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Since the middle of the 1990s, industrial restructuring has led to a high level of labour unrest
among the workers of state-owned and collective enterprises.1 China scholars have paid
attention to this phenomenon, attempting to interpret the reactions of workers and to evaluate
the consequences of labour unrest on the political scene. These analyses are based on two
assumptions. First, they assume that the marketisation of the Chinese economy brought the
condition of urban workers closer to the one of migrant workers. In urban areas, the two
groups are merging into a single working class (Chen 2000; Lau 1997; Lee 2002). Such a
perspective neglects the specificities of the different categories of workers and considers
labour as an anthropological concept. Second, many analyses perceive unrest among laid-off
workers in terms of an alternative between the collapse and the upholding of the regime. What
is at stake would be a basic and head-on clash between two homogenous forces: dominated
people stricken by a subsistence crisis on one side (Chen 2000) and ruling groups on the other.
For example, Lee Ching Kwan considers that transition from state socialism to market
socialism would be conducive to the emergence of an ‘insurgent post-socialist labour’ (Lee
2002). What is occurring on the political stage is perceived through the limited scope of a
struggle between the dominant and the dominated groups. Instead, I suggest looking at workers’
protests in terms of power relations.

My overall argument is that the two previous assumptions impede analysis to comprehend
the specificities of the ‘old working class’ protest. More precisely, in over-standardising the
forms of labour in capitalist economies and in concentrating the debate on the future of the
regime, scholars have generally neglected a wide range of determinant elements. First, we
should take into account the historicity of the Chinese working class. If certain characteristics
of this class bring it close to the European ones2, there is no doubt about its original features.
In particular, the historically grounded organic ties set up between urban workers and officials
cannot but determine the power relationships between angry protesters and ‘red capitalists’.
The urban working class has been built up by the regime, and between the 1950s and the
1970s, it has constituted the main social support of the state apparatus. Of course, I do not
intend to negate the existence of conflicts between workers and officials. My intention is to
recall that these conflicts take place in a specific situation in which, unlike the European case,
the working class is not an exploited class but a ‘model’ class, the incarnation of the ‘people’,
playing a role of reference from an ideological as well as a social point of view. The situation
of the urban workers was supposed to foreshadow the future of Chinese society. How could
these organic ties be definitively destroyed by the market economy?
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Second, it is important not to forget that the marketisation of Chinese society has introduced
a new character in the one-to-one confrontation between workers and officials. This character
is difficult to define – capitalism, the spirit of capitalism, the entrepreneur’s class, capitalist
accumulation – but its existence is extensively revealed by the effects of industrial
restructuring. In the case of China, this ‘character’ is all the more difficult to define because it
is a hybrid social group, what some analysts call a ‘red capitalist’ class. Chinese capitalism
seems to emerge from a continual ‘straddling’ between political and economic positions. The
‘capitalists’ lack independence from the state.

Yet, if we refer to history, the existence of an ‘independent’ and ‘autonomous’ class
struggling against a reactionary, if not feudal, state is far from being proven. On the contrary,
capitalism appears to be the consequence of both close and conflictual relations between state
and entrepreneurs, officials and capitalists, aristocrats and bourgeois (Braudel 1985;
Wallerstein 1974, 1978, 1980). This assertion does not mean that the state disappears when
capitalism is arising but that capitalism is a trans-institutional and a trans-class phenomenon
emerging from conflicts and negotiations. For Polanyi, capitalism:

(…) can be personified as the action of two organising principles in society, each of
them setting itself specific institutional aims, having the support of definite social
forces and using its own distinctive methods. The one was the principle of economic
liberalism, aiming at the establishment of a self-regulating market, relying on the
support of the trading classes, and using largely laissez-faire and free trade as its
methods; the other was the principle of social protection aiming at conservation of man
and nature as well as productive organisation, relying on the varying support of those
most immediately affected by the deleterious action of the market – primarily, but not
exclusively, the working and the landed classes – and using protective legislation,
restrictive associations, and other instruments of intervention as its methods (Polanyi:
2001: 132).

