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Abstract

In his Assembly Line series ( 流水线，2010-2020), Li Xiaofei ( 李消非 ) examines the workflows of Chi-
nese factory workers, managers, and factory owners in comparison with those in western countries, which 
presented people with an impression that ‘workflows are commensurate with the corresponding way of life’, 
and the work in the Chinese factories was onerous yet important. In I Am the People ( 我是一群人，2019-
2022), however, Xiaofei adopted a different approach by investigating the same group of people through the 
lens of independent intellectuals, which further brought up such issues as overcapacity and the dire need of 
consumption. 

As such, by placing both the subject and the object of examination under one roof, Xiaofei effectively unveils 
a universal situation, that is, for knowledge-generating individuals who are often critical and self-obsessed, 
their opinions are likely to be homogeneous and stereotypical. 

That said, those ‘silent characters’ in Xiaofei’s work would still be the viewers’ concern, regardless of the 
shared context. An artist as an individual is defined by what they can see; an artist is defined by what they 
want others to see. In this sense, whatever the viewers can see would eventually cause certain confusions: to 
struggle in the state of excess. 
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The Struggle to Make a Living

In his trilogy Assembly Line（流水线）, I Am the People（我是一群人）, and Let the Water Flow (让水一直流）
(2015-2017), Li Xiaofei worked with four groups of people, namely, miners/factory workers, transportation 
workers, workers’ managers, and mental labourers. These groups can be further categorised into ‘collectivized 
workers’ and ‘individualized artists’ (for the sake of brevity, scholars and creative artists both belong to the 
latter).

Even with the assistance from database and software packages, knowledge production in modern times is still 
considered a craft. The huge income gap between writers, musicians and visual artists makes the majority of 
them working to entertain people, but their personal characteristics still prevail. The principle of Xiaofei’s 
editing is to start, develop, and complete the work in chronological order; in other words, he refrains from 
imposing the artist’s own will on the flow of the frames. It’s like filming assembly lines in factory or directly 
observing the labour of miners.

Contemporary art tries to focus on the social dimension of the world, therefore many artists immediately 
‘transformed’ themselves into scholars to conduct social research. Luckily, Xiaofei has never fallen into the 
trap of ‘criticising for the sake of being critical’. It seems like when approaching the works of many self-
willed artists (Xiaofei included), one has to firstly assemble a gallows to cut oneself off from the ‘honourable’ 
ideologies. 
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Only with such attitude can one claim to abandon pretentiousness and fully embrace reality, which could be 
dirty and vulgar, with no way out. With regard to Xiaofei’s work, he attaches more importance to faithfully 
recording reality than criticising it, which to some extent means that his works vaguely refer to a certain kind 
of darkness. As a result, he makes no attempt to take the moral high ground when documenting others, and 
follows the chronological order with a critical attitude to expose the darkness of evil. 

Forgetfulness is the driving force behind progress. As mentioned by someone in I Am the People 2 ( 我是一
群人 2, 2021), we are already in a virtual world that is visible yet intangible. In fact, the world can be disas-
sembled into as many parts as we wish, and no matter how fastidious one can be, there is always a part of the 
world that can please you.  

In Silver ( 银子 , 2016), the workers possessed no marketable skills other than manual labour. Luckily, there 
were greedy, risk-taking, and resource-rich mine owners who needed nothing but labour from them. That is 
to say, those who are willing to trade their labour for money are likely to be enslaved. When business goes 
well, the workers get paid, and the owner becomes the evil exploiter; and when the business goes south, the 
workers don’t get paid and have to find job elsewhere, and the owner faces no consequences. After we have 
witnessed the torrents described in Capital ( 资本论 ) and implemented in the socialist context, the film was 
concluded by showing a portion of silver in a worker’s hands. It seems to me, that lustre of materialism can 
whitewash all filth beneath it whilst accentuating the hollowness of the critical theory: those who are largely 
critical can be glorified by themselves or by others. I have to say, that underneath the bustle and hustle of the 
world’s mainstream life, there is a natural yet beautiful law of life: everyone is able to make a living. 

