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Independent Chinese workers’ organizations took a leading role in the 1989
Democracy Movement. They also suffered heavily for their political dissent in
the crackdown that followed, but attempts to form independent trade unions
have continued into the 1990s.
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provides the most detailed and complete picture of workers’ protest in China to
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Chinese Workers demonstrates that the image of Chinese workers as politically
conformist and reliable supporters of the Communist Party does not match the
realities of industrial life in China. Recent outbreaks of protest by workers are
less of a departure from the past than is generally realized.
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Preface

This book has its origins in my doctoral thesis, which I began in October 1991.
I had graduated in Chinese Studies in June 1989, and like anyone with an interest
in China, I had spent the preceding two months watching events unfolding day
by day in Beijing as the Democracy Movement moved towards its final, brutal
suppression. I went off to Japan for a year after graduation with the images of the
movement still fresh in my mind, and with a vague idea of beginning research on
the subject at some point in the future.

A Chinese friend in Japan advised me not to expect any inspiration for my
research in that country—‘Use it as a laboratory, but don’t expect any ideas’—but
fortunately my status back in Britain as a card-carrying anarcho-syndicalist enabled
me to make contact with a group of Japanese anarchist labour activists, most of
whom worked in low-status jobs such as that of school nightwatchman (hence
their slogan ‘Abunai keibin’, ‘Beware of the Nightwatchman’) to make ends meet
while devoting most of their energies to radical politics and union organization.
In the spring of 1990 this group invited me to a talk and slide-show on the 1989
movement, and it was here that I first met Mok Chiu-yu and Teresa Hui, Hong
Kong-based supporters of the Democracy Movement, and heard first-hand from
them of the role of autonomous workers’ organizations in 1989, which they
convincingly portrayed as the really significant feature of the movement.

We met up again in Hong Kong in the summer of 1990, by which time Mok
had co-edited a collection of documents from the movement (Mok and Harrison
1990). The workers’ statements in this book further increased my interest in
conducting research on the workers’ movement, and once back in Britain at the
end of 1990 I began looking at the secondary literature to investigate possible
PhD topics. It struck me immediately that Chinese workers prior to 1989 were
always portrayed as a politically passive and reliable group which took little part
in mass protests. Knowing that the Chinese working class of the pre-1949 period
had been anything but passive, and that the post-1949 official unions in China
were famous for their ineffectiveness in representing their members’ interests, I
was troubled by the insistence that workers’ protests of 1989 were unprecedented.
Either this was true, in which case something very interesting had been going on
in China which enabled or compelled workers there to accept a position against
which their counterparts in Eastern Europe had rebelled; or it was not completely
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true, in which case there must be evidence of previous confrontations between
workers and the regime. The evidence I found to support this latter possibility
forms the basis of this book.
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Introduction
 

Over the six years since the suppression of the Chinese pro-democracy movement,
the initial view of most observers—that the involvement of autonomous workers’
groups in that movement was merely an epiphenomenon—has shifted somewhat.
The publication of the accounts of actual participants (Lu Ping 1990) and the
possibility of interviewing them has helped to reveal the true significance of
workers’ activities and organizations in the spring and early summer of 1989.
But the seriousness with which the Chinese leadership, right from the beginning,
regarded the threat posed by the workers should perhaps have alerted more
observers to the significance of workers’ activities. Leaders had good reason for
their concern, as Anita Chan observed:
 

Whereas most Chinese, above all the younger generation, generally assumed
that 1989 was the first time that Chinese workers had turned upon the Party
in protest, the Party elite was painfully aware that this in fact was the fifth
time that a portion of the Chinese working class (at times led by the official
trade unions) had asserted itself politically.

(A Chan 1993:32)
 
In view of this statement that politically-charged confrontations between workers
and the party had in fact occurred before, the question arises as to whether
workers’ activities in 1989 were really unprecedented, as is often claimed.

In the light of the recent re-assessment of the significance of workers’
Democracy Movement activities, it now seems appropriate to look afresh at
previous instances of workers’ protest to find out whether or not they offer any
sort of precedent for the events of 1989. In particular, this study looks for pre-
1989 precedents for the formation of independent workers’ organizations. It is
of course possible that the circumstances of workers’ political activities in 1989
were unique, since the progress of the economic reforms had by then created a
China quite different in some respects to the one which existed before 1978.
But given that the political significance of the Workers’ Autonomous Federations
has now been recognized, even though the party line is still that workers on the
whole remained aloof in 1989 and more often defended the party than attacked
it, there is also the possibility that in the past, outside observers were too easily
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convinced by the Chinese authorities’ line that the vast majority of workers
were loyal and politically reliable, that only a small minority had anything to
do with anti-party protests, and that where workers had become involved in
protests, their motives and grievances were selfish and narrowly economic,
and represented opportunistic demands rather than any deep-seated
disagreement with the policies or line of the regime.

Part of the problem in weighing the arguments regarding workers’ relationship
with the party is that the divisions between different groups of workers have not
always been recognized (with the partial exception of the Cultural Revolution,
where research has revealed the importance of socio-economic background and
status in determining factional allegiance). However, the common picture of
Chinese workers as basically supporting the party, and even intervening on its
behalf against other groups involved in anti-party protest, is not at all convincing
when applied to the whole range of workers in all types of enterprise across the
country. It only holds true to any extent, and even then not entirely, when applied
to the relatively privileged group of permanent workers employed in the largest
state enterprises, a minority of the industrial workforce as a whole. The work of
Elizabeth Perry and François Gipouloux on the Hundred Flowers has been very
welcome in this respect, since it shifts attention to disadvantaged groups within
the workforce who have been prepared to confront the party and to take their
protests onto the streets.