History shows that capitalism based on a never satisfied accumulation desire can
accommodate various social configurations. It is by nature compelled to take advantage of very
different opportunities (Braudel 1985). In the case of China, this definition of capitalism
enables us to understand that Chinese society is not characterised anymore by a face-to-face
relation between the state and the workers, but by a triangular relation between the principle of
economic liberalism, the principle of social protection and the action of the state which has to
be articulated – sometimes inclining to favour economic liberalism, sometimes to favour social
protection – the two previous principles. The contrast with the socialist period is striking.

Third, to understand the nature of social conflicts, it is essential to give up the ownership-
oriented concept of power. According to Foucault, power is not a thing one can lose or win but
a relation that emerges from the different spheres (familial, economic, etc.). There are no
dominated and dominating groups, but there is a relation of domination (Foucault 1976).
Consequently, there is no domination in itself but what is going on between the dominant and
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the dominated groups. What is important to bring to light is the ability a group has or does not
have to ‘act on somebody else’s actions’, in other terms to influence another group’s actions.
Going back to the subject at stake, it is essential to know if people who put up resistance to
rulers are able (or not) to curb their room for manoeuvring and to impose policies, which
provide protesters with some benefits. Besides, we have to look at the means and the
justifications (and the ethos) used by protesters. Here, we are very far from a civil society-
based approach. For Foucault, power and resistance are inextricably linked, the state and the
social institutions reciprocally shaping themselves. Consequently, we cannot consider the
existence of a so-called ‘civil society’ emerging ‘against’ the state and the power holders.

Fourth, scholars usually identify capitalism with a unique form of labour relations. Yet
through time and place, capitalist economies have used a wide range of modes of exploitation
whatever the distinctions that are given: formal or real domination of capital over labour,
despotic or hegemonic (Buravoy 1985), forced labour or free labour, fordism and post-
fordism, etc. More importantly, if at a certain time capitalism can be defined by a dominant
form of labour relations, it can also be characterised by a certain type of articulation between
different modes of production. In China, migrant workers, redundant workers, employees of
foreign-investment enterprises or technicians working in high-tech or service industries do not
experience the same labour regime. Moreover, numerous urban workers are entirely and
simply excluded from any kind of exploitation. They survive on family help, meagre social
benefits and petty jobs provided by local administrations. Each of these categories has its
specific working conditions, levels of income, social and geographic origins, lifestyles and
moral ethos. Consequently, it is quite problematic to talk of the Chinese ‘working class‘ or
Chinese ‘workers’ in overall terms. In the present period that is characterised by rapid changes
of economic structures, it is crucial to take into account the specificities of the different labour
relations so as to understand the many-sided nature of resistance.

In social conflicts, the contrast between urban and migrant workers is particularly striking.
Migrant workers protest against employer’s misbehaviours. Labour disputes generally involve
bosses and workers. The administration is usually not concerned directly and only intervenes
when workers demand labour bureaus, trade-union support or arbitration, or when managers
use personal connections or bribes to obtain officials’ support (China Labour Bulletin, 43,
July-August 1998, p. 16). In contrast, in the case of urban workers, the conflicts oppose
protesters and local officials. Redundancies are the consequences of public policies aiming at
economic development. In other terms the disputes concern ex-allies of the state. Another
difference lies in the nature of the demands. Migrant workers protest against labour conditions:
non-payment of wages, dangerous or illegal working conditions, low level of wages, etc.
(Xinhua 26 May 1993; Sing Tao Jih Pao 3 April 1996). As for urban workers, they protest
against redundancies, the inadequacy of unemployment benefits or the lack of job
opportunities. Their demands take place outside the production process. The social relations
between the members of the two groups are dissimilar. Migrant workers come from different
parts of the country and have great difficulty extending solidarity ties beyond their small circle
of compatriots. Moreover, the importance of the staff turnover rate prevents workers from
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setting up collective actions, whereas even after redundancies, laid-off workers (xiagang
zhigong) and workers on early retirement continue to maintain close relationships with their
colleagues. If the ‘labour community’ is gradually weakening, protest movements remain
shaped by a feeling of belonging to specific groups.

