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ABSTRACT

This article tries to explore structural and i nmedi ate soci oecononic
factors which gave rise to the Chinese workers' participation in the protest
noverment of 1989. At the structural plane, the author argues that the
wor kers' involvenent in the protest novement marked a turning point of
changing class relations in China. Although the state socialist society
clains to be a workers' state, the workers have no power by the nere virtue of
bei ng workers and can exerci se power only through control over their
representatives who run the state and economic nmachine. |If this contro
| apses, so does their influence. 1In China, as in the other "existing

soci alist countries,"” hierarchies have been installed w thout denocracy. The
persi stence of such undenocratic authority structures has given rise to

rel ati ons of dom nance and subordination. Thus, ever since the establishment
of the People's Republic in 1949, there have been two structurally

ant agoni stic classes in Chinese society: Cadre class and working class. In
the first thirty years of the conmunist rule, however, this antagoni smwas

| argely obscured by two intervening factors: class designation system and
patron-client relations. 1In the past ten years or so, the cl ass designation
system was abol i shed altogether and the patron-client relations have | ost nuch
weight. As a result, the working class is beconming nore solidified in
confrontation with an equally consolidated cadre class which holds political
social, and econonmic powers. It is against this background of structura
change that workers began to rise in opposition to the party/state and its
associated elite. As far as nore inmediate soci oecononmic roots of the

wor kers' unrest are concerned, the events of 1989 may be seen as a product of
the confluence of three boiling issues: rising inflation, w despread

corruption, and above all, declining social status of the working class, al

of which were spawned by the ten years of the building-socialismwth-



capi tali smmethods experinent since 1979. This article concludes that the
working class in China nowis no longer a pillar of continuity but a force of

change.



In 1966, when Mao Zedong | aunched the Cultural Revol ution, he hoped the
Chi nese working class would unite to fight against what he called the
"capitalist roaders." But he soon found the working class split fromwthin.
VWhile a minority did become "rebel s" against the establishnent, the majority
of workers were so-called conservatives, defending their superiors and seeking

to preserve the status quo. Mo was very disappointed by that finding (S

Vang 1990).1

In 1986, | went back to China to do field research for ny dissertation
which is about the nass base of the Cultural Revolution. | interviewed
ei ghty-five persons. | asked everyone of them a question: "Wre there another
Cul tural Revolution, would you participate?" They all responded: "No!" Then
| asked the same question in a slightly different way: "If soneone is going to

| aunch a nmovenent against corrupt officials, would you participate?" They al
responded: "Yes!" Interestingly, a number of forner conservatives explicitly
said: "I would be a rebel next time."

In 1989, a mmssive protest novenent swept over China. Students started
the novenent. But what made the student denonstration of 1989 so remnarkabl e
was that it was supported by the broad nasses of people, particularly by
urban workers. Wile, since the so-called "Beijing Spring" of 1978, student
denonstrati ons had been seen in major Chinese cities al nost every year, this
was the first tine for a |large nunmber of Chinese workers to be directly
i nvol ved in the protest novenent since the end of the Cultural Revolution
Deng Xi aopi ng m ght have hoped that the working class would be internally
split so that at |east some workers would stand by the governnent. But there
was hardly any worker who did that.

The irony that both Mao and Deng got what they did not want raises a
qguestion: why did Chinese workers who had by and | arge | ong been the

party/state's allies rise in opposition to the party/state this tinme?



In order to answer the question, | will divide this article into three
parts. First, because the Western nedi a have tended to describe the recent
protest novenent in China as "a student novenent for denocracy,” reports
about workers' participation were very scattered. | will try to piece
together a picture to show on how |l arge a scale workers took part in the
noverent, what their denands were, and how the regi me responded to the
wor kers' involvenent. In the second part, | will try to explore structura
roots of the workers' unrest. The third part discusses some inmedi ate
soci oeconom ¢ factors which contributed to the workers' participation in the
protest nmovenment of 1989. And finally , |I will address the issue of the

rel ati onshi p between the working class and denocracy.

The Workers' Participation in the Protest Myvenent

The protest novenent began as Beijing students converged on Ti anannen
Squar e under the pretext of honoring ousted Party CGeneral Secretary Hu
Yaobang, who died on April 15. The initial demands were, anong other things,
for freedom of speech, freedom of press, freedomto denponstrate, nore noney
for education, and disclosing the private bank accounts of sone top officials'
children. On April 25, Deng Xiaoping nmade a secret speech in which he
asserted that the students were creating a "counter-revolutionary riot." He
went on to call for "tough neasures" to stop the protest. The next day, the

Party organ, People's Daily published a strongly-worded editorial, attenpting

to intimdate the students. It was then when workers first showed their
synpathy for, and support of, the students. On April 27, when 150,000 Beijing
students, in defiance of warnings fromthe governnment, staged a massive

denonstration, they were greeted on their way to the Tianannmen Square by

wor kers with warm appl ause (China Daily News April 28, 1989).



Workers' involvenent in the protest, though still indirect, terrified top
Chi nese leaders. |In early May, the Beijing Minicipal Party Comrmittee issued a
directive to all factories, advising managers to do whatever was necessary to
cut off the connection between the workers and the students. On May 13, the
Party General Secretary Zhao Ziyang and the Prem er Li Peng net workers'
representatives and tried to pacify the workers. And on the night of My 15,
the Beijing Municipal Party Committee held an energency neeting to di scuss how

to "stabilize workers" (China Daily News May 19, 1989). Despite, if not

because of, those efforts, however, Beijing workers began to join the protest
in great nunmbers. First individually, later in organized contingents, they
took to the streets to support the students and to pour out their own
grievances. On May 17 and 18, when over a mllion people marched in Beijing
to protest the Governnent's col d-bl ooded attitude toward the students who had
gone on a hunger strike, workers began to make up the majority of the crowds.
Workers were fromall sorts of factories, small, niddle-sized, and | arge;
state-run, collectively-run, and foreign-invested. But workers fromthe

| argest state-run factories in the city such as the Capital Steel Corporation
and Yanshan Petrocheni cal Corporation were npst conspicuous. They cane into
the city on an arnmada of trucks, buses and all sorts of vehicles, banging

drums, gongs and cynmbal s, and waving red flags (China Daily News May 17-19,

1989; People's Daily May 17-18, 1989; and Economic Daily May 17-19, 1989).

The May 18 New York Tines noted that "the denmonstration today was the

realization of one of the Governnent's worst nightnares---organi zed wor ker

participation in what began as student protest” (New York Tines May 18, 1989).

Feeling the heat frombelow, the official trade unions gave their support
to the denponstration. On May 17, the staff of the National Council of Trade
Unions (hereinafter NCTU) and the students and faculty of the Wbrkers
Moverent |nstitute under the NCTU took part in the denmonstration. The next

day, the NCTU donated 100,000 yuan to the denmonstrators. This was the only



gover nment agency whi ch donated noney to the protestors (People's Daily 18-19,

1989). And nore remarkably, according to a very reliable source, the Nationa
Counci| of Trade Unions agreed to call out a national general strike on May
20. It was probably because of this threat that Li Peng ordered martial |aw
on the ni ght of My 19. 2

But martial law did not intimdate the students or the workers. VWile
of ficial trade unions hung back, workers began to organi ze i ndependent trade
unions. In Beijing, a preparation comittee for a "workers' self-governing
council" came into being on May 25. W rkers in the provinces quickly foll owed
the exanmple. Wthin less than ten days, at least in a dozen of large cities
such as Shanghai, Whan, Canton, Nanjing, Xi an, Hongzhou, Shengyang, Kunning
Lanzhou, Guiyang, Changsha, and Xi ning, simlar organizations energed

(People's Daily June 10, 13, 14, 15, 20, and 29, 1989).

The ways the authorities handl ed the protest novenment of 1989 provide
collateral evidence that the Chinese workers stood by the protesters rather
than the party/state. |In all the previous political novements since 1949,
wor kers were always nobilized to spearhead the attacks. In the Mowvenent to
Suppress Counter-revolutionaries (1950-1952), the Mywvenent against the Three
Evils (corruption, waste and bureaucracy within the Party, governnment, arny
and nass organi zati ons, 1951-1952), the Myvenent against the Five Evils
(bribery, tax evasion, theft of state property, cheating on government
contracts and stealing of econonmic information, as practiced by owners of
private industrial and comercial enterprises, 1952), and the Sociali st
Transformati on Movenent (1956), the workers' role has becone well-known, and
needs not to be repeated here. |In the Anti-Rightist Struggle of 1957, the
turni ng point of the canpaign was marked by the publication of an editorial of

People's Daily, entitled "The Working Cl ass is Speaking out Now." In early

1966, the criticismcanpaign of the "Three Fanmily Village" of Deng Tou, W

Han, and Liao Mosha in the nanes of "workers, peasants and sol diers"



foreshadowed the Cultural Revolution. And again, in 1974 when the Canpaign to
Criticize Lin Biao and Confucius was |aunched, the first editorial of People's
Daily was titled "Wrkers, Peasants, and Soldiers are Main Forces to Criticize
Lin Biao and Confucius." Finally, in April 1976, workers' nmilitia was used,
along with police forces, to suppress the crowds gat hered together on

Ti anannen Square protesting ultra-leftist policies of the Gang of Four. After
the riot was put down, workers were forced, despite their reluctance, to
participate in officially initiated denonstrati ons agai nst "a handful of
counter-revol utionaries."