When used as a tool for social investigation, issues like social stratification and the gap between manual and 
mental labourers are merely the self-invented notions by mental labourers. For generations, they are obsessed 
with conceptualising such a dichotomy in order to fulfill their pleasure in ‘emancipated labour’. This proba-
bly is also the reason behind their empathy and kindness towards the underprivileged but neglecting the other 
connotations in the films.   

However, in Silver and A Cart of Coal ( 一车煤 , 2015), we could see wisdom and profoundness in the work-
ers’ eyes. If one only wants to capture lifeless eyes, the filmmaker himself must be lifeless. In other words, 
these films could reflect Xiaofei’s own intention and emotion. In addition, Xiaofei’s sensitivity is clearly 
confined by his ethical standards. His shooting techniques, such as repeated freeze, samurai-style characters, 
mirror images of objects, and displaced sound amplification, have successfully caught our attention on the 
intricacy of emotions and expressions. 

It is quite clear that Xiaofei has never offended any living person in his work, and he’s making efforts to 
re-interpret our offence as ‘concern’. It’s like a multi-screen display, an art gallery’s installation method used 
in filmmaking to stress the issue of ‘selectivity’: when our attention is diverted onto one screen, the informa-
tion on the other screen will go unnoticed, and our inability to see all screens at once means we won’t be able 
to see the whole picture.

Needless to say, Xiaofei shot the scenes in chronological order, but he managed to present a feeling that those 
incidents happened concurrently. When reading someone else’s diary, one may have the illusion that the 
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author has turned into several different characters. For his multi-screen art installation, Xiaofei discussed a 
pertinent formal theme, that is, the passive forgetfulness due to the passing of time, versus active and ‘spatial’ 
ignorance. When experiencing the exhibition of Assembly Line, I felt strongly that those visible installations, 
regardless of how grand or tiny they may be, would be difficult to escape the trap of being pretentious.  

From Manual Labour to Actions

For miners working at unlicensed ‘black’ mines, their identities are as black as their skin and cloths. Yet, few 
of them care about these (as they don’t care about insurance and housing contributions). They remind me of 
those exiled writers in foreign countries, who either don’t have citizenship, or do not exercise it. These writ-
ers demonstrate a strong feeling of anarchism even without subscribing to it. That said, we shall not equate 
miners with those writers, as writers are often vocal and critical; yet for miners, they are as quiet as the rock 
they are digging.

Even when Xiaofei’s films are filled with confusion, it is still very difficult to propose valid questions on the 
rationale of assembly lines and the circumstances of the miners, let alone to answer them. In order to save 
time and energy, we often blame it on the social system, governance, developmental gaps, education levels, 
or even colonisation. With such understanding, we have obtained comfort as well as hope.

In his A Cart of Coal, the faces and eyes of the miners express profoundness and thought-provoking informa-
tion; it was not about the labourers’ protest or concern, or their defiance towards intellectualism. That said, 
the opposite still may not be true: we don’t need to glorify those miners and turn them into heroes, so that we 
can get inspirations from them. Since Rousseau’s time, we have been changing our cloths and hairstyles, so 
that we can polish the notion of being human. But even with all the soul-replacing, spirit-cleansing efforts, 
we are still unable to fully adopt to the ‘newly installed’ human nature. As a result, we exude foul smells and 
say foolish words: it doesn’t feel right when a clay Buddha sips a cup of coffee. 

When we have abandoned our animal nature, and become a harmless display of assembled products, or an 
oligarch/capitalist who bears more pressure than those mine owners, we eventually have maintained or even 
enhanced our nature as predators. As middle-class intellectuals often denounce those man-eating Wall Street 
back rooms, they themselves have turned into a piece of plastic, which no one would want to eat. It is not 
about ‘we don’t eat our own kind’, in fact, those intellectuals are so tasteless that no one would venture a 
bite. 

If the ‘black’ miners, together with their ‘black’ bosses who live and eat with them, are indeed more charm-
ing than the other characters in Xiaofei’s film, I think it is because their identities are ‘authentic’: they have 
abandoned the extended rights of identity and no longer need to be re-shaped. In a sense, they have achieved 
the total freedom that defies the shackles of natural law. It’s like the occasional depiction of farm cottages in 
the film: dilapidated yet welcoming. 