Finally, a fundamental difference between migrant workers and urban workers’ protests
lies in their efficiency. Although having been lowered in status by the industrial restructuring,
urban workers have demonstrated an ability to get benefits by way of compensation due to the
waning of the socialist labour regime. Laid-off workers remain owners of their flat, receive
unemployment or xiagang benefits and can apply for a minimum income. Xiagang zhigong are
supervised by the re-employment centres that keep records of the work units, help them to get a
new job and organise training programmes. Laid-off workers can benefit from tax reduction if
they set up an individual enterprise, and enterprises that hire xiagang zhigong pay lower
social contributions. People who have lost their jobs can also rely on local networks to get
informal jobs (feizhenggui jiuye). As a result, the lowering of the status of urban workers has
not led to a social ‘disintegration’. Beggars and people living in shantytowns are of rural
origin. Unlike their rural colleagues, urban workers have been able to avoid social exclusion
resulting from redundancies. Urban workers remain distinctively different from migrant
workers.

What are the reasons for the relative success of the urban workers’ resistance to decline in
status? Firstly, they maintain a prominent position in the urban area. In industrial cities,
unemployed people, xiagang gongren, early retired people and young people who do not have
a formal job constitute a significant proportion of the active population. If we add their family
members, it is sometimes the vast majority of urban dwellers who are directly or indirectly
concerned with redundancies. As a consequence, the political stability in major cities depends
on the ability of local officials to limit the impact of the negative consequences of industrial
restructuring. Neither the Chinese State nor foreign investors want to see China crippled by a
major social crisis. Besides, as nearly everybody knows, a worker who has lost his job earns
the sympathy of the public, including that of the police.3 Protest movements are perceived as
definitively legitimate and are passively supported by the great majority of the urban
population. The demographic asset gives an efficiency to protest that is not at all in proportion
to the objective situation of redundant workers.4 Finally, protesters can manipulate the official
discourse. China is still a socialist country, and in a socialist country, the State must help
people to overcome their problems. Protesters never forget to remind the authorities of this
principle (Tang 2004), compelling them to acknowledge the contradictory task of the post-
socialist state: promoting economic liberalism and dealing with the deleterious action of the
market at the same time.

The new power relations lead to a particular mode of administration of conflicts called
‘ritualised social management’: ‘management’ because the authorities have set up procedures
in order to prevent and forestall protest movements; ‘ritualised’ since the protests are
channelled into a limited repertoire of actions in order to impose limits on the dissatisfaction.
Workers usually respect these limits unless the authorities refuse to negotiate. As such, this
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way of dealing with conflicts is built on a common will to preserve the organic ties that are
characteristic of the socialist labour regime. On the one hand, workers intend to maintain close
relationships with local officials and continue to use socialist rhetoric. On the other hand, the
authorities aim at avoiding any form of general repression that could result in the
marginalisation of the social group. Consequently, a red line that no actor wants to deliberately
cross has taken shape. The line is constantly moving as everyone tries to push it a little bit
forward, while the signals sent by each protagonist are attentively analysed. Beyond this line
begins a new world in which it is impossible to foresee the reactions of the partners.