During the protest nmovenent of 1989, however, the Chinese authorities
were no |onger able to fonent antagoni sm between workers on the one hand and
students and intellectuals on the other. The crackdown was carried out by
neither police forces nor workers' mlitias, but by field arnies. Cbviously,
it seemed to the Chinese authorities that the workers' nmilitia was not
reliable. After the crackdown, there has been a canpai gn denouncing the
"crinmes of a handful of counter-revolutionary rioters" in official newspapers.
But, unlike the previous political novenents, during which newspapers had been
full of critical articles in the nanes of workers, this canpaign was by and
| arge carried out by anonynous authors. And the authorities didn't even dare
to put up a false front of workers' loyalty to the party/state by organizing
mass denonstrations, fearing that such gatherings mght get out of hand. The
Chi nese authorities seemto have | ost the courage and capability to force
workers to dance to their tune

Why did so nany workers beconme involved in the protest? One reason of

course was workers' synpathy for those students who were going on the hunger

strike. But there were reasons goi ng much deeper than synpathy. In fact, the
wor kers' denands were in many ways very different fromthe students'. Wile
students and intellectuals were mainly pursuing nore civil liberties, workers

cared nore about their livelihood and distributive justice. The students'



hero of the nonent was Zhao Ziyang, the Party General Secretary, who had been
known as a consistent and enthusiastic supporter of Deng Xi aoping' s market -
oriented economc reform But workers shouted slogans |ike "Down with Zhao
Ziyang!" More significantly, in protest marches a nunber of workers carried
portraits of Mao Zedong, who was no synpathizer of Western style denocracy and
freedom The founder of the People's Republic was held up by these workers as
a synbol of Spartan virtue and egalitarian ideals against a corrupt and
cyni cal Deng Xi aoping reginme. After all, during Mao's days, prices were
stable, crime was | ow, and unenpl oynent was unheard of . 3

For Deng's regine, the workers' involvenent in the protest was an om nous
devel opnent, so much so that the regime naturally struck out first and
forenpst at the workers. Even before the military crackdown, attacks had been
nounti ng agai nst the worker activists. For instance, on May 30, the day when
the Beijing Workers' Self-CGoverning Council was scheduled to be formally
establ i shed, three key nmenbers of the council's preparation conmittee were

arrested (China Daily News May 30-June 1, 1989). After the crackdown, all the

executions to date and nost arrests were of workers (Asia Watch 1989).4

Why the savage repression at the very first signs of working class
protest? Mre specifically, why did Zhao Ziyang and Li Peng neet the workers
representatives first when it was students who first nmade the request to have
a dialogue with the governnent? Wy did the governnent set out to arrest
wor ker activists soon after they decided to establish i ndependent unions,
whi l e no student | eader was detai ned before the massacre even though students'
i ndependent associ ati ons had existed for alnmost two nonths? And why is it
that all the executions and nost arrests to date are of workers, when it was
t he students who touched off this whole series of denmonstrations? The
fundamental reason is that while the students were the spark, it was the
wor kers' social power that i mediately threatened the Party |eaders' grip on

Chi nese society. The workers' social power first has to do with the sinple



fact that workers account for about seventy percent of the one hundred fifty
mllion nonagricultural |abor force, while all college students put together
are less than two mllion (The National Statistics Bureau 1988: 117-130).
Workers al so have enornous wei ght in social production and reproduction. Deng
Xi aopi ng and other top | eaders nust have still remenbered what had happened
during the first three years of the Cultural Revolution when the whole society
was in a turnmoil largely because of workers' involvenent. They nust al so have
been frightened by what Solidarity had done to the Polish Conmuni st regine.

It should not be too far fromthe truth to suggest that to a great extent it
was because the Chinese workers began to denonstrate their massive social

power the reginme i nposed the brutal crackdown in desperation

Structural Roots of the Wrkers' Unrest

The workers' involvenent in the protest novenment of 1989 marked a turning
poi nt of changing class relations in China.

The last turning point occurred in the early 1950s. In 1949, the Chinese
Conmmuni sts came to power. And by 1956, the socialization of the privately-
owned nmeans of production had been conpleted. Then the Chinese | eadership
declared that with the abolition of private ownership of the neans of
production, the fundanental class relations typical of capitalist society had
di sappeared once and for all. It argued that a nationalized econony woul d
create a coincidence of interests. 1In such an econony, there could be no
i nherent class antagoni sm equi val ent to that which energes between a
prol etariat and a bourgeoi sie.

I ndeed, Marx once predicted that socialist society would be a cl assl ess
society:

Does this nean that after the fall of the old society there will be a new

class domination culnnating in a new political power? No.



The condition of the enmancipation of the working class is the abolition
of all classes just as the condition of the emancipation of the Third Estate,
of the bourgeois order, was the abolition of all estates and all orders. The
working class will, in the course of devel opnent, substitute for the old
civil society an association which will exclude classes and their antagoni sm
and there will be no nore political power properly so-called, since politica
power is precisely the official expression of antagonismin civil society
(Marx 1976, 6: 212).

And indeed, the socialist transformation---the nationalization of the
means of production---has decisively changed the social structure of Chinese
society. The neans of production belong, at least in theory, to the people
as a whole. Thus any individual or group, including those who occupy
positions in control of the production process, cannot claimownership of the
means of production. Similarly, no one can legitimately treat the neans of
production as private property. However effective governnent officials'
control over production and social life my be, they cannot |awfully draw
surplus production into their own pockets as capitalists do. They do di spose
of the surplus and deci de what happens to it, but they cannot appropriate it

for reinvestnment under their own names.5

In a word, there are no property-
owni ng cl asses any nore.

That there is no property-owning class in a socialist society does not
mean, however, that so long as private ownership is abolished, there can be
no conflict anong social groups. The history of the People's Republic of
China (and of other state socialist countries) has denmonstrated that public
owner shi p does not guarantee equal rights to all citizens to enjoy and dispose
of property. Although private ownership was abolished, the hierarchica
structure of the division of |abor has remained in China's state sociali st

system The economic division of |abor gives sone people the creative tasks

of planning and managi ng the work of others, while the majority do the



intellectually less exciting and nore routine jobs. The greater the skill or
know edge commanded by an occupation, the greater is its relative scarcity in
the marketplace. |In turn the degree of scarcity relative to denands to a

| arge extent deterni nes occupational rewards. Mreover, political and
manageri al cadres' control over the disposition of the surplus itself gives
them nore accesses to public funds. The ability of the privileged groups to
appropriate nore than an equal share of the social product and to secure the
conpliance of the underprivileged to their superiority are now based on the

di vi sion of |abor.

Unlike Stalin who interpret Marx's concept of class in strict terns of
ownership, Lenin defined social classes as "large groups of people differing
fromeach other by the place they occupy in the historically determ ned system
of social production, by their relation (in sone cases fixed and fornulated in
law) to the nmeans of production, by their role in the social organization of
| abor, and consequently, by the dinensions and node of acquiring the share
of social wealth of which they dispose"” (quoted in Lane, 1985: 149). The
pl ace one occupies in "the social organization of |labor" and "the dinensions
and node of acquiring the share of social wealth"” which one di sposes nay be
i ndependent of one's ownership relations. And thus the division of |abor can
be a basis for differentiation. Using this broader definition of class, we
can hardly conclude that China (and other state socialist countries) has

excluded "cl asses and their antagoni snm' because it has not elininated the
di vi si on of | abor as Marx expected.