The transition from illegal mines to factory workshops suggests that the workers have left the countryside 
to live in the city. It should be regarded as a progress for both their personal life and work. Factories have 
provided these quick-learning young people the opportunity to make a difference and allow them to change 
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jobs after getting an annual bonus. Their lives were well depicted in The Third Sister ( 三姐 , 2018), in which 
the main character, the sister, was very strict and demanding with the workers, but she also tried to win more 
money for them. She’s working at the ‘middle ground’ as she had to protect the interests of both the workers 
and factory owners, and consequently she was caught up in the middle to shoulder the pressure from both 
sides. The sister was earning a decent salary, but there was no room for her promotion, as there were only 
limited opportunities available (due to the lack of social network and job vacancies). The sister was therefore 
‘trapped’ in the workshop for the rest of her life, supervising the workers with harsh words and uncompro-
mising attitude. As for the workers, their mobility and scale could be their way out. Xiaofei in this film gives 
special considerations to the ‘naiveness’ of the workers, as their skilled hands were working on the assembly 
line, repeatedly using the actions they mastered in training. On top of that, female workers were responsible 
for trendsetting in the workshop, as they put on braids and colourful skirts to counterbalance the coldness of 
machines, job descriptions, and lockers.  

Nevertheless, when compared with those strong-willed, labour-selling miners, one can notice speculation, 
hesitation, and separation in the eyes of factory workers. If we regard the sophistication of emotion percep-
tion and management as a kind of inter-generational progress, then it could be interpreted as though we are 
bowing to the performance-based factory hierarchy and public opinion manipulation. If we regard the work-
ers happily punching out at the end of the day as them enjoying the value they have created, then we could be 
overlooking the time they have wasted, and the marks of repeated actions on the assembly line. 

Those marks exist not only in Xiaofei’s hard drive or cloud storage; they are also attached to our everyday 
items. In my poem ‘The Ragged Field’ ( 破 烂 的 田 野 ), I said that those who couldn’t qualify as factory 
workers could only end up as illegal miners at unlicensed mines. After watching Xiaofei’s film, I think it is 
better to be a miner. 

Water Flowing on the Assembly Line 

As ‘assembly line’ (literally in Chinese: ‘flowing water line’ or ‘running water line’) often refers to a continu-
ous processing mode, Xiaofei’s short films always deal with raw material excavation and processing, includ-
ing coal, ore, salt, and sandstone, which also concerns transportation. Over the years, Xiaofei has visited and 
studied a wide array of assembly lines in different sectors, such as energy, building materials, food, everyday 
items, and semi-high-tech machine parts. Thus he is familiar with the formulation and development of assem-
bly lines, as well as the meaning and symbolism of moving gears and belts. Even so, Xiaofei in his works has 
always focused on the flowing nature of these assembly lines, transcending beyond conventional limitations 
of time and space. 

The theme in Xiaofei’s works is not to launch a full censure campaign or ill-placed teaching session for oth-
ers, as he has realised that the flowing nature holds the key to various issues: as soon as the mechanical as-
sembly line starts to work, many pertinent issues are being taken away by such mechanical actions.  

Water, flowing water, and flowing water line (assembly line): these terms may have peculiar connotations 
that can be inspiring. In Let the Water Flow 2 ( 让水一直流 2, 2016), a scholar continuously talks about the 
ocean; he believes the ocean can trigger the ocean of the mind. Meanwhile, when the assembly line was first 
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introduced, it was no longer ‘flowing water’, but a point along the production line and payment settlement. 
‘Flowing water’ then no longer meant nothing fancy but productivity improvement, which can be understood 
as the efficiency estimation and productivity planning. Water is composed of hydrogen and oxygen, but its 
very nature is only manifested through such activities as aquaculture, water transportation, or bottled water 
for sale. Fortunately, miners are well versed in keeping journals (literally in Chinese: ‘flowing water ac-
count’), and there is no journal without flowing water. 

