing 
post- Fordist (Toyotist) flexibility into the economy. Policy makers called 
these structural adjustments “informatization.”13 Informatization provided a 
new vocabulary of rationality for MITI to embark on the project of privatiz-
ing uncompetitive public corporations. Informatization, however, was only 
a temporary fix. By the late 1980s, economic growth had faltered, and the 
burst of a speculative asset bubble between 1986 and 1991 pushed the coun-
try into a long recession.14 The institutions that safeguarded the high- speed 
economic growth (high growth) period — the developmental state, large 
corporations (keiretsu),15 and the system of lifetime employment — started 
to crumble. The government was under growing pressure to further the 
deregulation of the national economy, including the domestic labor mar-
ket. Steven Vogel argues that although Japanese corporations were under 
mounting pressure to slim down their workforce and replace their system of 
lifetime employment with a system of merit- based pay, they did not aban-
don the postwar labor contract.16 This is true. While corporations tried to 
preserve the system of lifetime employment for their older employees, the 
prolonged recession forced them to hire new employees on flexible contracts 
if they were not forced to freeze hiring altogether. The situation in South 
Korea was very similar to that of Japan.

The South Korean developmental state evolved in the context of a military 
dictatorship between 1960 and 1987. The succeeding civilian regimes pre-
served the country’s capitalist planned economy until the Asian financial cri-
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sis in 1997.17 During the postwar period, the South Korean state secured pros-
perity by drawing on an export- oriented growth model, the pillars of which 
were the large corporations (chaebol). Government loans were indispensable 
to help chaebols develop into corporations able to compete on the global mar-
ket.18 The chaebols, similar to the Japanese keiretsu, offered occupational 
stability. Meredith Woo- Cumings describes the Hyundai Corporation —  
an epitome of the chaebol — as follows: “A Hyundai employee typically 
drives a Hyundai car, lives in a Hyundai apartment, gets his mortgage from 
Hyundai credit, receives health care at a Hyundai hospital, sends his kids 
to school on Hyundai loans or scholarships, and eats his meals at Hyundai 
cafeterias.”19 While the developmental state controlled the chaebols through 
loans, the sheer size of the chaebols gave them leverage against the state. 
Since the bankruptcy of a chaebol would have caused severe social turmoil, 
the state continued to bail out unprofitable chaebols.20 In turn, it was pre-
cisely this form of government backing that allowed the chaebols to offer 
lifetime employment.

From the late 1980s, the economic growth rate started slowing down; 
from 1988, the civilian governments began opening the country to foreign 
capital investment. However, when the Asian financial crisis drove foreign 
investors to withdraw their financial investments from South Korea, the 
country had no other option than to sign an agreement with the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) in 1997. As a condition of receiving the IMF 
bailout funds, the Kim Dae Jung government agreed to make structural 
adjustments to the country’s industrial and financial systems. The adjust-
ments resulted in a sharp increase in the unemployment rate from 2.5 per-
cent to 7 – 8 percent in 1998 – 99; this statistic did not include homemakers 
and unemployed young people who continued seeking employment. The 
Kim Dae Jung government adopted a more flexible postdevelopmental 
state that favored mediation among economic, social, and political forces as 
opposed to direct intervention in the economy.

In China’s postwar history, the state- owned enterprises (SOEs) provided 
lifetime employment. Mao Zedong adopted the Soviet model of economic 
development, which was based on the collectivization of agricultural and 
industrial production. The growth of the Chinese economy was slow dur-
ing the Maoist period,21 but it reached 9.5 percent by the end of 1979 after 
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Deng Xiaoping began reforming the economy in 1978.22 The growth rate 
remained around 9 percent until 2010. Deng followed in the footsteps of 
Japan and South Korea in adopting an export- driven growth model but, 
unlike the Japanese and South Korean models, Deng’s model heavily relied 
on foreign direct investment (FDI).23 However, FDI was much more dif-
ficult to harness in the interest of long- term and even economic develop-
ment.24 Pun Ngai argues that Deng’s developmental state model aimed to 
create a competitive advantage to attract FDI by offering an inexpensive 
and nonunionized labor force in the production of which the Chinese state 
participated by maintaining the rural- urban disparity.25 Unlike the devel-
opmental states of Japan and South Korea, Deng’s developmental state 
designed plans to enhance economic growth that capitalized on social 
inequalities. Although China is the second- largest economy of the world, 
the Chinese per capita gross national income is ranked 113th in the world.26

Japan and South Korea, on the other hand, were able to secure high eco-
nomic growth rates while maintaining high levels of social equality. The 
social formation, scholars called “mass middle- class society” in the context of 
Japan,27 was a result of the state’s heavy investment in human capital devel-
opment.28 Japan maintained high levels of social equality until the burst of 
its asset bubble in 1986, while South Korea secured nearly full employment 
until the IMF bailout in 1997. Lastly, although the transformation of China 
into a classless society was a key element in Mao’s philosophy of governance, 
inefficient economic management prevented Mao from translating this ideal 
into reality. The rural- urban disparity in China survived both Mao’s and 
Deng’s developmental states. 