Thus we find that the inplications of the state socialist systemare
twofold. On the one hand, the incunbents of power positions (those with
aut hority) do not form an ownership class that can be understood in classica
Mar xi st terns. Governnent ministers and directors of factories cannot pass on

rights over mnistries or factories to their children as do many capitalists

in Western societies.® On the other hand, though the class ownership of the



means of production is quite different, the process of production has been
very much on Western lines. Those with authority do form a special social
group differing fromthe najority of people. They differ fromothers not in
their ownership relations to the nmeans of production but in their position in
the social organization of labor and in their role in production process.
They share a common relationship to the neans of production, which they as a
group do not own but control and from which they derive concrete benefit and
privilege. W may conclude fromthe above discussion that after the abolition
of private ownership of the neans of production, ownership classes no |onger
exi st, but classes in a functional sense (based upon the division of |abor)
still exist.

| argue in detail elsewhere that with the elimnation of alnost all
private enterprises and the inposition through the state planning system of
centrally deternmined priorities in 1950s, the trends toward conprehensive
bureaucrati zation were powerfully reinforced in China. Those who undert ook
the task of direction (managenent) thus forned part of a new hierarchy, whose
conmon denom nator was that they allocated resources, distributed val ues,
directed the apparatus of production, and organized the work force at al
levels (S. Wang, 1990). Although the state socialist society clains to be a
wor kers' state, the workers have no power by the mere virtue of being workers
and can exerci se power only through control over their representatives who run
the state and econonic machine. |If this control |apses, so does their
i nfluence. For this reason, it is essential for a socialist society to
establ i sh denocratic political control over the controllers of productive
resources. This is the only way to assure, though indirectly, equality of
power over the way resources are used. Unfortunately, the state socialist
soci ety has been characterized by the structural constraint of hierarchica
power and the weakness of effective institutionalized nethods of denocratic

control. In practice, thus, the worker in China has no nore control over what



he produces or how it is produced than does the worker in the Wst. Real
control belongs to the directors of enterprises and the nenmbers of the state
apparatus. To the extent of their discretion, the responsibility offered by
the work, and the nature of the authority relationship, those with directing
power occupy positions very different fromordinary workers in the production
process and/or in social organizations of |abor. The persistence of such
undenocratic authority structures has thus given rise to rel ations of

dom nance and subordination. W nmay identify two social groups as the basic

classes in the state socialist society: cadre class and working cl ass.

Because they are located in different positions in the production process,
contradi ctions between cadres and workers are inevitable.

In the first thirty years of Conmmunist rule, however, this antagoni smwas
| argely obscured by the internal conflicts within the cadre class and the
internal conflicts within the working class.

Because the Communi sts at first |acked experienced and skilled cadres to
manage, coordinate, and control soci oecononic devel opment, the cadre class of
China was internally divided in the first decades of the People's Republic.
Wth "intellectual capital,"” the old elite, people such as capitalists,
intellectuals, and professionals were to a large extent retained and appointed
to managerial and technical positions in the new regine. They were functiona
cadres whose roles were to manage the production and reproduction of goods and
val ues. These functional cadres generally received greater rewards than the
general public. In addition, their children generally had an advantage in the
contest for life opportunities because of the abilities and achi evenent
notivations acquired fromtheir parents.

Egal i tari ani sm whi ch was enbraced by many Chi nese as the essence of
soci alism however, required a political systemin which the state was able

continually to hold in check those social and occupational groups which, by



virtue of their skills, education, or personal attributes, night otherw se
attenpt to stake clainms to a disproportionate share of society's rewards.
Putting egalitarianisminto practice in a state socialist polity resulted in
(indeed required) state power to manipulate the distribution and

redi stribution of resources in society and to delimt individuals' freedom of
action. Thus the political cadres arose. Unlike their functiona
counterparts, the political cadres were typically recruited on the basis of
political reliability. They were generally drawn fromthe ranks of those who
had served in the revolutionary arnmy or had fought in the underground

resi stance agai nst the Guoni ndang before 1949. Wth few exceptions, they were
men of hunbl e social origins, forner peasants and industrial workers with
little formal education. Like the functional cadres, the political cadres

al so received relatively higher rewards than their subordinates. But in many
cases, the party cadres at the grass-roots and nmiddle | evel were not paid as
much as white-collar specialists working in the same places. Furthernore,
their children, though benefitting nore fromthe new regine's policies of
class favoritismthan the of fspring of any other social groups, were generally
not as conpetitive as the functional cadres' children.

Because of the differences in their power bases, roles, origins, and
expect ati ons about their children's prospects, the tension between the
functional cadres and the political cadres, or between the old elites and the
new elites, had never been nmitigated in the first three decades of the
Peopl e's Republic. The political cadres, in a position of dom nance, tried
vari ous devices to subdue the functional cadres while making use of their
talents for soci oecononic devel opment. Anpong the nost effective devices was
Iabelling.7 Bef ore 1978, each and every Chinese was given a cl ass

designation. "Landlord," "capitalist," "rich peasant," "bad el ement,"



"counter-revolutionary," and "rightist" were "bad" class designations, while

"wor ker," "poor peasant," and "revol utionary cadre" were "good" ones.
Intellectuals and professionals were sonewhere in between (L. White 1989).
Most of the functional cadres got "bad" class designations because they had
cone fromrich fanilies. Most of the political cadres got "good" class

desi gnati ons because of their hunmble origins. The class boundary of the

resi dual structure thus overshadowed the class boundary existing in the
present system As a result of ranking people in accordance with their famly
backgrounds before the liberation, the functional cadres were conpelled to
live with their political inferiority, no matter what else they m ght obtain.
Wth considerabl e power resources---know edge and skills the political elites
general Iy | acked but which were indi spensable for soci oecononi ¢ devel opnent - - -
in their possession, the functional cadres, of course, did not want to

subordi nate thenselves to the political cadres. The Hundred Fl owers Myvenent
of 1956-57 mani fested their desire for the reall ocation of power.

The working class was not honogeneous either. The work force, whether in
the state sector or in the collective sector, was largely divided into three
categories: activist, mddle-of-the-road, and backward element.8 This
di vi si on was a by-product of the nass nobilization nethod of economc
devel opnent. For a poor country |ike China, one way to increase productivity
is to nmobilize underused | abor power. But because it is poor, there are
limted resources to be used as rewards. The regine thus had to resort to
cheap noral rewards (e.g., designations as "activist" or menbership in the
Party and the Youth League) to substitute for expensive material ones, which
resulted in further categorization of the people by adding yet another
di nensi on specifically for ranking those who were not "bad" according to

of ficial class categories. The price of such practices was unexpectedly high



the working class was split fromwthin. As long as the nobilization method
of devel opment and the politicization of social life persisted, the

di stinction between the activist and the backward el enent likely continued to
be one of the nost politically salient social-structural cleavages. Another
result of such practices was the formation of patron-client relations between
activists and their superiors, as Andrew \Wal der describes in his recent book

Conmuni st Neo-TraditionaIism9

Because of the internal conflicts within the cadre class and the working
cl ass, the nost fundanmental social division between the two classes did not
beconme the nost inmportant politically relevant cleavage in Chinese society
until the late 1970s. That is why during the period of the Cultura
Revol ution, workers in every factory split into "rebel faction" and
"conservative faction" and fought bitterly with each other (Lee 1978).

In 1978, the class designation systemwas finally abolished. And since
then as noral incentives have given way to material incentives in organizing
production, the distinction between "activists" and "backward el enents" no
| onger makes much sense. As a result of the two devel opments, the differences
bet ween the functional cadres and the political cadres are gradually
dim'nishing,10 and the working class is becoming nore solidified in
confrontation with an equally consolidated cadre class which holds political
soci al and econom c powers. It was against this background of structura
change that workers began to rise in opposition to the party/state and its

associ ated elites.

Soci oecononi ¢ Roots of the Wbrkers' Unrest

Now |l et us turn to the npbre i nmedi ate soci oeconom ¢ roots of the workers

unrest. This unrest was a product of the confluence of three boiling issues:



rising inflation, w despread corruption, and, above all, declining social
status of the working class, all of which were spawned by the ten years of the
bui | di ng-soci alismw th-capitalist-nmethods experinent since 1979.

Inflation

Inflation was an extrenely explosive issue. There have been a | ot of
reports and discussions about inflation in China and its social inplications.
Therefore | amnot going to investigate this issue in detail. In Table 1, |
present three sets of figures. The first set is about inflation rates. In
the first three decades after the revolution of 1949, prices scarcely rose.
From 1951 to 1978, the average inflation rate was 0.7% In the first years of
the econonmic reform inflation was nild: from 1979 to 1984, the average rate
was 2.6% After 1984, however, the situation was getting worse every year
In 1988, the inflation rate was 18.5% and the first half of 1989, 25.5%

The urban cost of living increased even faster

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE

The second set of figures is about real wages. We find that the actua
i mprovenent in real wages for the 1978-1985 period cane to 5.1% annual | y.
Especially in 1984, real wages junped al nost 15% However, after 1985,
because of high inflation, the situation suddenly changed. The real wages in

1987 increased only 0.9% and in 1988 only 0.5% (People's Daily February 28,

1989; Wei 1988). Even taking the official figures at face value, the increase
inthe last two years are not statistically significant, because it does not
exceed the limts of conputational error

VWhat is worse is that in the |ast few years, many urban househol ds have
experienced declines in their real inconme. For 1986, the governnent reported
"a smal |l number of urban househol ds" suffered this bitter experience. For

1987, one out every five urban famlies fell into this category. |n 1988,



nore than one third of the urban famlies found thensel ves earning | ess and

spendi ng nore (People's Daily February 28, 1989).