The series from Xiaofei on rural migrant workers, My ID Card ( 我的身份证 , 2018) and My Dormitory ( 我
的 宿 舍 , 2019), recorded the lives of workers particularly after the day’s work, and how they enjoyed the 
returns on their labour. There is no need to make a fuss, as we, people of a certain age, have all been there in 
the past. Therefore, a strong sense of resonance is achieved.

In the film, the ID inspector herself was troubled by documents and paperwork, as she wanted to remove the 
name of her ex-husband’s illegitimate child from her household registration certificate (hukou), but she failed 
after many attempts. My impression is that the relevant government functionaries were as helpless as the 
inspector, and she even seemed difficult to reason with. I think she’s been wronged: what is the point of her 
talking to others and the camera about this?

Similarly, the ‘third sister’, who made endless rounds in the workshop, was also working as an ‘identity man-
ager’. Identities are associated with the corresponding productivity, quality, and quantity. She was in a very 
embarrassing situation: no matter how close she was with the workers during break, or how much extra out-
put the workers had achieved, she must stand in front of the unit managers and workers to discipline them. In 
a way, her job is quite paradoxical: she needs to create such an embarrassing atmosphere during work hours 
and strive to reduce it during break time. But such identity conflict is in fact necessary to ensure the smooth 
operation of the assembly line.

Both the third sister and the ID inspector share something in common: they take decisive actions whilst cop-
ing with internal conflicts. It has been implied in Xiaofei’s editing, that factory workers are the alter-ego of 
illegal miners; unit managers are the upgraded edition of the workers; and workshop managers are unit man-
agers version 2.0.

When approached by the logic that ‘economics should be valued because economy is important’, both ‘line’ 
and ‘time’ in the context of factories can refer to production life cycle, sales cycle, or product design cycle, 
etc. What lies underneath is the cycle for capital investment and profit generation.

Regardless of what kind of people they may be, their existence (and its associated added value) is accompa-
nied, or rather, driven by those cycles. In his films, Xiaofei often uses still images of the workers during their 
labour. A possible explanation is he is trying to take those people away from the hands of economic cycle 
and statistics, so that workers’ images are then equipped with tangible and substantive contents. Additionally, 
Xiaofei uses many long takes of people’s heads, named or unnamed, and these still images ultimately became 
new (vertical) lines to break away from the (horizontal) assembly lines, like the passage of time.

Otherwise, we will but discuss the industrial revolution featuring human-eating intelligent robots, and we 
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will not dare to use industrial products again. After making Wellington ( 惠灵顿 , 2017), which depicts the 
apathy and cruelty of an animal slaughterhouse, Xiaofei no longer ate meat, which is already something to be 
commended. Otherwise, there’s nothing we can do about it. It’s like in A Crab (2015): the villagers await the 
rescue of a crab, and then boycott a petrol exploration project by virtue of its delicious flavour.

Lines, transportation, and roads: this is the logic behind Xiaofei’s Assembly Line series. As the traditional 
mode of production is not used for nostalgia, or for a fossil sample in archaeological enquiry, or a political 
tool in social criticism, they generate more intra-generational comparative significance than the inter-gener-
ational one. There is one truck stuck on a failing bridge with the ‘danger’ sign, yet the truck was able to pull 
through, with extra power from the engine. Rugged manual labour makes people imagine an exit despite any 
shock. 

The Displacement of Two Types of People

As the sequel project to his assembly line series, I Am the People gets rid of the earlier settings (group work-
ing environment, specific working activities, supervision …), and adopted a more naturalistic approach 
where the interviewees talked directly to Xiaofei’s camera at home.

Xiaofei scrapbooked several miners into an album of intellectuals so as to show their distinction. Such meth-
od of ‘hard contrast’ gave play to some unintended effect: for instance, the ‘after-effect of voyeurism’. As a 
fitting example, I was once included in the ‘nocturnal workers’ column in a fashion magazine in Shanghai, 
only to discover on reading the magazine that most bartenders and bar singers finished work at midnight, and 
only sanitation workers, night-time drivers, night-shift nurses, sex workers, and I work through the night. I 
suddenly realized the function of my poetry (far off the mark). From this, I understood that there is no medi-
cine for misunderstanding.  