It is not the claim of this study that all workers, or even a majority of them,
have regularly been involved in confrontations with party-state authorities which
had a political aspect to them. But it is my contention that conflict, often originating
from economic grievances, but quickly developing into a political dispute as a
result of the dominance of the party within enterprises, has been a far more
common feature of industrial life in China than is generally recognized. This
background of conflict and discontent within enterprises provides the context in
which workers’ involvement in movements such as the Hundred Flowers, the
Cultural Revolution, April Fifth and Democracy Wall can be understood properly.
If workers’ activities at these times had merely represented economically-motivated
opportunism, it is hard to see why the regime should have been greatly concerned
about them. But in fact, protesting workers have consistently been treated more
harshly than any other social group in the repression of such protest movements,
and there is considerable evidence to suggest that the party regards workers’
involvement as its cue to bring protests to an end by whatever means necessary.
This has been the case in particular since the emergence of Solidarity in 1980,
but even before this spectre of the working-class overthrow of a ruling communist
party began to haunt the socialist world, the Chinese Communist party (CCP)
on several occasions demonstrated that workers’ protests were more disturbing
to it and constituted a more serious problem than did student or intellectual
activities.

This study, then, will look back at a series of crises in the always strained
relationship between the Chinese working class and its self-proclaimed vanguard,
the CCP. These occurred in the early post-liberation period (1949–52); during
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the Hundred Flowers movement (1956–7); during the Cultural Revolution (1966–
76); and in the late 1970s and early 1980s, beginning with the April Fifth movement
(the Tiananmen incident) of 1976 and continuing through the subsequent
Democracy Wall movement (1978–81). We will examine the attitudes and activities
of workers in each of these confrontations with the authorities, and use this as the
basis for a re-examination of the history of the working class in China under
CCP rule.

Secondary sources relevant to this study can be divided into three broad groups:
those which relate to the movements mentioned above; those which focus on the
Chinese working class since 1949; and those which deal with the position of
workers under socialist rule in countries other than China. Starting with the first
group, we find that most accounts of the Hundred Flowers movement, the Cultural
Revolution and the Democracy Wall movement portray these as being primarily
intellectual and/or student movements, with any involvement on the part of
workers being of secondary importance. This is, of course, the attitude taken by
many in the immediate aftermath of the 1989 Democracy Movement, hence the
need for a critical re-examination of this assessment now.

Not only has workers’ involvement in these movements been given little
attention but, in many cases, workers only appear in large numbers in these
accounts after the backlash has already begun, when they are mobilized by the
party or the official unions to criticize and attack the original protestors; this is
particularly true when the Hundred Flowers movement and the early stages of
the Cultural Revolution are discussed. A notable exception to this tendency, as
mentioned above, is François Gipouloux’s study of the confrontation between
workers and the party which developed towards the end of the First Five-Year
Plan, Les Cent Fleurs A L’Usine (1986). The conclusions of this study are in keeping
with my own findings that far from industrial unrest and protests by workers
being an episode in the Hundred Flowers movement, the reverse may be closer
to the truth.

But generally speaking, the significance of workers’ involvement in these
movements has been unduly neglected. Workers’ initial reluctance to become
active in such movements may be taken as a sign of satisfaction with the status
quo rather than caution in the face of the serious risks involved, while the Chinese
leadership’s attribution of selfish and narrowly economic motives to protesting
workers is too often accepted at face value. Why the Chinese leadership should
be intent on ‘down-playing and even obliterating any collective memory’ (A Chan
1993:32) of its confrontations with workers is not difficult to understand: desirable
though the support of intellectuals and students might be, it is on its claim to be
the vanguard of the most advanced class, the working class, that the legitimacy
of the CCP regime rests. It is less obvious why outside observers should thus far
have devoted relatively little attention to workers in this context, since sources
dealing with workers are for the most part no less accessible than those relating to
other groups. However, it is hoped that this study will go some way towards
redressing the balance and, in focusing exclusively on the role of workers, will
shed some new light on the movements concerned.
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The second group of sources includes studies of various aspects of the official
trade unions in China (Lee Lai To, Paul Harper), as well as work on industrial
organization, enterprise management, and industrial democracy (Andrew
Walder, Steven Andors, Bill Brugger, Charles Bettelheim, Martin Lockett). The
latter topic is particularly important for our purposes, as the absence of
democracy and of opportunities to participate in management has been a
perennial cause of complaint amongst Chinese workers, as well as being one of
the more obviously political causes of disputes at the enterprise level. The
legitimacy of workers’ complaints has been acknowledged by the party, which
has made its most strenuous efforts to establish satisfactory representative
institutions for workers at precisely those moments when worker discontent
has reached a peak (1950, 1956–7, 1967, 1980). Deborah Kaple has identified
the contradiction between the centralized, Stalinist system of industrial
organization and management which the Chinese adopted after 1949, and the
Chinese Communists’ own earlier experiences of more democratic management,
pointing out that the democratic institutions the CCP set up within factories
were never going to be able to play their proper role in the rigidly hierarchical
system of one-man management, adopted from the Soviet Union, which will
be discussed in more detail in Chapter 1 (Kaple 1994). Nevertheless, the party
continued to pay lip-service to the importance of democracy in factories, and it
is possible that this very insistence on its desirability helped to inflame workers’
resentment when reality failed to match rhetoric.