These official figures are all aggregated, from which we cannot tel
whi ch social group has suffered nbst fromthe rising inflation. But there is
evidence that it is the worker who has borne the brunt. A 1986 survey about
popul ar reaction to inflation, which covered eight cities such as Beijing,
Guangzhou, Wihan, Chengdu, Q ngdao, Changchuan, Xi ning and Wihu, found that
t he higher one's income was, the nmore likely s/he was to approve of the reform
of price systemwhich was responsible for turning a repressed inflation in the
fornms of shortage, rationing, and governnent subsidy into an open inflation
Meanwhi | e, the sane survey showed that the worker was the nobst rel uctant
soci al group to appreciate the economic necessity of the price reform Wile
57 percent of governnent functionaries, 52 percent of intellectuals, 49
percent of private businessnmen, and 36 percent of sal escl erks endorsed the
price reform only 28 percent of industrial workers liked it. Even those who
had no fixed occupation were nmore willing to tolerate the price reformthan
workers (34 percent). W nmay infer fromthese two findings that the inflation
has hurt industrial workers nore badly than it has done to other soci al

groups. Wien this survey was done in 1986, the urban cost of living only rose

7.0 percent. In 1988, however, the urban cost of living went up 20.7 percent.
And by the first half of 1989, the price had soared out of control, increasing
at an annual rate probably higher than 30 percent. |f workers had al ready

felt the mld inflation of 1986 unbearable, they nust have becone outrageous
upon the runaway inflation of 1989 (Chen 1987: 33-38).

Inflation is a device of redistribution. Wile nost people suffered from
inflation, sone people gained huge profits fromit. Those were corrupt
government officials, price-gouging speculators, upstart private
entrepreneurs, and a few factory nanagers and artists. In a very short period

of time, they suddenly amassed a ot of wealth. It was estinmated, for



i nstance, that anmong 12 nmillion owners of private industrial and comerci al
firms, 10 percent earned nore than 10,000 yuan per year and 1 percent as much
as several mllion yuan. |n Guangzhou, by the end of 1988, there had been
several dozens of millionaires. The richest famly was said to be worth four
mllions (Chinese News Agency dispatch from Guangzhou on Decenber 4, 1988).
The differentiati on between "haves" and "have nots" thus becane abundantly
apparent in Chinese society in the last few years. |In three years between
1984 and 1987, the ratio of income spread between the top twenty percent and
the bottomtwenty percent of urban households increased from2.8:1 to 3.4:1

(Tianjin Daily July 20, 1988). As a result, tremendous resentnent has been

bui | di ng anbng wor kers agai nst the beneficiaries of Deng Xi aoping's policy of
"letting some people get rich first." Wen the Institute of Econom c System
Reform a think tank of the State Council, first investigated popul ar
grievances in 1986, econonic inequality ranked the eighth of thirteen nost
conmon conpl aints. The concern about the w dening gap between the rich and
the poor went up to fifth in 1987 and to the fourth in 1988 (zZhang 1989). A
1988 public opinion survey found that 88.7 percent of people thought that
social inequalities were "great or very great in China" (Qutlook May 23, 1988:
13-14). It is interesting to note that in 1980 when Solidarity first enmerged,
a public opinion poll in Poland found 85 percent of people thought that social
inequalities in Poland were "great or very great" (Snolur 1983). The
percentage was slightly | ower than what was found in China in 1987 and 1988.

Corruption

W despread corruption was another factor which alienated workers. Since
t he Conmuni sts canme to power in 1949, there has never been an institutiona
mechani smto check cadres frombelow. But originally, cadres were supposed to
have only political power but neither wealth nor prestige. Mrreover, there
was a nmechani sm i nposed from above to prevent cadres from abusi ng power for

personal benefits, that is, the political canpaign. Thus, in the first three



decades of the People's Republic, a dozen canpai gns were | aunched. Initiated
by top | eaders, these campaigns in nost cases ainmed at cadres who politically
deviated fromParty |ine and who abused power for personal gains. Because the
canpai gns were usually very viol ent and puni shnent very severe, this nmechanism
was rather effective in curbing corruption. After Mao's death, the Deng's
regi me declared that it would never |aunch another political canpaign, but it
failed to devel op a new nechanismto check cadres from bel ow. Mbreover, there
have been in recent years increasing opportunities for profiteering from

di fferences between planned prices and narket prices. A Chinese econom st
estimates there is a 200 billion yuan gap between planned prices and narket
prices (X Shi 1989: 41). Those in positions to control resource allocation
therefore can easily make big noney by abusing their power. Uncontrolled
power thus resulted in wi despread corruption. As WlliamH nton, a
synpat hi zer of the Chinese socialist revolution, points out: "The |evel of
corruption in China has reached proportions sinilar to those that overwhel ned
t he Guom ndang back before 1949." The Party General Secretary Zhao Ziyang's
two sons were notorious exanples of corruption. It is also widely believed
that Deng Xi aoping's sons were involved in corruption as well (H nton

1990: 187).

In the |l ast decade, new folk rhymes of political type have come out by
the hundred every year, nostly to express ordinary people's frustrations and
grievances. The Following are a few exanpl es of 1988:

Mao Zedong sent his son to the front [of the Korea War], Liu Shaoqgi sent
his son to the border areas, Zhou Enlai didn't have a son but he hinself
wor ked very hard, Deng Xiaoping's son stays in Beijing to collect donations,
Zhao Ziyang 's sons are doing business to reap staggering profits, and Hu

Yaobang's son has di sappeared since he fell from power.



Chai rman Mao's cadres had cl ean hands, but Deng Xi aoping's cadres are

becomi ng mllionaires.

The west is red,

The sun is falling,

Here conme a Deng Xi aopi ng,

He serves the privileged stratumvery well,

And he tell others "mind your own business"..

Here what attracts our attention is that people began to conpare Mo
Zedong and Deng Xi aopi ng, obviously favoring the former. Indeed, there has
appeared a new "Mao Zedong fever" anpbng Chi nese worki ng people since 1987.
Why? It seenms to nme that workers cherished the nenmory of the | ate chairnman
not because they l|iked his doctrine of ubiquitous and perpetual "class
struggle" or his policies during the periods of the Great Leap Forward and the
Cul tural Revolution. What they really nissed is an egalitarian ideal. A
Beijing bus driver hit the nail on the head:

Now many peopl e cherished the nenory of Mao's era, because Mao advocated
egalitarianism Egalitariani smdoes not nean "everyone eating fromthe sane
big pot" [everyone receiving the same i ncone regardl ess of work effort and
ef fectiveness]. It only neans the elinmination of sharp income differentials.
Nowadays, however, many officials have becone very rich while nost of the
people still have to live plainly and frugally. The gap between the rich and
the poor is so wide that it is hard to describe it. Many people in Beijing
are tal king about the necessity "to liquidate corrupt officials.” 1In Mao's
days, there was no such things (1990s May 1989: 28).

No wonder during the protest noverment so many workers carried Mao's
portrait.

Declining Social Status of the Wrking d ass




Inflation and corruption evoked great indignation not nerely anong
workers. In fact, they were the two objects every participant of the protest
noverment of 1989 was attacking. W thus need to go one step further, |ooking
for the reason which can specifically explain the workers' involvenent in the
protest. The reason lies, it seens to ne, in that the Deng's reform has
di sl ocat ed t he worki ng cl ass.

Like reforns in other existing state socialist countries, the main
pur pose of the economic reformin China was to inprove econonic efficiency.

To achieve this goal, the governnment at first abandoned the nobilization

nmet hods, and replaced themwith material incentives. Meanwhile, Taylorism a
systemin which piece wages and bonuses were adjusted to individua
productivity, was introduced to Chinese enterprises as a way to efficiently
devel op the productive forces. But the governnent found that despite |arge

i ncreases in wages, the expansion of incentive pay, and several schenmes to
link incentive funds to individual perfornmance, |ow | abor productivity and | ax
wor k di scipline remained major problens in state industry (Walder 1987). From
1977 to 1983, state industrial wages increased 6.1 percent per year and
bonuses 53.6 percent per year, but productivity increased only 3.2 percent per
year and the state budgetary revenue only 2.2 percent per year (Zhuang et a
1986: 174 and 181). The growth of industrial wages and bonuses exceeded the

i ncrease of productivity and budgetary income by a wide margin, a situation
which the state could not afford to sustain very |ong.