No doubt, the contrast between collective-oriented people and individual-oriented people has been ethically 
weighed by Xiaofei. He places himself into the contrast by identifying those people as strangers, despicable 
persons, or the flat person in a flat society. Miners succumb to their labour, and workers succumb to machin-
ery. After Xiaofei edits and distributes them equally across the flat screen, this sense of being under control is 
not weakened, but instead becomes normalised.

Against this backdrop, there comes a strange yet clear principle: personality and the display of it are con-
trolled by a powerful dogma. Intuitively, one person said she looked from the window to the crowd of people 
entering and exiting the factory gate and couldn’t stand watching the workers behaving in a coordinated, syn-
chronised way, and she hated such mechanical monotony. But this dogmatic monotony is a bit deeper, and 
it’s more difficult to withstand than dirt, cloths, or hairstyle. As it is equivalent to the controlling power of 
machinery, critical tools are needed to identify it. 

A mature intellectual is controlled by the dogma he subscribes to, which further forms a type of tension with-
in him. If we only observe from the external world, then there isn’t much difference whether one succumbs 
to machinery or dogma. My second intuition is that when artists cautiously (or boldly) break down a homo-
geneous reality, a legitimate, all-purpose ideology is born, which operates in a super-stable state. With such 
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an ideology, any careful or audacious attempts seem only like a minute exaggeration. If the world loses such 
exaggeration, we will lose ideas; when we lose the workers’ hopes and their sleep, we will lose sleep and ap-
petite. 

There is no point expressing hate, as one dogma is an assembly line. Xiaofei’s ethical considerations bear no 
sneakiness of providing relief, yet the sense of relief is still there. For example, he might make his interview 
questions less sharp, but he still manages to lead the interviewees to the embarrassing question. However, it 
is not the embarrassing question per se that he needs; he is more interested in the trajectory leading up to the 
point. An artist was embarrassed as his mother telephoned him to kill mosquitoes, and such emotion immedi-
ately dissolved the tension on site. There is an intriguing trajectory surrounding the embarrassing point.

With regard to the I Am the People series, what impresses me most about Xiaofei is not his approachability; 
rather, it is his ability to make interviewees quickly find their own identity and provide honest answers. This 
is really significant: even the interviewee provides a partial, incomplete response out of his professional acu-
men. It boils down to the contemporary world and the new generation lacking sufficient subjective conscious-
ness, cunning creativity, democratic vision, and solid sensual desire, though this sounds cliché. In the last 
scene of I Am the People, the feather-filled ending makes up for our weaknesses during sleep, and spreads to 
block our vision.

There are fewer cases of manual labourers with a harmonised body and soul, and when they are juxtaposed 
with well-researched images of mental anxiety due to social fragmentation, they look extremely lonely. 
There are two kinds of loneliness: insured and uninsured. The pleasure of uninsured loneliness is either taken 
away or made up by good-willed speculation. The rule of competition for spatial criticism has alienated and 
overlooked a long history and the completeness of a system within a system. It turns out that contemporary 
art refers specifically to ‘shallow history’, ‘no history’, or even ‘anti-history’, which is equipped with dispos-
able spectacles, condoms, runways, stages, graphs… not enough? To hell with it. Our restlessness eventu-
ally transforms into a nostalgic, long-standing, and messy loneliness. It’s nice to think about, but what went 
wrong?

What’s the difference between upward mobility and profit-oriented mobility? When it comes to profit-mak-
ing, we shall not dwell in the poor countryside (which could be a high ground in terms of elevation). There-
fore, bold and opportunistic mobility considers reincarnation as the fundamental issue of the world. We, 
fragile, profit-seeking, and ignorant beings, would make no difference if we are dissected under the lens; 
however, the less-mobile miners, factory workers, and self-confined explorers in Xiaofei’s films are the main 
characters, as they have played the role to challenge deterministic narratives. 

11 August, 2020, Shanghai 