In the past two decades the systems of lifetime employment have been 
breaking down throughout East Asia. During the 2000s, Japan, South 
Korea, and China all experienced high levels of unemployment, permanent 
underemployment, and persistent erosion in job security — trends that have 
affected young people in these countries more harshly than they affected 
other demographics.
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From Developmental to Neoliberal States and Labor Regimes

In the past decade, all three countries shifted from developmental to neolib-
eral forms of social and economic management. Unlike the developmental 
state that, at least initially, was wedded to the provision of employment secu-
rity in all three countries, the neoliberal state adopts the principles of flexible 
accumulation and draws on workers who are able to adapt to mobile and 
precarious work conditions.29 The neoliberal state incorporates youth in its 
growth strategies because young people — especially the unmarried and the 
childless — ideally satisfy the demands for labor flexibility and mobility. As 
volatile economies increasingly draw on youth to satisfy their ever- growing 
demand for a flexible workforce, the category of youth expands; determin-
ing its meaning becomes increasingly more challenging. Several essays in 
this issue highlight the difficulties of defining what age demographic cor-
responds to the category of youth. Pierre Bourdieu has suggested that the 
essence of neoliberalism is a wholesale dismissal of the past as a repertory 
of experiences that have lost value.30 The notion of youth has its own com-
plex historical genealogies in Japan, South Korea, and China. Yet, this issue 
builds upon the following key assumption: these particular histories are no 
longer relevant to defining what demographic groups the notion of youth 
designates, for neoliberal economies capitalize on youth as a blank slate. 

As Cho Hae- joang highlights in her essay, the category of youth encom-
passes several generations in contemporary South Korea. In other words, 
what makes it difficult to define the concept of youth in South Korea is 
that people in their thirties and forties perceive themselves as youth because 
they rebelled against the past rigidities of the developmental social contract 
from which neoliberal governments promised to liberate them. Yet, people 
in their thirties and forties also identify as youth because of their inability 
to attain full adulthood by securing long- term employment in the current 
condition of perpetual economic crisis. By dismissing the past and cancel-
ling the future, neoliberalism traps youth in a state of eternal temporality.

Not only do neoliberal states exploit their young as a source of flexible 
and inexpensive labor but also they capitalize on their youth as a source 
of energy, vitality, and inspiration to identify new opportunities for value 
extraction. A key point to stress is that flexibility, mobility, creativity, inno-
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vation, horizontal organization, and appreciation of fast- changing fashions 
are values that flexible accumulation and youth culture share. The paradig-
matic labor subjectivity of the Fordist era was the “organization man” (in 
Japan, the salaryman), whose status was commensurate with his work expe-
rience.31 By contrast, the driving force of neoliberal economies is youth — a 
segment of the population uniquely capable of accommodating the demand 
for organizational flexibility and mobility.32 In China, for instance, where 
the state promotes urban development and assigns low priority to develop-
mental projects in rural areas, the countryside remains a place where “youth 
can no longer find a path to the future.”33 As such, the Chinese state facili-
tates the migration of young people from rural areas in pursuit of feasible 
personhoods, since only the urban centers offer opportunities to young peo-
ple for self- development and self- determination. In Japan, the ideological 
struggles fought over the freeter phenomenon played a crucial role in tight-
ening the link between young people and flexible work regimes.34 Unlike 
in China, where the demand for mobility required long- distance relocation 
for individuals in search of employment, the new expectation for youth in 
Japan and South Korea to embrace mobility meant that the mainstreaming 
of nonstandard employment forced young workers to move (or to always be 
ready to move) from one short- term job to another. In the processes of capi-
talizing on the structural flexibility of youth, East Asian governments are 
effectively locking young people into a state of perpetual mobility.

While the characteristic Fordist corporations of the developmental era 
rewarded seniority, neoliberal economies embrace youthfulness and inex-
perience as key organizational principles. Corporations in neoliberal econo-
mies strive to be weightless or, at least, as lean as possible. They operate as 
ever- expanding networks of subcontractors that coordinate a flexible work-
force. This workforce is expected to stay youthful in attitude by being adapt-
able, flexible, and willing to share in the risks volatile markets force their 
employers to take. Unlike the Fordist system of accumulation in the devel-
opmental era that rewarded established qualifications and work experience, 
network- style work organization rewards the willingness of workers to con-
tinue learning new skills throughout their working lives. Luc Boltanski and 
Eve Chiapello claim that in the context of white- collar work, the project —  
a predominant means of learning in the context of school — becomes cen-
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tral to the world of work. By organizing work as a series of projects, the 
workplace becomes an extension of school. The natural desire to complete a 
project not only adds meaning to work but also enables employers to exter-
nalize management costs.35 As the continuity between the school and work-
place becomes more seamless, projects become more appealing to workers 
because they are presented as opportunities for workers to learn new skills. 
Although network style management does not offer job security, it enables 
workers to project themselves into the future by allowing them to develop 
new skills that will improve their employability. This blurring of the line 
between the experiences of school and work is not limited to white- collar 
work. As the essay by Pun Ngai and Anita Koo in this issue points out, 
blue- collar workers employed on temporary contracts are also forced to con-
tinuously learn new skills and acquire new qualifications.