Since the "carrot" was not effective, the governnent began to try the
"stick." Roughly beginning in 1984, the governnment deci ded that the best way
to increase productivity was to push nanagers into taking a harder line toward
wor kers. Many snmall and mniddl e-sized enterprises have been sold or |eased to
managers, and |large ones are often contracted to nanagers. These inportant
arrangenents were nmore often than not nade between the managers and gover nment

agenci es concerned without the consultation with the enpl oyees who were



working in these firms. Boosted by Deng Xi aoping's organi zational bias in
enphasi s on nanagers' authority and workers' obligation, sone managers began
to act as the real owners of their enterprises. They told the workers: "I am
the boss. You have to obey nmy orders.”™ In his pursuit of an organizationally
efficient and dynamically grow ng econony, Deng Xi aoping seens to be willing
to sacrifice the producer to production so that he has done nothing to adapt
the existing trade unions to allow for authentic representation of worker
interests and effective resolution of their grievances. Managers' power thus
was greatly strengthened at the expense of the workers'. Now, to a |arge
extent, managers have the power to decide what to produce, how to produce, and
at least in theory, they have power to punish and even fire workers. Wrkers,
on the other hand, have no say at all in decision-making (Xu 1987). |Indeed,
pi ecework, strict discipline, subordination to bosses, conmands and ri gorous
conpl i ance have becone the defining attributes of the new rel ationship between
managenent and the work force.

Mor eover, wi dening incone differentials have enmerged between workers and
their nmanagers. |In Shenyang, an experinmental city for urban econonic reform
t he manager now ranks the highest in income anpbng all social groups. |In 1988,
the average nonthly salary of nanagers in the city was 643 yuan, while the
average nonthly salary for workers was only 152 yuan. One nanhager's sal ary
was as high as 1,344 yuan per nonth. |n addition to their high salaries,
managers got sizable bonuses. In the commercial sector of the city, fourteen
managers were reported to have received nore than 10,000 yuan bonuses and one
of them received 34,000 yuan. The income distribution pattern in other cities
is nore or less the same (Y. Wang 1990). 1In the past, the socialist ethos has
favored a reduction in material inequality in conjunction with the ideol ogica
pronmi se of an equal comuni st society, and the socialist reginme has used the
appeal of egalitarianismas a source of support from di sadvantaged cl asses or

groups. Wile there existed a considerable disparity between the reality and



rhetoric of equality, there was al so strong evidence that all major property-
based i nequalities were elimnated and intraurban and intravillage inequality
were substantially reduced in Mao's China (Sel den 1988: 140). Taking the
egalitarian comrtnment of socialismseriously, Chinese workers of course bear
strong resentnent against the growing differentiation in earnings brought
about by the recent reforns.

As a result of the expansion of nmanagers' authority at the expense of
wor kers' and the widening differentiation in earnings between the two groups,
the rel ati ons between workers and managers have steadily deteriorated. 1In
1986, the NCTU conducted a survey anmong 43, 000 workers of 64 factories in
Shanghai. 39.4 percent of the interviewees then thought that their relations
with superiors were worse than ever before (Gao & Zhang 1988: 22-23). In a
1987 survey carried out by the Institute of Econom ¢ System Reform 2,415
i nterviewees were asked to list nine negative devel opnments in the Chinese
soci ety since the beginning of the economic reform The relationship between
managers and workers was identified as the nost negative devel opment (Chi nese
Institute of Econom c System Reform 1988). In 1988, yet another survey showed
that as high as seventy-five percent of workers regarded their relations with
superiors as "bad" (Zoonm ens Decenber 6, 1988: 46).

A nore imredi ate concern to workers is job security. On May 16, 1989

when the protest novenent was at its high tide, Econonmic Daily of Beijing

reported that an "infectious disease" named "job security panic" was spreadi ng
anong Chi nese workers. [Its "synptont was said to be that people were |aden
with anxieties, afraid of being fired sonmeday.

The workers' fear was not entirely groundless. In 1986, a "l abor
contract system was introduced into state industrial enterprises. Under the
new system workers recruited by state enterprises fromthen on would have to
accept contract status, no longer enjoying virtual job tenure as other state

workers do. In addition to the uncertainty enbodi ed by the new system the



contract workers also don't have privileges to receive other welfare benefits
such as pension. For new workers entering state factories on a contract
basis, they thus face the prospect of becom ng "second-cl ass workers" (G
White 1987: 384-85). Anong the contract workers, the unskilled, wonen, and
the older are nore likely to feel insecure. Unskilled workers know that one-
third of China's agricultural [abor force is underenpl oyed and a grow ng
nunber of themis flowing into urban | abor market. |In other words, there is
al ways a danger that when their contracts expire, the nanagers may hire
soneone el se to replace them Wnen workers are under twofold pressure. On
t he one hand, because they usually occupy relatively |lowskilled jobs, they
have to face greater uncertainty as other unskilled workers do. On the other
hands, as wonen, they are afraid that once they becone pregnant and take
maternity |eave, their contracts may not be extended. For the ol der, they
mai nly worry that once they are past their prinme, robust |abor may be hired to
repl ace them Since everyone is going to grow older, the |abor contract
systemthus threatens virtually every new worker's job security (Cao & Wang
1986: 24-27).

In 1987, "fixed" workers found their job security also in danger: the
gover nnment passed a bankruptcy law. "Fixed" workers are now faced with the
threatened elinination of the systemof lifetinme enploynent, a key gain of the
1949 revol ution. Under the new law, if a factory does not show a | ot of
out put, managers can lay off workers, which was called by the fine-sounding
nane of "optinal |abor reorganization'. And if it still cannot turn profit,
the government will let the factory go bankrupt.

In Qngdao, a city which first experimented with "optinmal | abor
reorgani zati on", nore than 10,000 workers were laid off soon after the
experiment had started. In Zhuzhou, another experinental city, 260,000
wor kers were reduced to 220,000 within a short period of time. The experience

gai ned at these experinental cities then was used to pronote the "opti nal



| abor reorgani zation" in all areas. |In 1987, the state enterprises in Hube
provi nce dism ssed 14,000 "fixed" workers. By sunmmer of 1988, there had been
30, 000 unenpl oyed workers in Shanghai (Shi & Xiao 1988). Industrial city
Shenyang was nore aggressive. At the beginning of 1988, the municipa
governnment declared that it would lay off 300,000 "redundant workers" fromits
two mllion of |labor force in a few years. |In six nonth, 60,000 workers
already lost their jobs (Liu 1988). In the nation as a whole, according to
an official report, three hundred thousand workers had becone the first
victims of the "optinmal |abor reorganization" experinment and the bankruptcy

| aw by August 1988: they lost jobs. Wat frightens workers nore is an
official estimate: At least fifteen to twenty million workers are

underenpl oyed. In theory they should be laid off too (Shi & Xiao 1988).

In China, social welfare and security have been taken care of |argely by
the unit in which one is working. This is a legacy of "full enployment".
When unenpl oynent is allowed to appear, however, a "safety net" has not yet
been built to take care of the jobless. At present, those who are laid off

may receive 50 to 60 percent of the pay fromtheir previous enployers for six

months. |If they are not be re-enployed by the sane enterprises within the six
nonths, they are "formally" declared "unenpl oyed". Then they have to apply
for an "unenpl oynent relief fund". However, this fund is available only for a
limted tine, usually for one year. |In any case, no one should receive such

funding for nmore than two years. Afterward, they would be left on their own.
If one loses his/her job, s/he not only | oses salary but also all other
benefits such as health insurance. There was a report about a Shangha
worker's misfortune. After the worker was fired, she got very sick. But the
hospital woul d not accept her unless she could pay 5,000 yuan in advance. She
had no noney. Her famly turned to the factory where she used to work for
hel p. The factory responded: "Sorry, we cannot, because she is no | onger our

enpl oyee." Her family then turned to the Miunicipal Cvil Administration



Bureau. They were told that the civil admnistration organ only took care of
handi capped people. Finally her family turned to the Minicipal Council of the
Trade Unions. The council said: "we would Iike to help, but we have no
money." The worker was dying at home at the tinme the story was brought to
press. After hearing this story, many workers said :"Her today is probably
our tomorrow. It is really frightening" (Shi & Xiao 1988). Such anxieties
about "security" were shared by a vast nunber of others. |Indeed, a series of
public opinion surveys carried out in 1987 and 1988 found that "security" had
beconme the nunber one concern in the Chinese society lately, and it was
strongest anong workers. (Chinese Institute of Econom ¢ System Reform 1988:
48-57; Zhang 1989: 11-12).

The | abor contract system and the bankruptcy |aw heralds a significant
change in the socioeconomc position of China's state industrial workers and
intheir relations with managerial superiors. Indeed, it seens to a great
proportion of the state workforce that the change represents an affront to
both values and interests. Due to official propagation in the last three
decades, the full enploynment principle has penetrated deeply into many
wor kers' minds. They see job security as an achi evement of socialismand the
recent changes as steps towards capitalist "wage labor". It is therefore

under st andabl e why those who | ost their jobs have a strong antipathy to these

"reforms”. A d workers conplain: "Wen the Conmuni sts cane to power, they
promi sed a full enployment. How could they go back on their word?" Young
workers tend to be nore critical. They point out: "The new systemis unfair.