Although the works of Andors, Brugger, Bettelheim and Lockett deal with
the development of various structures for workers’ participation in management
at some length, they give very little indication of the role which workers’ own
demands and pressures from below have played in pushing the authorities
towards these more democratic forms of management. Similarly, in describing
the limitations and ultimate failure of all such structures or institutions, little
attention is given to the possible reactions of disappointed workers, leaving the
impression that when their aspirations have been thwarted, workers tend simply
to accept the situation, whereas in fact, as leaders of the official trade unions in
China have been aware since at least 1957, in certain circumstances workers
with a grievance and no legitimate official channel for resolving it will resort to
illegitimate methods, such as organizing themselves independently or taking
unofficial industrial action. So the overall picture is one of workers as the passive
recipients of top-down reforms, not as active proponents of changes in the
direction of greater democracy.

There are similar problems with the picture of relations in a Chinese industrial
enterprise which emerges from Andrew Walder’s Communist Neotraditionalism. In
emphasizing the successful working of the networks of patron-client relationships
and organized dependency which the party, ‘under normal circumstances’ (Walder
1986:11), can use to control workers in the enterprise, and in particular to prevent
them from taking any sort of organized collective action outside official auspices,
this study tends to go along with the official line that cases of this sort of action
are extremely rare among Chinese workers, which, as we will see in the following
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chapters, is not the case. In contrasting these party methods with more overt
forms of repression, Walder observes that:
 

A state or elite which must use a large amount of force to repress emerging
or ongoing collective action exercises less effective control than a state or
elite which is able regularly to prevent organized group action in the first
place. The most brutal and violent regimes are not necessarily the most
effective at imposing political control; their brutality and violence is often a
mark of a poorly organized and ineffective effort to stem collective action.

(Walder 1986:18–19)
 
It is generally agreed that in the aftermath of the 1989 pro-democracy protests it
was workers who suffered the harshest and most violent repression, and in fact
this is true of the party’s reaction to workers’ involvement in earlier protest
movements as well. As well as testifying to the party’s perception that independent
action by workers poses the most serious threat to its rule, this would also seem
to indicate that the party has been much less successful at controlling workers,
and conversely that workers have been a great deal more active on their own
behalf, than Walder supposes.

As has been pointed out elsewhere, Walder’s work to a great extent focuses on
the relatively privileged group of permanent workers in large-scale state enterprises,
and this means that his conclusions may not hold good for other groups. Some of
the apparent disagreement about workers’ political awareness and attitudes can
be traced to the fact that different observers are talking about different groups
within the working class, so clearly it is important to identify where possible
which workers are under discussion. However, Walder’s focus on the penetration
of party control right down to the workshop level within the enterprise is relevant
to this study, since it illustrates the point that, with the official unions and enterprise
management also ultimately deferring to party authority, disputes even at this
low level tend quickly to develop into a confrontation between workers and the
party.

As for the official trade unions, since membership among Chinese workers is
the norm, although it is not actually compulsory, it might be assumed that an
account of conflicts between the official unions and the party would subsume
any discussion of conflicts between workers and the party. But it becomes clear
on the most cursory reading of, for example, letters from workers in the Chinese
press during the 1956–7 period, that in most cases the official unions were definitely
part of the problem as far as workers were concerned. It was in fact not at all
unusual, as Chapters 1 and 2 will show, for enterprise unions to side with
management against the workers when disputes arose, and even when unions
were inclined to support their members, they usually lacked the power to do so
in any effective way. More will be said about the precise role of the unions later;
for now it will suffice to note that it is important, wherever possible, to distinguish
between the attitudes and interests of workers themselves and those of their official
representatives, since they by no means always coincide. Consequently, while
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accounts of confrontations between the official unions and the party may be of
interest to us, particularly at those moments where the unions sided with the
workers, e.g. 1951, all too often these accounts relegate workers themselves to a
minor role. As with discussions of management reforms and changes in industrial
organizations, the active role of workers in pushing for preferred options is largely
left out of many of these accounts.

By drawing on the above two groups of sources it is possible to piece together
a general account of how the position of workers in the enterprise and in wider
society has developed in China since 1949. However, this tends to be a distorted
account in which workers’ independent activities—industrial action or unrest not
backed by the official unions, or the formation of independent organizations of
varying degrees of formality, up to and including independent unions—are
consistently down-played or even ignored. There is an over-emphasis on higher-
level, institutional conflicts between the official trade union organization and the
party, concentrating on the unions’ periodic attempts to gain greater autonomy
from the party, with relatively little attention given to union members’ own
aspirations and demands and the ways in which these might influence the actions
of higher-level union leadership.

In addition, the political content of workers’ protests is given less prominence
than economic causes of disputes, and workers’ actions under official mobilization
(such as organized criticism of intellectuals during the anti-rightist campaign in
1957, or the entry of worker-picket teams into universities and schools to restore
order during the Cultural Revolution) tend to be regarded as more reliable
indicators of working-class opinion (and support for the party) than actions
undertaken independently by workers on their own initiative, often at considerable
personal risk. Thus workers emerge as a rather passive section of society which
basically supports the party, and which is only occasionally moved to protest in
defence of its economic privileges when a relatively safe opportunity to do so
appears; this might take the form of an intellectual- or student-led protest
movement, or a shift in the attitude towards workers on the part of either the
party or the official unions.

What is missing from such an account, above all, is any sense of workers as
active political players in their own right, responding to developments in their
enterprises and in wider society not merely in accordance with their own narrow
economic interests, but in the light of their political beliefs and aspirations; workers
who, having undergone many hours of education as to their leading role in the
state as well as in the factory, in which their status as management’s political
equals has been stressed, are prepared to defend their rights and protest against
management authoritarianism and cadre privilege, in the first instance through
officially sanctioned channels, such as the trade union or the workers’ congress,
but later, when these prove inadequate, by methods such as independent
organization and strike action which, if not actually illegal, certainly lack official
approval.