Young people are increasingly expected to complete unpaid or underpaid 
internship programs before they enter the job market. While employers tap 
these programs as sources of inexpensive labor, these programs are pro-
moted to young people as ways to enhance their employability. At the same 
time, internship programs are also replacing earlier practices of on- the- 
 job training. Although employers expect their employees to continually 
develop their skills, they are reluctant to cover the expenses of skill devel-
opment. Instead, employees are expected to assume responsibility for these 
expenses as part of their résumé- building projects. Pun Ngai and Anita 
Koo in “A ‘World- Class’ (Labor) Camp/us” provide insight on the ways in 
which new vocational schooling in China operates in the guise of training 
and skill development. This article, which resonates with those by myself 
(“The Labor of Cute”), Xia Zhang (“One Life for Sale”), and Mark Driscoll 
(“Hyperneoliberalism”), reveals how neoliberal economies are making the 
worker’s subjectivity a privileged source of accumulation. All four articles 
showcase how employability is becoming contingent on the worker’s will-
ingness to pay for his/her own exploitation. They also demonstrate that the 
very desire to attain meaningful work becomes a highly efficient apparatus 
of capture.

This collection of essays examines three facets of labor market deregu-
lation and the impact of this deregulation on youth in East Asia. First, it 
explores the dead- ending of the human capital regime. Pun and Koo (“A 
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‘World- Class’ [Labor] Camp/us”), Cho (“The Spec Generation Who Can’t 
Say ‘No’ ”), and Michael Fisch (“ ‘Days of Love and Labor’ ”) investigate why 
the human capital argument for national development has failed to deliver 
on its promise. These chapters analyze the current labor crisis of youth as 
a prominent effect of the failure of the developmental model to secure eco-
nomic growth and produce affluent societies that would be sustainable. Sec-
ond, the two articles by Zhang and myself explore how emotional labor and 
affective labor have become new frontiers of capital accumulation. These 
articles analyze the rise of affective labor in the hierarchy of laboring forms 
as a temporary fix to the crisis of the human capital regime and to the labor 
crisis of youth. Lastly, the issue aims to infuse fresh blood into scholarly 
discussions of how young people experiment with new forms of political 
expression and alternative modes of living in response to shifting modes of 
exploitation. Jennifer Jihye Chun and Ju Hui Judy Han’s “Living and Work-
ing as Temporary Sojourners” and Mark Driscoll’s “Hyperneoliberalism: 
Youth, Labor, and Militant Mice in Japan” tackle the issues.

The Dead- Ending of the Human Capital Regime

Human capital, a theory developed in the 1960s, aims to assess the rela-
tionship between education and employability in the context of high eco-
nomic growth. Gary Becker, a principal proponent of the theory, claims 
that individuals can increase their human capital through investment in 
education and training.36 When heavy industries drove economic growth, 
the system of human capital development was used to regulate access to 
the benefits of growth. By contrast, the knowledge-  and innovation- 
driven growth model utilizes human capital to expand and diversify the 
sources of economic growth. Michel Feher suggests that “the neoliberal 
art of government is precisely about playing the human capital market, 
about betting for or against certain behaviors, sentiments, and lifestyles 
to shape the portfolios of conducts that the governed are taken to be.”37 
Neoliberal states link a reduction in welfare services and security sys-
tems to the increasing call for personal responsibility.38 In the context of 
this politico- economic rationality, human capital builds on the assumption 
that education and training are not the only — and not even the primary —  
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means to increase one’s human capital. Rather, every experience contributes 
to increasing or decreasing the value of an individual’s human capital. The 
neoliberal notion of human capital includes factors that individuals inherit 
(genetic background), things that happen to them (social background, par-
ents’ investment in children), physical capital (diet, sports), and psychological 
capital (mental health).

Individuals can never be certain what experiences increase and what 
experiences decrease their human capital. In other words, the relationship 
between individuals and their human capital becomes speculative. Because 
human capital is a process, not a project that can be completed, the goal of 
individuals is not to simply maximize the returns on their investments but 
rather to continue increasing the stock value of their human capital.39 In this 
formulation, human capital has lost its capacity to connect past, present, and 
future in a linear narrative of development. Although investment in human 
capital no longer guarantees social upward mobility, neoliberal states pro-
mote human capital development as they recognize in it the means through 
which individuals are able to project themselves into the future in the face 
of rapidly eroding systems of security.