Whi | e nanagers are given power to dism ss workers, we workers have no right to
el ect, supervise, and replace the nanagers. Qur fate thus is in the hands of
others." In 1988, a group of the unenployed in Hubei province filed a
petition to the | ocal public security bureau for pernission to stage a protest
denonstration. Their slogans were, anong others, "W want to be alive", "W

have to feed our fanilies", and "W need jobs" (Shi & Xiao 1988). Cbviously



it seened to them doubtful what was the "superiority" of the socialist system
if a growing nunber of workers were thrown out of work.

Chi nese workers were very sensitive to the decline of the their status.
Al t hough the official media still call the working class as the |eading class
of the nation, workers seemto know well that it is nothing but a cliche. For
i nstance, from 1984 to 1987, the NCTU conducted a series of surveys in many
cities. The results showed that 56 percent of workers thought that the social
status of the worker was declining (Xiao & Shi 1989: 18). Wrkers
frustration grew even stronger as tinme went on. A survey of 33 cities
conducted by Institute of Sociol ogy of the Chi nese Acadeny of Social Science
in late 1987 found that 71.6 percent of the worker interviewees believed that,
rather than being the |eading class, the working class was now at the bottom
of society, because workers had no political power, no noney, and no hi gher
education, the things the Deng's regime highly valued. What they can offer is
only manual | abor, which was | ess conpensated for those days. A nore recent
survey showed that those who felt that workers' social status was declining
had gone up to 83 percent (Qutlook May 23, 1988: 13-14.).

Not only did workers themselves think that the social status of the
Chi nese working class was falling. So did people of other social groups.
According to the survey by Institute of Sociol ogy nentioned above, when the
interviewees fromall walks of |ife were asked to identify a social group
whi ch had benefited nost fromthe econonic reform the worker cane the |ast.
In anot her survey, the questionnaire listed a nunber of assertions about
vari ous social groups and the interviewees were asked whether they agreed with
t hose assertions (Qutlook May 23, 1988: 13-14). Table 2 shows how t he
interviewees reacted to the assertion about the group to which they bel onged

and to the assertions concerning other groups.

TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE



Clearly, there were always gaps between how a group assessed its own
soci al status and how ot her groups viewed its status. But the gap was
smal | est when workers' status was discussed.

That workers are nore dissatisfied with the status quo than other socia
groups is also revealed by their strong desire to change occupation. The
above survey found that, anong people fromall social groups, workers tended
to be nore anxious to change their profession: 62.9 percent of the worker
i ntervi enees expressed such desire, while only 54.5 percent of elenentary and
nm ddl e school teacher interviewees and 50.4 percent of government functionary
interviewees were willing to do so (Qutlook May 23, 1988: 13-14).

Wthout any institutional mechanisns to resolve their grievances agai nst
sone reform neasures which have inpaired the interests of the Chinese working
class, frustrated workers have attenpted to resist the dislocation in various
ways.

The passive form of resistance was not to work hard. Many reform
measures were designed to stimnulate nmaxi mum production through out put from
| abor. Because of the lack of workers' participation in the reform process,
however, these neasures have failed to bring about fromlabor enhanced
conmitment and effort on the job. Rather they have danpened the enthusi asm of
the masses. |In 1986, the NCTU conducted a | arge-scal e survey about workers
attitude towards their jobs under the reform which involved 640,000 state
enterprise enployees. One of its findings was astonishing: fifty percent of
workers admitted that they did not work to their potential (Xu 1987). Since
Deng's regi ne and many managers treated workers as "wage | abor", workers | ost
their initiative. Mre and nore workers began to take a "working according to
pay" attitude to their jobs. A survey of 1987 conducted in Shanghai reveal ed
that 94.4 percent of 1,000 interviewes believed that the majority of their

col | eagues did work according to how nmuch they earned rather than trying to



bring their potential into full play. The workers' danpened norale is not a
secret to factory managers. In a survey of 1988, 89 percent of enterprise
managers conpl ai ned that workers were not working as hard as they used to
(Xiao & Shi 1989). In early May 1989, when the protest nmovenent was in the
maki ng, a nunber of the participants of a conference attended by managers from
large industrial enterprises also pointed out that nmore and nore workers were
|l osing a "sense of being the masters of the enterprises in which they were
working". It seemed to themthat this was a dangerous devel opment whi ch m ght

lead to "trouble" and "instability". (Economic Daily May 11, 1989)

The resistance can also be very violent. In Liaoning province, from
January to July 1988, there were 276 reported incidents in which factory
managers were beaten and a total of 297 managers were injured. It is
interesting to note that on average nore than one nanager was injured per
case, which indicates that in some incidents attackers were organi zed groups.
In the provincial capital of Liaoning---Shanyang, an investigation reveal ed
that 54 percent of nanagers interviewed had been threatened by force or
bl acknail ed. |In extrenme cases, nmanagers were nurdered. In 1988 al one, at
| east three managers of Shenyang were reportedly nurdered because of disputes
with their subordinates. W rkers in nany cases showed no synpathy for the
injured and the dead managers. Instead, they said: "It is good to have

soneone to teach those sons of bitches a | esson" (Econonic Daily May 11, 1989;

China Daily August 30, 1988). Because of the increasing violence against
managers, nany nanagers have installed new doors and wi ndows with iron grating
for their apartments to protect thenselves and their famly menbers from

attack. Sone even have hired body guards (Econonmic Daily March 17, 1990).

The resistance al so took organized form For many years, strikes were
unheard of in China. |In recent years, however, strikes becane a comon form
of struggle. According to an official estimte, the first ten nonths of 1988

wi t nessed nore than 700 incidents of strike. This is probably a rather



conservative estinate, because |ocal |eaders tend to hold back unpl easant

i nformati on as nmuch as possible. They would not report strikes to the
superiors unless such instances were out of hand and needed hel p from outsi de.
Among the 700 or so strikes, the largest one took place in the No. 3 Cotton
M1l of Xi aoshan county in Zhejiang province, involving 1,500 workers. The

| ongest one occurred in Northwest Medical Instruments Plant of Xian city,

| asting nore than three nonths, which resulted in zero output and zero profit
for the factory fromlate Decenber of 1987 to the end of March of 1988

(Zoom ens Decenber 6, 1988). Yet these strikes were localized affairs, mainly
protesting unequal distribution within given units. But however primtive,
strikes are organi zed actions. There nust be soneone to initiate, to
nmobi | i ze, and to coordinate. The increase of strike incidents indicates that
sonme workers had conme to realize the inportance of organization. |In this
context the workers' efforts to set up i ndependent trade unions during the
recent unrest should not be regarded as the product of a sudden inpul se.

Rat her it must be understood as an indicator of an inportant trend.

Workers' discontent created by the dislocation at first was usually
targeted at their inmediate superiors, nanely, factory managers. That is why
there has been grow ng tension between workers and nmanagers in the recent
years. As tine goes on, however, nore and nore workers have cone to realize
that the decline of their social status is neither an isolated nor a transient
phenonenon. And it is not nmerely caused by sonme despotic and nean managers.
Thus workers' discontent has gradually becone concentrated on the governnment
which is responsible for those policies trapping workers between "the Scyll a
of authoritarian nanagers and the Charybdis of urban unenploynent” (G Wite
1987: 384). The follow ng accusation by one worker is not necessarily
accurate but it seems to voice the strong i nner repugnance agai nst the Deng's

regi me of nmany others':



Thi s governnent favors every social group except the working class. The
so-called "l eading class of the society" has been consigned to |inmbo. Not
only has the government not showed any ki ndness to workers, it has further
tried in various ways to abuse us. The new system of rewards and penalti es,
the reformof public health service, the new housing program and so on and so
forth. You nane it. Wich one is not against our interests?(Zoomnl ens
Decenber 6, 1988: 46).

It is such resentnment against the Deng's policies that brought hundreds
of thousands of workers to the street during the protest novenent of 1989.

The high inflation, expanding corruption, and dislocation of the working
class resulted in strong di scontent among workers. |n conparison with the
past, they found that their political and social status was declining; in
conparison with the expectation Deng's promi ses of prosperity had aroused in
the first several years of the economic reform they were di sappoi nted by sl ow
material inprovements; and in conparison with those beneficiaries of the
mar ket -oriented reform they considered the growi ng gap between "haves" and
"have nots" unjust and unacceptable. In one word, when workers nade soci al
conparisons, they felt "deprived."

The inflation, corruption, and di sl ocation of the working class al so
greatly undernmined the legitimcy of the Deng's reginme. Wre one to single
out one factor underlying workers' support for Conmuni st regines, it would be
an expectation of protection frominsecurity, inequality, and uncertainty by a
strong wel fare state. Deng Xi aopi ng ganbled on being able to conpensate
Chi nese workers with greater prosperity for any erosion of security, equality,
and certainty. |In the event, the ganble failed. The result was a |egitinmacy
crisis, if we accept Lipset's well-known definition that "legitimcy invol ves
the capacity of the systemto engender and namintain the belief that the
existing political institutions are the nost appropriate ones for the society”

(Li pset 1981: 64). Due to the structural change | discussed above, workers



have cone to realize that neither their superiors nor the superiors

superiors, namely, Deng's group at the very top, could represent their
interests. And skyrocketing inflation and wi despread corruption have severely
shaken workers' confidence in the governnent's ability to nanage the econony,
control its own bureaucratic elites, and ensure social justice. Under these
circunmstances, it was natural for some politically conscious workers to
develop a desire to build up independent trade uni ons because they | earned
that without such unions to represent workers' interests within their factory
and in national politics at |large, workers' basic demands such as a decent
material situation and nmaterial progress would be very difficult, if not

i npossible, to attain. Under these circunstances, it was also natural for a
vast nunber of frustrated workers to be ready to throw thenselves into the
protest novenent once the students sparked it, because they had for some tine
sought outlets to express their resentnent but had not yet found any

i nstitutional channels.