Since little evidence for this sort of portrayal of Chinese workers is offered in
most existing accounts, is it safe to assume that their role in the major political
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movements in contemporary China has indeed been a minor one, and that those
workers whose protests have become visible are an unrepresentative minority?
Here it is useful to refer to the third group of relevant secondary sources, studies
of workers in the former socialist countries of Eastern Europe and the Soviet
Union. There are of course important differences between the People’s Republic
of China (PRC) and these countries, but it would be unreasonable to exclude
these sources from consideration altogether for that reason. We are, after all,
considering workers’ experiences under socialist rule and socialist management,
and the fact of the various regimes’ coming to power under different circumstances
and developing in different directions should not be allowed to obscure the basic
similarity in workers’ situations. The Chinese leadership itself has always been
keenly aware of possible parallels between events in Eastern Europe and in China,
as will be shown in Chapter 2 when we see how knowledge of the uprisings in
Poland and Hungary in 1956 influenced the policies of the Hundred Flowers
period in China, and in particular attitudes towards workers. In more recent
years it is the example of Solidarity in Poland which seems to have preoccupied
the Chinese authorities and informed their responses to workers’ independent
activities, especially attempts to form independent unions (Wilson 1990b: 3–4),
as we shall see in Chapter 6.

From studies of workers in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union dealing
with the issues which concern us in China (the functioning of official trade unions;
participation, democracy and workers’ councils; workers’ involvement in popular
protest movements; the causes and development of disputes; the question of
independent unions), a consensus seems to emerge that there are certain basic
problems inherent in the position of workers in a socialist state which are bound
to emerge sooner or later (Triska and Gati 1981; Ruble 1981; Sturmthal 1964;
Zinner 1956). In general terms, the dilemma faced by workers in an avowedly
socialist system is as follows. A ruling communist party usually defines itself as
the vanguard of the working class, an elite organization of the most advanced
elements of that class. But this does not mean that the party represents the interests
of the working class as opposed to those of other groups in society; as the highest
national authority, it must act in the best interests of the country as a whole. It is
an article of faith that the long-term interests of the working class are identical
with those of the party-state, but it is accepted that in the short term there may be
discrepancies, and that in any case, workers need their own organization to protect
their specific rights and interests against any violations of policy or law which
enterprise management might commit. So official trade unions are organized,
under the leadership of the party.

All such trade unions are organized in accordance with the ‘dual function’
Soviet model, i.e. they have responsibilities towards management and the party
with regard to mobilizing workers for production as well as being responsible for
protecting the rights and interests of their members, rather than being solely the
representatives of workers and (usually) the adversaries of management, as has
been more common outside the socialist world. They are commonly described
as a ‘transmission belt’, passing on the party’s policies and instructions to the
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workers and also communicating the opinions and problems of the workers to
the party. Unions are also to act as ‘schools of communism’, responsible for
ideological as well as technical and cultural education of workers. An additional
feature intended to distinguish socialist enterprises from capitalist ones is their
system of democratic management, involving workers’ participation in
management through either representation on managing bodies or the election
of a workers’ council or congress with specific rights and powers in the enterprise.
Although the division of labour demanded by modern, large-scale industry means
that workers mainly engage in physical labour while management mainly occupies
itself with mental labour, this does not imply any inequality of social or political
status; the position of workers in a socialist enterprise is fundamentally different
from that of capitalist wage-labourers, as the means of production are owned not
by a private individual but by the state, which is led by the working class.

That, then, is the theory. But in practice, conflicts quickly begin to emerge. A
study of Eastern European and Soviet sources does not reveal any case where the
official unions were able to perform their dual functions satisfactorily for any
length of time; many union activists in China in the mid-1950s complained that
their task was simply impossible, and they may well have been correct. What
generally happens is that the unions have to side either with the party and
management or with the workers. If they support the workers, they lay themselves
open to party accusations of economism or syndicalism; if they side with
management and the party, they risk losing the trust and allegiance of workers
who come to regard them as little better than a tool of management or an arm of
the state. They are in any case much less powerful than either the enterprise
party organization or its management, and therefore unable to offer much effective
support to workers. Workers’ councils (the workers’ representative conference or
workers’ congress in China) fare little better, as they tend to require the goodwill
and active cooperation of senior management, especially the factory director, to
be able to function as intended. In fact, far from welcoming and supporting it,
managers generally regard workers’ participation in management as a time-
consuming and unnecessary burden, and rank-and-file workers seem to have
particular difficulty in using this sort of organ to bring their influence to bear on
workplace decision-making (Pateman 1970). Given that these problems with official
unions and workers’ representative bodies seem to be universal in socialist states,
it becomes apparent that workers can actually find themselves in a weaker position
vis-à-vis managerial and political authorities in socialist enterprises than they
would in capitalist ones. They are urged, or compelled, to give up such traditional
methods of defending their interests as strikes, and indeed are assured that any
such action would be pointless since they, as the leading class in society, would
only be striking against themselves.

Yet the democratic socialist management systems which are supposed to render
this type of action unnecessary, and which are an essential foundation for workers’
new status as the masters of the state and of the enterprise, seem to be fatally
flawed. And, as we shall see when we examine events in China in more detail,
whereas workers’ relationships with capitalist employers before 1949 had at least
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been unambiguously antagonistic, the shift to state ownership could leave workers
in a very difficult position, where legitimate disagreements with enterprise
management could be presented by the latter as an attack on the authority of the
state organization which they represented, tantamount to an attempt to ‘overthrow
the leadership’.