Protest Movements

I was an eyewitness to two protest movements, one in Datong (Shanxi) and one in Shenyang
(Liaoning), and have gathered information on about two hundred movements which took place
in fifty cities from 1996 to 2003.5 In major industrial cities (Shenyang, Changchun, Wuhan,
etc.), protest movements have broken out on a weekly basis and from time to time on a daily
basis. I also interviewed a dozen cadres in charge of public security and more than forty
workers, among whom a great majority had participated in demonstrations.6

There are two main grounds for disputes. The most spectacular and violent protests, which
are also less common, are induced by redundancies and non-payment of wages. In 1997, riots
broke out in Zhengzhou, Kaifeng (Henan) and Jinan (Shandong). Official buildings were
looted, and police cars were burnt. The same kind of events occurred in Shijiazhuang (Hebei)
where 170 persons were hurt (Zhengming, 242, December 1997: 23-24). In Shaoyang
(Hunan), one thousand laid-off workers looted the local police director’s office to protest
against the arrest of five of them suspected of participating in a protest movement.7 In
Mianyang (Sichuan), in July 1997, more than 100,000 people gathered to demonstrate against
the closure of a firm (AFP, 17 July 1997, Zhongwen xinwen she, 21 July 1997). In October
1997, the Hong Kong television reported a violent clash between policemen and 300 workers
in Zigong (Sichuan). They had not been paid for a year.8 In Weinan (Shaanxi), hundreds of
workers demonstrated against the low level of redundancy compensations. Some participants
were arrested, and a violent clash occurred with the police (Reuters, 5 November 1999). In
Yangjiazhan, the closure of a colliery resulted in a riot in April 2000 involving 20,000
workers (AFP, 6 February 2000). In the first part of 2002, several demonstrations took place
in Liaoyang gathering up to 30,000 persons.9 The scale and the degree of violence of these
movements can only be explained by the role the ‘labour community’ plays in the workers’
imagination. When redundancy or the closure of the factory occurs, the danwei continues to
symbolise the individuals’ identity. Furthermore, sometimes, it is not only one enterprise, but a
whole city that has to cope with employment restructuring.10

Even when incidents are serious, the local authorities try to avoid a bloody repression.11

For cadres, the most important task is to limit dissatisfaction and to prevent the spreading of
the movement by a clever balance between repression and negotiations. Protest leaders alone
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are subject to arrests and harassment. Arrests do not systematically lead to criminal cases. In
Shaoyang, where clashes were particularly violent, the local government finally released five
workers. In Suizhou, one demonstrator was arrested, and then released (Internet site, China
Labour Bulletin, 6 September 2003). In Liaoyang, four individuals were arrested, but only two
of them were sentenced to imprisonment. Generally speaking, leaders are charged when the red
line of dissent has been crossed (China Labour Bulletin, 40, January-February 1998: 2-6).
Yao Fuxin, one of the Liaoyang movement leaders, acknowledged having relations with the
China Democratic Party and having participated in a commemoration of the 1989 movement.12

In fact, protest leaders rarely cross the red line since they are often very ‘decent’ people from
the point of view of the authorities. To a certain extent, they are ‘believers’. For example, Lao
Zhang was involved in the different political movements in the 1950s and 1960s. He ran into
trouble during the Cultural Revolution for being active in the ranks of a ‘conservative’ group of
workers. He has always believed in socialism and has declared his regret on his
‘conservative’ past. He has no financial problems as his daughter is working for a foreign
company in Beijing. ‘I was a leader in the past, I have to be a leader now.’ He violently
criticises the way the government is treating old workers and the working class in general.
‘The government does not take care of the workers; it is just interested in making money.’
Asked if everything has taken a turn for the worse since the reforms, he answers that ‘most of
the reforms are good, but it is not normal that retired people do not receive money, that
youngsters cannot get a job and that we have to pay to be treated at the hospital’.

Dissatisfaction may lead to a clash for different reasons. Too many redundancies in the
same place at the same time very often lead to serious trouble.13 The low level of
compensation is also a very sensitive issue,14 and a more generous compensation does not
systematically calm down angry workers.15 The contempt of the authorities can induce protests.
In Suizhou, the troubles started when the vice-mayor rudely answered workers’ demands
(Internet site, China Labour Bulletin, 6 January, 2003). Demonstrators do not appreciate
officials not paying attention to their problems, at least formally. During interviews, many
workers considered that, in doing so, the officials infringed the principle of heqin heli
(common reasons); that is to say, they are not acting in accordance with what is viewed as a
correct or fair attitude. The government must respect the people (renmin) and must at least
show concern on workers’ problems.