As a never- ending process of self- development, this new formulation of 
human capital ideally serves the interests of employers who favor workers 
willing to learn ever- newer skills, even though both the employers and work-
ers are fully aware that the shelf life of those skills is increasingly shorter. To 
recapitulate, more investment in human capital may or may not increase the 
chances of individuals for employability. In the absence of social, political, 
and economic systems of security, the human capital regime cannot promise 
any guaranteed returns on any investment. Anne Allison argues for Japan, 
“Without steady employment, fewer youth are marrying, having children, 
or leaving parental homes. Moving from job to job and getting stuck in time 
without the means to become ‘adults,’ youth are futureless — a state they also 
get blamed for.”40 Similarly, Ann Anagnost writes the following: 

This vision of never- ending self- development would seem to capitalize on 
the energies and resilience of youth, while refusing to acknowledge the 
gradual erosion of life and spirit by the stresses of constantly having to 
remake oneself. Workers become terrorized by the specter of redundancy 
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when their labor power will no longer be of any “use to society.” Over the 
course of a lifetime, it becomes harder to maintain a forward- moving life- 
building project when one’s embodied value is constantly being negated.41

Neoliberal economies exclude young people from systems of job security 
in ever- growing numbers. The question of “use to society” illuminates the 
contradictions these young people face. Robert Castel notes that the domi-
nant model of socially recognized work still refers to wage employment that 
comes with a career structure, rights, and benefits.42 Put differently, rec-
ognized position in society — what Castel calls “social citizenship” — is still 
contingent on one’s ability to obtain wage work. Cho Hae- joang’s “The Spec 
Generation Who Can’t Say ‘No’ ” illustrates that when young people cannot 
attain wage employment, they think of themselves — and believe others per-
ceive them — as “surplus” human beings who are of no use to society. How-
ever, these young people are instrumental to ensuring the flexibility of the 
economy, for they constitute a labor reserve that can flexibly be engaged and 
disengaged as market demands fluctuate. Yet, as many of these young peo-
ple postpone having their own families, their contribution to social repro-
duction and, by extension, their use to society is questioned. As Zhang in 
“One Life for Sale” and I in “The Labor of Cute” show, it is this particular 
contradiction that prompts young people to turn to affective labor — a form 
of labor that produces not only intangible commodities but also life itself.43 
Young people seek in this form of labor an alternative to wage employment 
that could potentially open access for them to social citizenship.

This issue includes an essay by Pun Ngai and Anita Koo that describes 
how the school system in China responds to the neoliberal idea of human 
capital development. The essay highlights that the human capital regime 
fails its promise of social upward mobility, thereby widening the gap 
between young people’s desires and their realities. The more qualifications 
young people attain, the less they are willing to settle for underpaid and 
exploitative factory work. At the same time, work they would find meaning-
ful is decreasingly available, even to young people with educational creden-
tials beyond the level of compulsory education. For Japan, my essay high-
lights a pervasive sense of uncertainty among Japanese youth that emerged 
from the inability of the liberal notion of human capital development to 
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serve a neoliberal model of social engineering and economic management. 
In this issue, Cho Hae- joang demonstrates that in South Korea the crisis of 
the human capital regime, epitomized by the escalating demand for youth 
to acquire ever- newer skills, has generated a ruthless competition that begins 
as soon as children enter the school system. She shows how the mobilization 
of mothers to the cause of managing this competition ends up catalyzing 
the privatization of education. At the same time, by exploring how South 
Korean youth go as far as to take on highly precarious forms of employment 
in North America in order to learn English, Jennifer Jihye Chun and Ju 
Hui Judy Han provide insight into the excesses of the human capital regime.

The departure point for Pun and Koo’s essay is the proposition that the 
Chinese state attracts foreign direct investment by offering transnational 
corporations a massive reserve of cheap labor. The Chinese state strives to 
add value to this labor force by expanding vocational education and encour-
aging rural youth to earn degrees from these schools. However, Pun and 
Koo argue that vocational schools do not enable students to enhance their 
employability. These schools only supply cheap labor, for they require their 
students to work in factories in the guise of internship programs. The essay 
argues that Foxconn plays a central role in blurring the line between school 
and work in the interest of encouraging young people to continuously 
develop new skills. Foxconn factories, which include cafeterias, hospitals, 
and sport facilities, are promoted as world- class “campuses.” Their design 
conflates the separation between school and work, but they do not offer 
opportunities for social mobility. These factories are highly efficient appara-
tuses of value extraction that only offer youth dead- end and highly exploit-
ative work. The essay highlights that since young people are decreasingly 
able to project themselves into the future, they experience growing levels 
of anxiety and despair. This tendency is evidenced by the fact that in 2010 
alone, eighteen young workers attempted suicide at Foxconn’s production 
facilities. The essay concludes that China’s spectacular economic growth is 
predicated upon the permanent labor crisis of youth.