The central contradiction faced by workers in socialist enterprises is thus that
while the authorities insist that workers are the masters of the enterprise and
stress the ownership of the means of production as the decisive factor, in reality
workers often find that they are virtually powerless to exercise any control over
their working lives or any influence over the officials who are supposed to be
their political equals. One writer has described the likely result of this contradiction
between rhetoric and reality thus:
 

No matter what political apathy or cynicism may prevail, the official values
of the regime are a standing incitement to trouble. A regime basing its
legitimacy on the power, if not the dictatorship, of the working class, and a
regime which spreads the classics of Marxism-Leninism through its
educational and propaganda work, is bound to face sharp, persistent and
spontaneous tests of the reality versus the stated norms…the official ideology
makes claims on behalf of the industrial workers which the day to day reality
contradicts.

(Denitch 1981:254)
 
From the above sources it is clear that conflict between workers and the authorities
in a socialist enterprise tends to become a regular feature of industrial life, since
the mechanisms which are meant to avert open confrontation between workers
and the enterprise leadership do not function as intended. One point which greatly
exercises writers on industrial disputes and conflicts under socialism is the extent
to which such disputes have political content and significance. A view commonly
expressed in writings on workers in Eastern Europe is that conflicts between the
working class, ‘the professed mainstay of the political order in communist polities’
and its ‘erstwhile vanguard’ (Triska and Gati 1981: xi–xvi) are inherently political;
as was indicated earlier, the opposition of even a section of the working class to a
ruling communist party is uniquely damaging to that party’s legitimacy.

At first glance, specific disputes often seem to be based on purely economic
grievances: the Polish strikes of 1970, for example, were sparked by meat price
increases, and Solidarity was later formed as a result of a similar outcry over
price increases. But closer examination of a dispute as it develops usually reveals
much more profound concerns on the part of workers which centre on problems
of social and political inequality. To return to the Polish example, the first demand
of workers in the Szczecin shipyards in 1970 was not for the rescinding of the
meat price increase, but for the abolition of the official unions in favour of
independent unions organized by the workers themselves, and for rectification of
the situation in which management and the state industrial bureaucracy (the
ones who took decisions regarding the price of meat, wage levels and other
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questions of great importance to workers) were inflated in numbers, paid far too
much in relation to workers, and provided with disproportionate material benefits
and other privileges (Montias 1981:181).

In other words, the problems were that social inequalities existed between
workers on the one hand and managers and officials on the other, while workers
lacked the political power to remedy these inequalities as their official unions and
structures for participation in management were ineffective. This is why demands
for the formation of independent unions to protect workers’ interests are such a
common feature of the latter stages of such disputes, and why some workers
eventually develop the view that party and management officials constitute a
new ruling class (Montias 1981:182), a class which does not and cannot represent
the interests of workers since it is mainly concerned with perpetuating its own
powerful and privileged position. Thus we see how a dispute triggered by a
specific economic grievance can escalate rapidly into a serious political conflict;
examples of this progression in China can be found in reports of industrial unrest
during the Hundred Flowers period.

We now have two rather different portrayals of how workers fare under socialist
government and management: one, drawn from studies of China, which depicts
Chinese workers as basically loyal supporters of the party who are politically
passive and whose participation in popular protest movements is marginal; and
the other, based on research on Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union,
which strongly suggests that sharp, persistent and escalating conflict between the
working class on one side and management and the party on the other is an
inevitable product of the state socialist industrial system, and that workers will
repeatedly be driven to take independent collective action including the formation
of their own organizations. That the former portrayal is now beginning to be
revised in favour of the latter is shown by the remarks of Anita Chan quoted
above, and by other reassessments of the significance of the Workers’ Autonomous
Federations formed in 1989, and of workers’ involvement in the Hundred Flowers
movement.

But in my view there is still a need for a reappraisal of the experience of
workers in China’s cities since 1949, and that is what this study is intended to
provide, focusing on workers themselves, as opposed to the official unions,
and, bearing in mind the findings of studies of workers in other socialist countries,
examining workers’ responses to party policies, their degree of satisfaction with
the functioning of the official unions and the various bodies set up to represent
them in the enterprise, the development of their relationship with political and
managerial authorities, and the underlying causes, nature and possible political
significance of any conflicts or disputes which might arise. Tracing the
development of the major crises in workers’ relationship with the CCP regime
up to 1989 can also aid a reassessment of the significance of workers’ involvement
in the wider movements, such as the Hundred Flowers movement or the Cultural
Revolution, with which these crises coincided. It is hoped that a more detailed
picture of workers’ attitudes and concerns, particularly in the very early stages
of each of the periods of confrontation, will provide insights into the underlying
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causes of these confrontations and a fuller and more intelligible account of
their development.

This account will provide the context, which has hitherto been missing, in
which the series of major confrontations between workers and the CCP can be
understood not as aberrations, but as the most serious manifestations of
fundamental contradictions which have always been present in their relationship.
Looked at in isolation, and without detailed knowledge of the background in
terms of workers’ attitudes, living and working conditions, and their position
within the socialist enterprise, it is possible to see why the view has gained ground
that workers’ activities in each case have been of only marginal importance. Yet
if we consider these ‘aberrations’ together, equipped both with knowledge of
Chinese workers’ lives and with some understanding of workers’ experiences in
other socialist states, then a more accurate depiction of Chinese workers’ experience
of, and responses to, CCP rule will emerge. It is only by taking into account all of
the crises identified in workers’ relations with the CCP that we can see both the
similarities between them and the ways in which they have become progressively
more acute and harder to resolve with each recurrence. We can also see how
workers have progressed, gaining in organizational and political confidence
through their experiences in these periodic confrontations.