This is probably why the role and power of the Bureau of Letters and Visits (xinfang
bumen) have recently been reinforced.16 In Jilin province, a lawyer helps plaintiffs (Internet
site jl.gao.cn/govjob, 3 December 2003).17 Some provinces promoted young cadres to take
charge of these departments.18 The number of complaints is constantly increasing (Thireau &
Hua 2003). Nevertheless, according to the authorities themselves, the lack of staff and of
financial resources, the weak authority of this administration and the cadres’ conservatism
drastically constrain the role of xinfang bumen and oblige plaintiffs to ‘make trouble’
(naoshi).19

The non-payment of social benefits and the inefficiency of re-employment measures is the
second reason for protest movements. Troubles are generally less spectacular and shorter, but

9I D IP G H M DH /CDH H? IH 5IH :C 1Q HMDIH IA 7 I M 9 ?D ? = 5C H 1H 5 C 7 H? 2D M 2 DC Q .GM ? G HDP MD 7 MM 7 I8 M
1=IIE / H C =IIE H IK M IG D= HI DH C G ? D DIH-?I 40,

/ ? A IG HI DH C G IH   

/
I

D
C

S
.

G
M

?
G

HD
P

MD
7

MM
.

D
C

M
M

P
?



more frequent. The struggle does not involve the ‘labour community’ but individuals, often
organised in small groups, protesting against their impoverishment. Such protests are becoming
so common that the forms of actions are being standardised. Protests take the same form in all
cities. Here, the protesters are not shocked anymore; actions take place with a general feeling
of despair and resignation.

The place of protest is very important. It reveals that the main institution that angry people
are tied up with is the municipal government and no longer the employer. Protests begin with a
gathering in the town centre, generally at the gate of a municipal building. Protesters sometimes
demonstrate in the city centre. The aim is to create disturbances to express their anger and to
force officials to meet them and deal with their problems. The demonstration lasts for a few
hours or half a day. An official who assures the protesters that the problem will be attentively
examined usually receives representatives. Police officers are very numerous on the spot, but
they generally do not intervene. Negotiations can start up peacefully. In Harbin city, two vice-
mayors went to Acheng to put an end to a protest (SWB/FE/2826 1997). In Mianyang city,
troubles ceased only after the authorities had announced that social measures were going to be
taken in favour of xiagang gongren and unemployed workers (SWB/FE/3028 1997). In Wuhan,
money was given to 200 retired workers (AFP, 13 April 1998). Xiagang gongren and retired
workers from the Anyuan mining plant in Pingxiang (Jiangxi), who demonstrated for several
days, blocked a train and threatened to travel to Beijing, finally received 120 yuan per month
(SWB/FE/3244, 1998, Ming Pao, 3 June 1998).

In this process of standardisation of actions, infringement of the ‘rules of the game’ is itself
codified. What is at stake is to display resolution and anger while, at the same time, avoiding
the conflict getting out of hand. Workers in Datong and Shenyang recognised that their objective
is to carry on a gradual radicalisation of action.20 The blocking of traffic is a first step in the
escalation of conflict. In Anshan, retired workers lay down on the railway between Dalian and
Harbin for forty minutes. They also blocked the main door of the Angang steel plant for one
day. Finally, the police drove them out (AFP, 18 April 1998). A thousand workers blocked a
street in Wuhan for three hours so as to obtain pension arrears. They broke up after being
assured that they would be paid very soon (AFP, 1st July 1998). In Changchun, 200 retired
people blocked the traffic in the town centre for a few hours.21 Numerous retired workers
protest, but they have a prominent role in workers’ strategy. When xiagang zhigong,
unemployed and retired workers, demonstrate together, the latter are often in the front line.
Actually, it is quite difficult for the police to maltreat ‘old workers’.22 The last step is to
threaten the authorities that they will send representatives to a provincial capital or even
Beijing. Protesters know that local cadres are not keen on drawing the central authorities’
attention to their mistakes in conflict management.