The Wbrking C ass and Denocracy

Finally, a few words about a conmmon prejudi ce against the worker are in
order. Since the June event of 1989, there has been a frequent attenpt to
i ndi cate the apparently purely econom ¢ character of the workers' invol venent.
And it is not unconmon to hear some Chinese intellectual elites, such as those
who nmasterm nded the students during the protest novenent, saying wth
contenpt: "workers cannot appreciate denocracy" or "workers don't care about
denocratic rights." There is evidence, however, that workers can appreciate
denocracy at least as well as intellectuals and that they do care about
denocratic rights. A 1987 survey, for instance, denbnstrated that in
conparison with the intellectual and other social groups, the worker's
under st andi ng of denobcracy was nore accurate (Research Group of Chinese

Political Psychology 1988). Table 3 shows its findings.



Mar xi sts may not agree with Abraham Lincoln on a |ot of things but his
definition of denocracy: "government of the people, by the people, and for the
peopl e," can be accepted as a succinct summary of main features of a
denocratic system Using it as a working definition, we find that altogether
42. 4 percent of the workers (see itens with *) identified the three el enents
of denmpcracy, while only 34.45 percent of the private businessnen, 25.79
percent of the intellectuals, and 8.8l percent of the cadres did that. Mre
significantly, the proportion of workers who realized the inportance of
"governnent of the people and by the people' was higher than that of any other
groups. In China, both Confucian and comruni st ideol ogi es enphasi ze the idea
of "government for the people.” But the history of China and el sewhere has
denonstrated again and again that no governnent is for the people unless it is

of and by the people.

TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE

The sane survey al so showed that workers were nore inpatient with the
sl ow progress towards denocratization in China. Anong workers, 19.22 percent
t hought "what China needs nost badly at present is denopcratization which is a
prerequisite for the realization of the Four Modernizations," whereas only
18. 41 percent of the intellectuals, 16.13 percent of the private businessnen,
and 11.97 percent of the cadres shared such anxiety (Research G oup of Chinese
Political Psychol ogy 1988).

Not only do Chi nese workers understand the essence of denocracy and
necessity of denocratization fairly well, they also have a strong desire to
participate in socioeconom ¢ and political decision-naking. According to a
report by the NCTU, in 1983, 23 percent of workers expressed their desire to
share authority over economic issues in the enterprise. By 1986, workers with

such desire had gone up to 41 percent (Qutl ook Novenber 7, 1988: 14). This



finding indicates that in the face of grow ng nmanagerial power, nore and nore
wor kers have come to realize that only a participatory denocracy at the
grassroots can counterwei gh nanageri al power. But, because Deng's regine is
determ ned to subordinate |abor interests to the denands of enterprise
efficiency, the workers' desire for participation has rarely conme true. And
what is worse, as the Deng's reformis devel oping, workers' influence in

deci si on- maki ng has beconme nore linmted. An 1988 investigation about 43

i ndustrial enterprises of Guangxi province revealed that 54.4 percent of the
workers felt that their basic rights were threatened by expandi ng manageri al
power (China News Agency dispatch from Nanni ng on August 25, 1988).

In China, the official ideology still places strong enphasis on the
harmony of interests existing within the "socialist” community. Wthin this
perspective there is little roomfor fundanental differences between the state
and the working class, or between managenent and | abor, that require
institutions to resolve adversarial relationships. Thus, rather than an
organi zation to represent and protect worker interests within the enterprise
and in the society at large, the trade union serves nerely as a tool of the
state to facilitate its control over the working class. Labor is left no
nmeans to check the prerogatives of managenent. But, as shown above, | abor
wants to be assured of a voice in policy deliberations concerning econon c and
social issues. This desire has manifested itself in efforts to extricate the
trade union fromthe strict state control. The El eventh National Congress of
Trade Uni ons was a good exanpl e.

Convened in Cctober 1988, this congress represented an attenpt of Deng's
regime to pacify the increasingly mlitant working class. Zhao Ziyang nade a
| engt hy speech trying to convince the participants that it was in the workers
interests for themto obey nmanagenent. But nany participants were apparently
not convinced. All the three candidates for the | eading positions of the new

NCTU reconmended by Deng's Party center therefore encountered difficulties to



be el ected. One of them Wan Shaofen, actually lost the election. N Zzhifu,
the former chairman of the NCTU, was nomi nated by Deng Xiaoping to stay in the
position. But many participants of the congress held that he was not
conpet ent because during his preceding termof office he had been al ways
conpliant to what Deng said but had rarely acted as a representative of the
working class. Only after Deng stepped up his personal intervention was Ni
able to get just enough votes to be elected. Another candi date, Zhu Houzhe,
al so suffered froma distrust (Zoom ens Decenber 6, 1988: 46). Ironically, it
was Zhu Houzhen who made the decision to stage a national general strike on
the eve of the declaration of martial |aw during the protest movenent . 11

The El eventh National Congress of Trade Unions was a truly unprecedented
event. Never in the history of the People's Republic had there been anot her
congress which was boycotted by its participants. |If the participants of an
of ficial congress, who were carefully screened, could behave so
uncooperatively, we may imagi ne how strong ordi nary workers' desire to have a
"real " union would be

From t he above discussion, one cannot escape the conclusion that the
wor kers' demands were concerned, directly or indirectly, with inportant
political problens, although they were not given sufficiently genera
expression. |ndeed, the workers' demands were primarily concerned with
denocratization of relations at the factory level. But their concern about
"shop-floor denocracy" is at least as legitimte and significant as the
intellectuals' concern about "freedom of speech" and "freedom of assenbly."
Both political denocracy and econonic denocracy are indispensable el ements of
atruly denocratic society. To belittle or even to ignore the inportance of
"shop-fl oor denocracy" is just as wong as to slight the significance of
"civil liberties." It is obvious to everyone that the students and
intellectuals, on their own, do not have the power to transform China. "To do

that," as WIlliamHinton points out, "they have to go to the people, and when



they go to the people they have to start dealing with the nitty-gritty issues
of peasants' rights and workers' rights... They have to stand with the workers
agai nst surrendering all prerogatives to nanagenent. They have to defend the
‘iron rice bow,' the job security workers won through revol ution" (1990:

191). O herwise, they would either build up a bourgeois denpcracy, which is
not desired by the broad masses of working people, or never be able to bring
about a denocracy to China at all.

The nmilitary crackdown ended the protest noverment of 1989 in China. But
sooner or later, the novenent is bound to reassert itself, perhaps even nore
strongly than before, for many of the conditions that gave rise to the protest
remain. |In any case, the working class in China nowis no longer a pillar of

continuity but a force for change.
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NOTES

11. In the sumer of 1967, during the course of an extended tour, Mo
noticed that there were two or nore factions in al nost every factory. He
asserted that "there is no fundamental conflict of interest within the working
class", but he failed to explain why nevertheless a great division within the
wor ki ng cl ass had exploded. He nerely pointed out that the instigation of
"capitalist |eaders", the sabotage of alien-class elenents who had sneaked
into the mass organi zations, and the "anarchi st tendencies" of the rebel or
conservative rank-and-filers mght have sonething to do with it. This
anal ysis disregarded latent conflicts anmong workers in the pre-Cultura
Revol ution period. A wong diagnosis could hardly lead to the right recipe
for curing the disease. Therefore, he observed in vain that factiona
fighting within the working class continued until his death in |976.

2. M source is a Chinese scholar having close ties with those who were
directly involved in persuading | eading figures of the National Council of
Trade Unions to stage a general strike. After the crackdown, the Party
Secretary of the council, Zhu Houzhe, was purged, apparently because of his
i nvol venent in this "conspiracy."

3.  Underenpl oynment certainly existed though

4. W friend, Li Jinjin, a Ph.D. candidate in |law at Peking University,
was arrested in Wihan in middle June, 1989. There are reports that he has
been severely puni shed because he was one of a few intellectuals who made
efforts to nmobilize workers and help themin setting up their independent
uni ons during the protest novenent.