For example, over the years the official trade unions were first criticized then
rejected in favour of independent, though informal and small-scale organizations,
and then ceased to exist altogether for much of the Cultural Revolution and the
years up to 1976, as workers organized themselves into Red Guard and other
groups. This experience of larger-scale collective political activity meant that after
the Cultural Revolution, workers were quick to organize independent trade unions
during the unrest surrounding the Democracy Wall movement, with some making
explicit reference to similar movements in Eastern Europe by appropriating the
‘Solidarity’ title. We will also see how criticism of cadres’ bureaucratist and
undemocratic attitudes after liberation gave rise during the Hundred Flowers
period and after to the idea that the political power of the bureaucracy over
workers might lead it to develop into a new class. This serious political division
between the workers and their leaders meant that in the aftermath of the Cultural
Revolution, with workers’ attitudes towards authority radically altered by their
experiences, the confrontation between workers and the party was expressed in
terms of class conflict, i.e. a conflict between the workers and the new ruling
class.

This study will show that conflict between Chinese workers and the leadership
of their enterprises has been a much more common feature of industrial life in
China than is generally realized, and, in investigating the underlying problems of
social and political inequality in the workplace (which seem to be of far greater
significance in motivating workers to protest, and eventually to organize
themselves, than the purely economic grievances usually stressed in official
accounts), will demonstrate the wider political implications of apparently limited
industrial disputes. It will pay particular attention to Chinese workers’ attempts
to organize themselves outside party control, a subject given renewed importance
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by the widespread formation (and suppression) of Workers’ Autonomous
Federations in many Chinese cities in 1989. This most recent confrontation with
workers, regarded by many at the time and since as of slight importance, a sideshow
to the main student demonstrations, will thus be seen in its proper context, not as
an unprecedented action on the part of Chinese workers, but as the latest, and
most serious, in a series of crises in workers’ troubled relationship with the CCP
regime.



1 Chinese labour under
‘New Democracy’, 1949–55

The first major confrontation between the CCP and Chinese workers began to
develop immediately after the communist victory in 1949. The newly-organized
official trade unions played an important part in it, so much so that accounts of
the period often focus exclusively on the unions’ struggle for greater autonomy
from the party at this time, a struggle which culminated in the removal of the
veteran CCP leader Li Lisan as Chair of the All-China Federation of Trade
Unions (ACFTU) in early 1952. This concentration on the higher levels of the
union hierarchy has tended to obscure the activities of workers themselves at the
grassroots level, and may perhaps explain why ‘the incident went down in popular
memory as simply a power struggle among the Party’s top leaders’ (Chan 1993:33).
In fact, the confrontation had its roots in the conflict between workers’ expectations
of their new role and status after liberation and the party’s more moderate policies
towards the takeover of industry, particularly in laterliberated areas such as
southern China.

Many elements of the ongoing conflict between workers and party authorities
in the early 1950s will become familiar as we examine later crises in this problematic
relationship. They include the difficulties faced by basic-level trade unions in
carrying out their dual functions, presented with the dilemma of either alienating
their own members with their obedience to party and managerial authorities in
the enterprise, or supporting the workers and risking accusations of economism,
syndicalism, and attempting to usurp party leadership over the working class.
We will see how, beginning in late 1949, the new official unions shifted between
these two positions in response to conflicting pressures from the workers below
them and the party above, apparently unable to find any viable middle way, and
ultimately succumbed to absolute dominance by the party at the Seventh ACFTU
Congress in May 1953, thus incurring the disappointment, even disgust, of many
workers, who complained that the unions had ‘lost their guts’ after the Congress
(Workers’ Daily 21 May 1957).

Another familiar feature making its first appearance in this period is the
promotion of management democratization in response to workers’ demands for
a greater say in the running of their enterprises, both state and private. There is
a marked similarity between the problems encountered in the establishment and
operation of various workers’ representative bodies at this early stage, and again
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in 1956–7 and the early 1980s, which supports the view that there are fundamental
flaws in such organizations which eventually undermine them all. Deborah Kaple’s
work has suggested that the Chinese attempted in the early post-liberation period
to implement an idealized, and correspondingly harsh, version of the Stalinist
industrial organization and management practices then prevalent in the Soviet
Union, and that the attempt to graft onto this provisions for democratic
management was always doomed (Kaple 1994:58–69). This is a persuasive view,
since one so often has the impression that workers and grassroots cadres alike in
this period are struggling with systems which are fundamentally unworkable.

Workers’ criticisms of cadres, whether union, management or party, and indeed
the self-criticisms of these same officials, also return repeatedly to what seem to
be the perennial problems in the attitudes and workstyle of leadership cadres:
bureaucratism, isolation from the rank and file, a preference for coercive or
commandist methods, failure to trust in the workers, arrogance and high-
handedness, formalism, and a lack of democracy within enterprises and in the
trade unions. In the early post-liberation period many such problems might be
attributed to the difficult economic situation, the inexperience of large numbers
of cadres, or workers’ ‘unduly high’ (Harper 1969:91) expectations of the new
regime, were it not for the fact of their repeated recurrence during later
confrontations between party and workers. It is this which gives them added
significance in the years under consideration in this chapter.

In order to understand why many workers, especially in later-liberated areas,
found the party’s moderate policies on the takeover of industry difficult to accept,
we must first look at workers’ earlier experiences of both economic and political
struggle and how these shaped their attitudes and expectations of communist rule.
Immediately after liberation, CCP propaganda made much of the working class’s
contribution to the party’s victory, even though this often meant going back to the
1920s heyday of the Chinese labour movement (Wales 1945; Chesneaux 1968) to
find events to celebrate. For example, reporting the liberation of the southern city
of Guangzhou (Canton) two days after the event, the Workers’ Daily reminded readers
of the ‘glorious tradition’ of the labour movement in that city during the Republican
period, describing Guangzhou as ‘a hotbed of the 1925–27 revolution’, and recalling
workers’ role in the Guangzhou uprising and the establishment of the short-lived
Guangzhou Commune, ‘the first worker-peasant-soldier revolutionary regime in
China’, in December 1927 (Workers’ Daily 16 October 1949; Dirlik 1997).

