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From Working-Class Culture to Public Culture:
Changing National Memories of the Workers’
Cultural Palace (1949-2015)

Miao LU

Abstract

For the Chinese working class, the Workers’ Cultural Palace (WCP) is an
important “site of memory.” Through a discourse analysis of People’s Daily
and related policy documents, this study examined the changing national
memories of WCP in different historical periods. In the early stage of the new
state, the WCP was the “workers’ school and paradise.” It functioned as a
venue for propaganda and revolution during the Cultural Revolution. It was
where “cultural politics” and “cultural markets” collided in the 1980s and early
1990s, and it was incorporated into the discourse of the “public cultural service
system” as China deepened its reform and opening-up. Through the integration,
appropriation, and reconstruction of WCP memories, the Chinese state has
gradually shifted from the “working-class culture” to the “public culture” and
from the class discourse to the citizen discourse. The discursive dyslexia of
class and politics provides a unique vantage point to understand the
transformations of both the Chinese society and its working class in the past
years.
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