5. They do appropriate a certain portion of the surplus for their own
benefit. Especially since 1978, abusing power for private interests has
become nmuch nore wi despread than before. A great anount of public noney has

been used to pay official banquets, to provide cars for sonme officials'



personal use, to arrange |uxurious offices, and so on. No wonder that the
gover nment expenditure on adm nistration has grown nuch faster than that on
ot her sectors.

6. However, their children do sonetines get preferential consideration
when attractive job opportunities open up

7. Labeling, according to Geof Whod, is a necessary condition of the
publ i c managenent of scarcity. China then was indeed faced with serious
probl ens of scarcity. In the final analysis, the conflict between the two

groups of elites arose from"position scarcity" and "resource scarcity." To
assure their supremacy over the functional cadres, the political cadres had to
determne the rules of access to particular resources and privil eges.
Authoritative | abeling was the base for setting the rules for inclusion and

exclusion, determining eligibility, and defining qualifications. See Geof

Wbod, Labelling in Devel opnent Policy (London: Sage Publications, 1985), pp

5-23.

8. In addition to the conflicts between activists and backward el ements,
there was anot her type of cleavage within the working class, one between
regul ar state workers and "contract" workers. But this cleavage was only a
probl em of secondary inportance, partially because the "contract" workers were
smal |l in number and partially because the "contract" workers thensel ves were
divided into the three categories. "Activists" were nore likely to becone
regul ar workers.

9. As Andrew G Walder rightly points out, the distinction between
activists and nonactivists was a status difference anong workers (and the
peopl e in other social sectors) that was just as real as any division based on
skill, pay, or ethnicity in the work forces of other countries. See Wl der

Communi st Neo-Traditionalism-Wrk and Authority in Chinese |ndustry

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), P. |66.



10. In the Soviet Union and other Eastern European countries, the
di fferences between political elites and functional elites began to di sappear

in the 1960s. See Grorge Konrad and Ivan Szelenyi, The Intellectuals on the

Road to O ass Power (New York: A Helen Wl ff Book, 1978).

11. N ZzZhifu then was visiting the Soviet Union.



Bi bl i ogr aphy

Newspapers and Peri odical s:
Bai xi ng [ Popul ace]. Hong Kong.
Banyuet an [ Semi nonthly]. Beijing.

Baogao wenxue [Report]. Beijing.

Beijing ribao [Beijing Daily]. Beijing.

Dushu [Readi ng]. Beijing.

Guangjiaojing [Zoonm ens]. Hong Kong.

Jingji quanli [Econonic Managenment]. Beijing.

Jingji ribao [Econonmics Daily]. Beijing.

Jiushi niandai [1990s]. Hong Kong.

Li aowang [Qutl ook]. Beijing.

Mei zhou huaqgi ao ribao [China Daily News]. New York.

Renda baokan fuying ziliao---laodong jingji yu renshi quanli [People's

Uni versity Coll ection of Research Material s---Labor Econom cs
and Personnel Admi nistration]. Beijing.

Renm n ribao [People's Daily]. Beijing.

Shehui xue yenjiu [Journal of Sociology]. Beijing.

Tianjin ribao [Tianjin Daily]. Tianjing.

Zhongbao [China Daily]. New York.

Zhongguo zhi chuan [China Spring]. New York.

Articl es and Books:



t he

of

no.

Asia Watch. 1989. "Zhongguo dadai bu baogao” [The Reign of Terror in

China]. Zhongguo zhi chuan, no. 10 (COctober) and no. 11

(Novenber) .

Cao Shengde and Wang Yaojin. 1986. "Shixing | aodong het ongzhi
haochu henduo wenti bushao---dui shanxi jinlun chang yuchi
zhi bu chang shi xi ng | aodong het ongzhi di di aocha [ The Pros and
Cons of Labor Contract System--An Investigation of the
Experiments in Shanxi Pol yanmi de Fiber M1l and Yuchi Cotton

MII]. Jingji quanli, no. 12 (Decenber).

Chen Di. 1987. "Chengshi jumin dui wijia gaige taidu di buchong
fenxi" [An Further Analysis of Urban Residents' Reaction to

Price Refornj. Shehui xue yenjiu, no. 6 (Decenber): 33-38.

Chinese Institute of Econom c System Reform 1988. "1987 nian yil ai
gai ge di shehui xinli huanjing di diaocha fenxi" [1987 Survey

Popul ar Reaction to the Econonmic Reform. Shehuixue yenjiu,

5 (Sept enber).
Gao Ping & Zhang Xiuzhi. 1988. "CGonghui bu wei hu zhi gong quanyi yao
ta genshenme" [If the Trade Uni on Does Not Do Any Good to

Workers' Interests, to Hell with It]. Banyuetan, no. 21

(Novenber) .

H nton, WIlliam 1990. The G eat Reversal: The Privatization of China

1978-1989. New York: Monthly Review Press.

Konrad, Grorge and Szelenyi, lvan. 1978. The Intellectuals on the

Road to O ass Power. New York: A Helen Wl ff Book.

Lane, David. 1985. Soviet Econony and Society. London: Oxford

Uni versity Press.



Lee, Hong Yong. 1978. The Politics of the Chinese Cultural Revolution:

A Case Study. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Li pset, Seymour Martin. 1981. Political Man: The Social Bases of

Politics, expanded edition. Baltinore: The Johns Hopkins

Uni versity Press.

Li u Xi nxin. 1988. "Shenyang caijian 300,000 qi ye rongyuan" [ Shenyang
is Going to Lay of f 300,000 Redundant Workers]. Liaowang,
Cct ober 24.

Marx, Karl. 1976. Coll ected Wrks. London: Lawr ence & Wshart.

The National Statistics Bureau, ed. 1988. Zhongguo tongji nianjian

1988 [China's Statistics Year Book, 1988]. Beijing: Chinese

of

Statistics Press.
Research group of Chinese Political Psychol ogy. 1988. "Zhongguo
gongni n di m nzhu guanni an" [ Chi nese Concepts of Denocracy].

Beijing ribao, February 12.

Sel den, Mark. 1988. The Political Econony of Chinese Socialism

Arrmonk, NY: M E. Sharpe.

Shi Xi aomi ng. 1989. "Wenji vyishi yu zhongguo wentixue" [Crisis
Consci ousness and China Study]. Dushu, no. 4 (April).

Shi Yongfeng & Xiao Binchen. 1988. "M andui shiye kunhuo di zhongguo
gongren" [Bedevilled Chinese Wrkers W Face the Possibility
Unenpl oynent]. Liaowang, Septenber 5.

Snmol ur, Al eksnder. 1983. "The Rich and the Powerful." |In Pol and:

Genesis of a Revolution, ed. by Abraham Brunbery. New York:

Randon House.



Wal der, Andrew G- 1986. Communi st Neo-Traditionalism--Wrk and

Authority in Chinese Industry. Berkeley: University of

California Press.
------ . 1987. "wWage Reformand the Wb of Factory Interests." China

Quarterly, no. 109 (March).

Wang Shaoguang. 1990. Failure of Charisma: The Cultural Revolution

in Wihan. Ph.D. diss., Cornell University.

Wang Yuansheng. 1990. "Q ye nei bu fenpei buneng guofen xuanshu
[ ncone Distribution within the Enterprise Should Not Be Too

Differential]. Jingji ribao, March 16

Wei Jiuling. 1988. "1987 zhigong gongzi zengzhang qi ngkuang jianxi"
[A Brief Analysis of the WAage | ncrease of Chinese Wbrkers in

1987] . Renda baokan fuying ziliao---laodong jingji yu rensh

guanli, no. 8 (August).

VWhite, Gordon. 1987. "The Politics of Econom c Reformin Chinese
I ndustry: The Introduction of the Labor Contract System"”

Chi na Quarterly, no. 111 (Septenber).

VWhite, Lynn T. II1l. 1989. Politics of Chaos: The Organi zationa

Causes of Violence in China's Cultural Revol ution. Pri cet on,

NJ. : Priceton University Press.

Wyod, Geof. 1985. Labelling in Devel opnent Policy. London: Sage

Publ i cati ons.
Xi ao Bi nchen and Shi Yongfeng. 1989. "Muge yu xi anji ng---Zhongguo
shiye wenti di paogao" [Pastoral and Pitfall---A Report of

Unenpl oynent in China]. Baogao Wenxue, no. 4 (April).

Xu Hai bo. 1987. "Zhongguo qiye di |aoshi guanxi wenti---xi anzhuang,

fenxi ji duice" [China's Enployer-Enpl oyee Rel ations---Current



Situation, Analysis, and Policy Suggestions]. Renda baokan

fuying ziliao---laodong jingji vyu renshi guanli, no. 1

(January).
Zhang Ji efeng. 1989. "Dal u shehui renxin hunluan nanti chengdui”
[Chaotic Situation in Mainland China]. Baixing, March 16

Zhuang Q dong, Yuan Lunqu and Li Jianli. 1986. Xi nzhongguo gongz

shi gao [Wage History of New China]. Beijing: Chinese Finance

and Econom cs Press.