The CCP itself had been driven into rural exile after 1927, with only a relatively
small number of organizers remaining behind in the cities under Guomindang
(GMD), and later Japanese, control, so this presentation of workers’ revolutionary
role could be taken simply as the wishful thinking of a communist party anxious
to prove its proletarian credentials after more than twenty years of rural peasant
organizing and guerrilla warfare. But this would ignore the extent to which ‘in
the rank and file of labour itself…the tradition remained much more than a
matter of words’ (Epstein 1949: vi). Even during the Cultural Revolution, some
workers’ organizations still harked back to the struggles of the warlord era in the
nomenclature of their groups (Perry and Li 1997:73). Workers’ own sense of the
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traditions of Chinese labour does genuinely seem to have encompassed the early
years, particularly 1919–27, when the labour movement was above all highly
politicized, with the gaining of improved material conditions by workers a
secondary goal.

Economic struggles did dominate the 1930s, but the spirit of the more politicized
unions reappeared periodically in upsurges of activity in which they ‘repeatedly
incorporated the entire rank and file of purely economic and even government-
controlled “yellow” unions’ (Epstein 1949: v). Throughout the 1930s and during
the Anti-Japanese War, ‘an “unorganized” labor movement…seethed constantly
below the surface and burst out in sporadic and spontaneous strikes and disputes,
in which Chinese labor [showed] remarkable resourcefulness, tenacity and courage’
(Wales 1945:67). With or without the leadership of underground communist
activists, the labour movement continued in the cities and rose to new heights
after the Japanese surrender, with more than 3 million workers taking part in
strikes during 1947 alone (Zhu Xuefan 1948:57). Workers’ linking of economic
and political struggles in areas under GMD control drew praise and
encouragement from the CCP at labour movement congresses during the civil
war years and after. A speaker at the Sixth All-China Labour Congress in 1948
noted with approval a rise in workers’ political consciousness and an understanding
that ‘livelihood and starvation are not just economic questions, but also political
ones’ (Zhu Xuefan 1948:50). In similar vein, the Seventh ACFTU Congress in
1953 recalled that in GMD-ruled areas,
 

it was necessary for the trade unions to lead the workers to wage both legal
and illegal economic struggles under every possible and favourable condition,
and to link these struggles closely with the political struggle…[before liberation]
all economic struggles waged by the trade unions had political significance.

(Xu Zhizhen 1953:86)
 
Thus the political aspects of the labour movement before liberation were regarded
as not only acceptable, but absolutely necessary. This is in sharp contrast to the
role mapped out for unions under the new communist government and, as we
shall see, the transition for unions and workers alike was not an easy one.

Given the militant and politicized history of the labour movement in cities
under GMD control, it is easy to see why workers’ expectations of their new
position after the anticipated communist victory were high. The emphasis in
GMD labour policy and legislation was always on controlling workers (Epstein
1949: viii), and needless to say the restrictions on labour did not ease under
Japanese occupation of the cities of the eastern seaboard. What is perhaps more
surprising is the extent to which the GMD, on their return to southern and
eastern urban areas after the Japanese surrender, maintained this level of control
over workers and even intensified it (Epstein 1949:75–6). In these circumstances
workers would clearly expect a marked contrast between their treatment under
GMD and Japanese or ‘puppet’ rule, and life under an avowed party of the
working class. It was noted in the second half of 1948 that workers were ‘greatly
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encouraged’ (Zhu Xuefan 1948:51) by what they heard about rural land reform
in areas already liberated, and they looked forward to a similar process taking
place after the liberation of their cities.

But from about the middle of 1948 it began to become apparent that workers’
expectations were not going to be met, or at least not immediately, as CCP policy
on the takeover of industry shifted, and the idea that ‘the ultra-egalitarianism of the
“peasant socialist” period of land reform should be applied to the industrial sphere’
(Brugger 1976:64) was supplanted by the more moderate policy of ‘benefitting
both labour and capital’. Under this new policy, as many capitalists and private
enterprise managers as possible in cities like Shanghai and Guangzhou were to be
encouraged to stay on under the new regime and to keep in operation any enterprise
which was of benefit to the national economy and to the people as a whole.
Expanding employment and alleviating shortages were the priorities, and the
overriding need to restore and develop industrial production was the main motivation
for pursuing a policy towards private industry which top party leaders admitted
was essentially ‘reformist’ (Li Lisan 1949:84) rather than revolutionary.

Given their preference for a radical, land reform-type takeover of industry and
commerce, it comes as no surprise that many workers were highly suspicious of
the party’s policy of ‘benefitting both labour and capital’ in private enterprises,
which they viewed, not without reason as we shall see, as a cover for their continued
exploitation by capitalists. The problem of the clash between workers’ expectations
and actual party policy was addressed by Li Lisan in May 1949, when he discussed
the differences between the situation in the countryside and in the cities as follows:
 

Some people say that the Communist Party’s method of liberating the peasants
was good and very simple: they took the landlords’ property and distributed
it equally to the peasants, so why can’t they distribute the capitalists’ property
to the workers, instead of carrying out the development of production and
only then being able to improve workers’ lives?