For South Korea, Cho Hae- joang examines how the financial crisis of 
1997 – 98 and the concomitant socioeconomic deregulation have turned two 
generations of youth against each other: the generation that entered college 
during the 1990s and the generation that followed a decade later. The 1990s 
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generation, which the media called the “new generation,” played an active 
role in rebuilding the South Korean economy after the IMF debt crisis. 
Both the state and the private sector invested in their entrepreneurial initia-
tives as a way to reboot economic growth. While the new generation strived 
to harness the creative energies the crisis had unleashed, the unfolding cri-
sis has overpowered the following generation Cho calls the “spec genera-
tion.” She argues that the members of the spec generation are preoccupied 
with acquiring “specs” (specifications) to increase their employability and 
life chances. While the new generation focused on organizing social move-
ments, the spec generation struggles to articulate possible political positions. 
This generation is only slowly beginning to realize that their overinvest-
ment in education will neither necessarily help them attain job security nor 
enhance their chances of social upward mobility. Since they are unable to 
secure their futures, they rely on their parents to sustain forward- moving 
life projects. Cho points out that the pervasive sense of indebtedness that 
binds the members of the spec generation to their parents channels young 
people to adopt behaviors characterized by docility and reluctance to chal-
lenge authority. This generation, for instance, is not critical of the state that 
asks young people to accept the cutthroat competition on a volatile labor 
market. If the spec generation ever engages in any kind of activism, Cho 
concludes, it will be “affective activism” — a form of activism that is based 
on the values of caring and solidarity.44

In this issue, Michael Fisch turns to a keitai (smartphone) game, Days of 
Love and Labor (Ai to rōdō no hibi), to examine how young Japanese people 
reflect on transformations in the realm of labor. He identifies the game’s 
appeal in the question the game poses: is it possible to achieve happiness by 
devoting one’s life to work? The game is impossible to beat, suggesting that 
employment in Japan is structured in a way that it offers nothing but alien-
ation and unmanageable debt. Fisch examines how the decision of the game 
designers to model the main character after the salaryman of the postwar period 
intersects with concurrent discourses of youth and employment. He argues that 
by valorizing information labor, the game designers endorse a neoliberal model 
of human capital development. His review of the online discussion of the game, 
however, reveals that players interpret and enjoy the game in ways unintended by 
the game designers. This response to the game, Fisch argues, sheds light on young 
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people’s refusal to accept work as an alienating experience and highlights a col-
lective desire to reflect on the (im)possibility of happiness in life under capitalism.

Emotional and Affective Labor as New Frontiers  

of Capital Accumulation

Drawing on Maurizio Lazzarato’s work on immaterial labor,45 Michael 
Hardt and Antonio Negri define immaterial labor as “labor that creates 
immaterial products, such as knowledge, information, communication, a 
relationship, or an emotional response.”46 They identify intellectual and 
affective labor as the principal forms of immaterial labor. According to 
Hardt and Negri, affective labor — performed typically by flight attendants 
and fast- food workers — is “labor that produces or manipulates affects 
such as a feeling of ease, well- being, satisfaction, excitement, or passion.”47 
Although this issue builds on Hardt and Negri’s work, it maintains the 
distinction between affective labor and emotional labor. Arlie Hochschild 
defines emotional labor as an unremunerated part of service work that 
requires service providers to personalize impersonal commercial trans actions 
by giving something personal, such as a smile, to customers with whom they 
have no personal relationship.48 In this issue, we use emotional labor to des-
ignate the component of service and care work (both in the material mode, 
as well as in the immaterial mode) that entails the investment of emotions 
in the interest of amplifying the effects of the labor expended. Emotional 
labor is a part of the work service workers and care providers pursue that 
is not compensated with wage and, in many cases, is not acknowledged as 
productive labor.

By contrast, affective labor designates a productive process in which sub-
jectivity is invested in its entirety to produce affective commodities and 
relationships. Although affective labor can be performed as part of service 
and care work, it is most characteristic of work in the culture and creative 
industries. Michael Hardt identifies the potential in affective labor to func-
tion as a source of biopower from below, defining biopower as “the power 
of the creation of life, . . . the production of collective subjectivities, social-
ity, and society itself.”49 While we draw inspiration from Hardt’s analysis, 
we highlight that emotional labor also participates in the production and 
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reproduction of life. In our view, it is not biopolitical production that distin-
guishes affective labor from emotional labor. Rather, we see the main dif-
ference between affective labor and emotional labor in the degree to which 
these forms of labor generate what Kathi Weeks calls the “subjectification 
effect.”50 In other words, we stress that although affective and emotional 
labor may produce similar effects, they differently draw on subjectivity. In 
this issue, we use the notion of affective labor to designate a productive pro-
cess that requires workers “to invest their subjectivity — first, their emotions 
and then everything else that constitutes them as unique individuals, includ-
ing their life experiences, memories, intimate beliefs, ethics, affective com-
mitments, and political sensibilities — as the raw material of valorization.”51

Affective labor epitomizes an intensification of certain tendencies that 
emotional labor has pioneered in the realm of work. These tendencies 
include the destabilization of the separation between work and nonwork, 
as well as the drawing on constitutive parts of subjectivity once perceived 
as inalienable as new sources of value extraction. A key point to stress is 
that affective labor played an instrumental role in adapting the human capi-
tal regime to the neoliberal era. As noted earlier, neoliberal states strive to 
secure economic growth and increase labor productivity not through enforc-
ing external mechanisms of regulating subjectivity but through feeding the 
workers’ desire for and sense of entitlement to fulfilling work. In neoliberal 
economies, affective labor becomes a privileged form of labor because it is 
conducive to the integration of processes of capital accumulation with prac-
tices of human capital development. Unlike labor power in the context of 
factory work, affective labor power is an inalienable part of subjectivity. Its 
marketization is far more complex than the selling and buying of manual 
labor.

According to Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, the destruction of forms 
of life conducive to the fulfillment of human potential and creativity trig-
gered the crisis in capitalism in the early 1970s. 52 Boltanski and Chiapello 
argue that the crisis has evolved from the growing tensions between two 
contradictory trends. On the one hand, the relentless rationalization of work 
has significantly deteriorated the conditions of work. On the other hand, 
the imperative for workers to continue improving their human capital has 
significantly raised the educational level of workers. The higher the indi-
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viduals’ educational credentials are, the less likely the individuals are willing 
to settle for work they deem unfulfilling. The tensions between worsening 
work conditions and an increasingly highly educated workforce have sharp-
ened in the last four decades. In this issue, several essays highlight that it is 
these tensions that drive young people in contemporary China, Japan, and 
South Korea to affective labor. By tantalizing young people with the pos-
sibility of self- growth and self- realization in work, affective labor promises 
a solution to the crisis of the human capital regime. Essays in this issue 
demonstrate that this promise has remained largely unfulfilled. Xia Zhang 
and I trace how Chinese and Japanese youth experiment with emotional 
and affective labor in the digital economy as they seek work that they see as 
relevant to their projects of self- realization.

As Zhang shows in her essay, the shadow of exploitative factory work 
provides an important backdrop for understanding why young Chinese 
people turn to affective labor. She emphasizes how in China, where the 
state endorses exploitative work conditions in the interest of national devel-
opment, many young adults choose to embrace more risk and uncertainty by 
attempting to earn an income from activities not normally acknowledged as 
productive work. This issue interprets the recent rise in the value of affec-
tive labor as a historically specific expression of young people’s resistance 
to highly precarious labor conditions that are increasingly becoming main-
stream. For Japan, I investigate how the digital economy mobilized young 
women to perform emotional labor during the recession that brought about 
a soaring care deficit. In our articles, Zhang and I argue that young people 
turn to affective labor to resist their mobilization to flexible regimes of emo-
tional labor in the service industries. However, these chapters also reveal 
that both governments and private sectors tap this trend and reevaluate 
these genres of labor as new sources of value. Put differently, it was a con-
sequence of youth’s searching for meaning in work that affective labor and 
emotional labor were reassessed as productive for the purposes of capital 
accumulation and national survival.53

In “The Labor of Cute,” I analyze how the digital economy in contempo-
rary Japan harnesses young women’s search for meaningful work to develop 
new apparatuses of extracting value from activities not typically recognized 
as work. The digital economy, I claim, has adopted a particular mode of 
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accumulation — the social factory — that has expanded sources of value 
extraction by further eroding the line between paid/productive and unpaid/
reproductive labor. I argue that while women strive to use digital media to 
improve their chances for social mobility, the digital economy uses them to 
expand its practices to extract value from unwaged labor. The article dem-
onstrates that, resonant with the ways in which women’s unwaged labor in 
the home was instrumental to maintaining the socioeconomic order of the 
high- growth period, women’s unpaid labor remains central to a society in 
which labor precarity generates a growing demand for emotional labor.

In “One Life for Sale,” Xia Zhang argues that urban youth in China turn 
to affective labor both to create new income- earning opportunities and to 
articulate a political response — what she calls “new idealism” — to youth 
unemployment and underemployment. Zhang centers her article on Chen 
Xiao, a young unemployed college graduate who put her “remaining life-
time” up for sale online in 2008. Chen offered services ranging from finding 
the perfect gift for a client to taking pictures of another client’s newborn 
baby. She blogged about these activities extensively and inspired imitators 
nationwide. Zhang conceptualizes Chen’s project as a creative experiment 
in affective labor. She argues that the idea of selling one’s remaining lifetime 
appealed to young people because it reconciled the contradictions between 
the state’s endorsement of self- enterprising (and thus depoliticized) citizens 
and young people’s search for a meaningful life. Zhang concludes her article 
by claiming that “new idealism” enables Chinese youth to envision a future 
that aligns with the state’s vision of how young people ought to advance the 
project of national development.

The Production of Alternative Modes of Living

Several essays in this issue explore how young people experiment with alter-
native modes of living and new forms of political expression in response to 
shifting modes of exploitation. A point of convergence across East Asia is 
that forces of economic deregulation have successfully devalued notions of 
class, class struggle, and class consciousness.54 In China, Pun Ngai argues, 
the departure from the Maoist past was accompanied by the devaluation 
of the language of class “to clear the way for a neoliberal economic dis-
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course that emphasizes individualism, professionalism, and equal oppor-
tunities.”55 To advance the agenda of national development while making 
China appealing to transnational capital, the Chinese government encour-
aged rural migration but contained the formation of a new industrial work-
ing class. In postwar Japan and South Korea, the integration of populations 
into distinct social formations, theorized as mass middle- class society, was 
a strategy to secure consumer- driven growth and national development.56 
This strategy, however, has also functioned to deplete meaning from the 
concept of class. The trajectory of the Japanese activist Amamiya Karin 
from right- wing to leftist politics illustrates how young people are strug-
gling to identify a viable political language that helps them express solidar-
ity and articulate new visions of livable lives.57