(Li Lisan 1949:73)
 
In the countryside, he explained, the peasants worked harder and produced more
once freed from the exploitation of landlords, ‘so the result of the equal distribution
of land was that we were able to increase agricultural production’, with consequent
benefits for peasants’ purchasing power, which in turn expanded markets and
gave impetus to industrial production. But applying the rural policy to industry
would mean that ‘society would move backwards and livelihoods would decline’,
as a literal dividing up of capitalists’ property—factories and machinery—would
make it impossible for factories to go on producing. Workers, he insisted, ‘certainly
cannot divide up the capitalists’ factories; on the contrary, they must do their
utmost to protect the factories and increase production, for only that will be of
benefit to the workers’ (Li Lisan 1949:73–4).

In Li’s analysis, the three main causes of workers’ hardship in the past had
been imperialist, bureaucratic capitalist and feudal oppression and exploitation;
oppression and exploitation in enterprises owned by the national bourgeoisie;
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and the under-development of Chinese industry. The first of these had already
been eradicated and the second considerably restricted by the new people’s
government and the leading position of the working class, leaving just the third
to be tackled by workers’ own efforts in a ‘production alliance’ with capitalist
employers. Their capital was vital to the transformation of China’s backward
economy; increases in production brought about by workers’ hard work would
unavoidably benefit capitalists, and their increased profits from the surplus value
produced by workers would be exploitative in nature, but this situation was
historically necessary, and ‘excessive exploitation’ (Li Lisan 1949:74) could and
would be prevented. The sole criterion on which private enterprises were judged
was whether or not they were beneficial to the national economy (Xinhua News
Agency 21 September 1948).

Li’s point about the need to persuade the national bourgeoisie to stay on and
keep investing in enterprises was a reasonable one, but his overly literal
interpretation of what workers were demanding when they called for capitalists’
property to be distributed to them failed, perhaps deliberately, to address workers’
real political aspirations. He was careful to concentrate on the impracticality of
physically taking factories apart and ‘distributing’ them to workers, but never
mentioned the possibility of workers’ taking control of the (intact) enterprises in
which they worked. That this possibility existed was shown by the experience of
the north and northeast, the earliest industrialized areas to be liberated, where
many private enterprises were in fact run by workers after being abandoned by
their former owners and all or most of their management personnel.

This more radical, as well as often more violent, takeover of industry in the
north and northeast illustrates the general principle that ‘the earlier a particular
city was liberated the more radical was the takeover of its industries likely to be’
(Brugger 1976:67). The policies towards private industry implemented in the
later-liberated cities where large numbers of private enterprises remained in private
hands for up to seven years after liberation, were very moderate when compared
with those of earlier-liberated areas; and workers in these cities, with their history
of labour movement militancy and high expectations for the new era under
communist rule, found these policies correspondingly difficult to accept. That
the new CCP city government never entertained the idea of allowing workers to
take over and run their own enterprises did little to deter workers from pushing
in this direction; nor did it prevent some ‘overzealous union organizers who had
interpreted Marxism-Leninism far too literally’ from ‘forcibly concentrating power
in the hands of the workers’ (Vogel 1969:76) in the early spring of 1950. Thus
the scene was set for conflict between the CCP and workers as soon as the party
took power.

After liberation: management democratization and the new
unions in the ‘last difficult year’

There is no doubt about the seriousness of the economic problems facing both
workers and the new CCP government at the beginning of 1950, the ‘last difficult
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year’ (People’s Daily 6 February 1950). The main industrialized areas had all suffered
considerable damage during twelve years of civil and international warfare, from
Japanese bombing to sabotage by the retreating GMD in 1949. In Guangzhou,
for example, it was reported in December 1949 that less than a quarter of the
city’s enterprises were operating at full capacity, while nearly a third of the entire
workforce was unemployed (Guangzhou Labour Movement 1950:85). In these
circumstances, the CCP stressed the responsibilities of workers as the leading
class in the new society and warned them of compromises which would have to
be made. In order to consolidate the leading position of the working class, Ye
Jianying informed Guangzhou workers,
 

we must be good at uniting our own class, raising our political consciousness,
and distinguishing between immediate and long-term interests and between
partial and overall interests, and must subordinate immediate and partial
interests to long-term and overall interests…and so, under certain
circumstances, it will sometimes be necessary to make some concessions to
other classes.

(Guangzhou Labour Movement 1950:79)
 
But the moderate policy towards industry, with its emphasis on compromise for
the sake of production, economic recovery and keeping enterprises in business,
did not mean that workers’ interests and aspirations were to be ignored altogether.
They could not be, for it was recognized that the mood among workers was such
that management democratization in state enterprises and an improvement in
labour-capital relations in private enterprises were urgently required if this policy
were to succeed, as was the rapid organization of workers into new, official trade
unions. The demand for democratization and participation by workers in enterprise
management was also clearly present in the earliest weeks and months of CCP
rule, although, as would be the case with later campaigns for democratization, its
importance for the restoration and development of production was the point
most strongly emphasized: the People’s Daily insisted that the participation of workers
in democratic enterprise management was ‘the reason why labour productivity
in New Democratic or socialist societies tends to be higher than in capitalist
countries’ (People’s Daily 6 February 1950).

But in addition to its role in promoting production, democratization of enterprise
management was also the main symbol of the changed status of workers after
liberation. While the right to use the traditional weapons of labour, such as strikes,
was not withdrawn from workers under the new regime, workers were told that
they ‘[did not] need to and should not use [these] methods of struggle which harm
production’ (Peng Qingzhao 1951:29–30). Whether disputes arose with state
enterprise administrators or with capitalists in private enterprises, they could all be
resolved by consultation and negotiation through workers’ ‘own trade unions and
own government’; these methods were adequate because ‘there could certainly be
no circumstances where the government, led by the working class itself, would fail
to protect the interests of the working class’ (Questions on the Labour Movement 1950:56).
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