In this issue, Jennifer Jihye Chun and Ju Hui Judy Han’s article “Lan-
guage Travels and Global Aspirations of Korean Youth” explores how young 
people strive to create alternative modes of living. J. K. Gibson- Graham’s 
notion of postcapitalist politics sheds insight into the politics of these youth- 
led initiatives and movements.58 Julie Gibson and Katherine Graham criti-
cize contemporary leftist political analyses that conceptualize neoliberal-
ism as “global capitalism’s consolidating regulative regime” and depict the 
world as “full of cruelty, misery, and loss, a place of domination and sys-
temic oppression.”59 This political position, they conclude, only reinforces  
paranoia and melancholia. Instead, they suggest, “If we are to make the shift 
from victimhood to potency, from judgment to enactment, from protest to 
positive projects, we also need to work on the moralistic stance that clings to 
a singular conception of power and blocks experimentation with power in 
its many forms.”60 Gibson and Graham stress that the production of positive 
affects allows for the identification of new spaces of possibility. By generat-
ing an affective relationship with the world, postcapitalist politics recognizes 
that interdependence and incompleteness can be sources of empowerment. 
This recognition enables postcapitalist politics to point a way beyond the 
global capitalist system. As opposed to leftist politics that conceives a politi-
cal community as a group of individuals subjected to the same mechanisms 
of oppression, postcapitalist politics aims to create “new forms of commu-
nity energized by pleasure, fun, eroticism, and connection across all sorts of 
divides and differences.”61
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What Anne Allison theorizes as affective activism in the context of con-
temporary Japan exemplifies postcapitalist politics. Allison argues that Ama-
miya Karin, a political activist who gives public talks to discourage young 
people from suicide, and nonprofit organizations that provide food, shelter, or 
advice to young people illustrate the subversive power in affective labor.62 She 
states that these initiatives are “stitching a fabric of sociality out of the daily 
struggles and diverse resources of strangers.”63 These initiatives epitomize an 
“ethopolitics” of care she defines as “a new configuration of control develop-
ing around, but beyond, the biopolitics of the moment, with its technologies 
of self that privatize care through, for example, the market in social prosthet-
ics.”64 Criticizing the state that has abandoned its responsibility to ensure the 
well- being of its citizens, youth- led affective activism generates new commu-
nities and communal bonds. The ethopolitics of affective activism is the pur-
suit and recreation of life — the production of new forms of sociality to help 
disenfranchised young people survive. Allison concludes, “Such endeavors 
exemplify the subversive potential of affective labor. This is a vitalist politics 
that creates forms of connectedness that, quite literally, sustain people in their 
everyday lives.”65

This issue explores the new political imaginaries that emerge from the 
labor crisis of youth. A key characteristic of these emerging political posi-
tions is that young people no longer bargain mainly for less exploitative 
employment conditions. Rather, they have begun criticizing capitalism itself. 
Having witnessed how the developmental state has consumed the lives of 
their parents and grandparents in the interest of economic growth, young 
Japanese people strive to imagine futures beyond capitalism. In this issue, 
Mark Driscoll argues that the emergence of a new brand of postcapital-
ist politics represents a positive effect of excessive deregulation, which he 
calls “hyperneoliberalism.” Similarly, Michael Fisch highlights that young 
Japanese people’s criticism of their parents’ work- oriented lives is a crucial 
part of this younger population’s struggles to develop a new political imagi-
nary. The question emerging from these struggles is whether young people 
can envision the pursuit of happiness beyond the binarism of regular and 
irregular employment. As Fisch reveals in his essay, by insisting that the life 
of the salaryman in postwar Japan was not a happy life, young people chal-
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lenge the assumption that projects of self- fulfillment ought to be pursued in 
conjunction with work.

The postcapitalist orientation of these new political imaginaries also 
manifests itself in a revitalized emphasis on the importance of developing 
new collectivities that are built on individuals’ willingness to care for one 
another. In this issue, several essays spotlight how young people no longer 
believe that they can expect help and care from the state. Zhang and I agree 
that the very fact that young women turn to care work in search of employ-
ment confirms young people’s acceptance of the withdrawal of the state 
from the provision of care. At the same time, the young women Zhang stud-
ied in China derive a sense of pride from their engagement in care work, an 
indication that they work toward revitalizing social ties and building new 
collectivities within which market principles do not entirely subsume help 
and care. What these young women advocate is a politics of engagement 
that they consider indispensable to the project of reviving a sense of the 
communal. In China, Zhang posits, young Chinese women seek in affec-
tive labor not only an income- earning opportunity but also the possibility 
of creating a new culture of civic engagement. Zhang calls this emerging 
politics “new idealism.” In Japan, I argue, net idols’ performances of cute 
reestablish practices of care in the absence of a welfare system that serves 
unemployed and underemployed youth. Both Zhang and I found that the 
young women we studied were reluctant to see their work as “care work” 
and thus as a source of exploitation. We suggest that in conditions in which 
salary, status, or job security does not serve as a source from which workers 
could cultivate a sense of self- worth, the workers derive a sense of pride from 
reinstating the value of helping each other that they consider the foundation 
of a more humane society. 

In “Hyperneoliberalism,” Mark Driscoll discusses three main figures of 
the new activist left in Japan — Hirai Gen, Matsumoto Hajime, and Ama-
miya Karin. He interprets the works of these activists as projects to sketch 
out a future beyond capitalism itself. The departure point for Driscoll’s 
essay is the claim that Japan transitioned too rapidly from a developmental 
model of growth to a neoliberal economic model, thus giving rise to a new 
configuration of neoliberalism Driscoll conceptualizes as “hyperneoliberal-
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ism.” He claims that beginning in the mid- 1990s, Japanese industry leaders 
backed by the Liberal Democratic Party have deregulated the labor market 
to maintain profitability. As a result, the system of lifetime employment has 
crumbled, and precarious forms of employment have proliferated. The pov-
erty rate has doubled during the past twenty years, producing huge income 
disparities. Against this background, Driscoll sheds light on a positive effect 
of hyperneoliberalism in Japan — the emergence of a new- leftist culture and 
politics that not only contests neoliberalism but also charts paths to a future 
beyond capitalism. 

Lastly, Jennifer Jihye Chun and Ju Hui Judy Han analyze the salient 
trend among young Koreans to pursue English- language education in the 
United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and the Philippines to 
enhance their career prospects in the hypercompetitive job market back 
home. Chun and Han claim that from the perspective of the Korean youth, 
the value of these short- term, semistructured “international experiences” 
extends beyond language training. Based on an in- depth study of tempo-
rary Korean residents in Vancouver, Chun and Han explore the everyday 
experiences and subjective transformations produced by overseas English- 
language travel. Drawing upon ethnography, surveys, interviews, and focus 
groups, they find that temporary sojourns to English- speaking destinations 
such as Vancouver represent more than rational, instrumental strategies 
to enhance one’s future employability and socioeconomic advancement. 
Instead, these experiences constitute an evaluative terrain in which Korean 
youth assess and reassess their mobility strategies, life trajectories, and iden-
tities in the context of Korea’s seemingly relentless pursuit of individual and 
national advancement in an economically and racially stratified world order. 
In this sense, Chun and Han conclude that overseas language travels operate 
as spaces that both reinscribe as well as destabilize existing social hierarchies 
along race, class, and nation.

This issue depicts young people in dismal situations. It speaks of col-
lege graduates who sell their remaining lifetime online, claiming that 
their lives are not worth living; young factory workers who commit sui-
cide to reject the inhumane conditions within which they are forced to 
labor; overeducated and underemployed professionals who live on their 
neighbors’ leftover food; white- collar workers who live in Internet cafes; 
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or young people whose political awakening is rooted in their reflections 
on how they became “losers,” “individuals who have nothing special to 
offer,” or “surplus human beings.” Although the examples are numer-
ous, this issue steers away from portraying youth as the collateral damage 
of economic deregulation. Further, this issue aims to go beyond under-
standing youth as a segment of the population that is “at risk” and/or  
that “is forced to embrace risk.” Rather, the essays collected for this issue 
highlight that young people’s resilience, willingness to productively engage 
risk, and insistence on maintaining forward- moving life projects reconfirm 
and reinforce this population’s centrality to the very design and logic of neo-
liberal labor regimes. While it is in the realm of labor where young people 
most clearly experience and most fervently negotiate their disenfranchise-
ment in neoliberal economies, the new political imaginaries they are devel-
oping point a way beyond the world of labor. Young people demand not 
only more work or less exploitative labor conditions but also a more equal 
distribution of livable lives in which one’s embodied value is not contingent 
on one’s employability. 

Notes

 Words cannot express my gratitude to Nancy Abelmann and Ann Anagnost, who have 
shaped the development of the ideas presented in this issue in ways that exemplified the 
best of challenging yet collegial mentoring. This issue evolved from the symposium titled 
“Youth, Labor, and Neoliberal Governmentality in East Asia” that I organized at the 
University of Pittsburgh. Others who participated in the symposium and whose insights 
have uniquely enriched this issue include Anne Allison, Nicole Constable, Lisa Hoffman, 
Miyako Inoue, Hai Ren, David Slater, Jesook Song, and Akiko Takeyama. I am grateful to 
them, as well as to Tani Barlow and Rachel Ross for their patience and support during the 
completion of this issue. Lastly, I would not have been able to organize the “Youth, Labor, 
and Neoliberal Governmentality in East Asia” symposium without the generous funding I 
received from the Asian Studies Center (JISF Grant) and the Global Studies Center (GAP 
Grant) at the University of Pittsburgh. I thank these centers not only for the funding but 
also for the uncompromising professionalism of their staff members who helped me orga-
nize the symposium.
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