Standardisation can result in a containment strategy that aims at ritualising protests. In
1998, central authorities took new measures to efficiently deal with the growing number of
demonstrations and social unrest. According to a document published in the Hong Kong
newspaper, the government plan makes a clear distinction between most of the protests that are
‘non-political, non-organised and non-oppositional’ and a small number of incidents that rely
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on foreign forces to overthrow the regime and to break national unity. Protest movements are
considered as having multiple causes. The masses (including cadres and Party members) are
often not pleased with public policies. The administration infringes laws and makes mistakes,
officials do not implement regulations and neglect their duties. The masses’ rights are flouted,
and officials do not try to find solutions to solve disputes. Even when the demands are
reasonable, they are not satisfied. To face these protest movements, the document described
preventive measures that should be implemented promptly. Leaders should be arrested. Local
government should protect official buildings and public places and bring ambulances and fire
officers to the spot. Within two hours following the beginning of troubles, local officials
should inform municipal, provincial and national authorities. These measures should take into
account the nature of the movement. When the demands are fair or in case of obvious injustice,
propaganda should be used to explain the situation, and it is essential to find solutions. On the
other hand, if protest movements are organised and seditious, it should be possible to use
violent means (Zhengming, May 1998: 17-18).

Repression and negotiation/containment are applied in dealing with two very different
kinds of protest movements. The mass media and the authorities regularly evoke this essential
distinction (Far Eastern Economic Review, 27 April 2000). On the one hand, the police forces
have been reinforced (AFP, 19 April 2000 and AFP, 27 January 2001). On the other hand,
guidelines are regularly sent to local governments to settle conflicts as quickly as possible
(AFP, 7 March 2000), notably just before festivals: National Day, Labour Day, Spring Festival
(AP, 18 September 1999). The central government has started a responsibility system
concerning public security. The evaluation of cadres depends partially on their ability to avoid
social troubles (AFP, 19 March 2000). Yet, classification of protest movements is not based on
very firm and objective elements. If the presence of ‘dissidents’ among leaders, too much
obvious support given by foreign media or too strong a pressure coming from the international
community23 are considered as evidence of the seditious nature of the unrest, it is often largely
subjective, and the appraisal of the situation remains largely contingent. The local
circumstances are of first importance. Are workers criticising the regime? Are slogans fair or
rebellious? Is the conflict escalating or weakening? Is a national leader coming to the area?
These are the questions the authorities probably ask themselves before deciding the kinds of
measures that need to be carried out.24

Sometimes we are close to a kind of ‘scientific management’ of social unrest. For example,
in Datong, retired workers who petitioned the local government are greeted by a board on
which protest guidelines are described.25 In order to respect the law (hefa), protesters must
gather quietly and must not shout slogans nor block the traffic. They must choose
representatives who will be allowed to enter the courtyard to give the petition to officials from
the Bureau of Letters and Visits. They must wait for the representatives’ return and then break
up. In case of troubles, protestors can be fined or prosecuted. There were about fifty retired
workers in the protest movement that I witnessed in Datong. That day, people arrived at eight
in the morning. They scrupulously respected the local regulations. No slogan was shouted; they
waited quietly. When I came for an interview, they were not afraid at all and explained to me

9I D IP G H M DH /CDH H? IH 5IH :C 1Q HMDIH IA 7 I M 9 ?D ? = 5C H 1H 5 C 7 H? 2D M 2 DC Q .GM ? G HDP MD 7 MM 7 I8 M
1=IIE / H C =IIE H IK M IG D= HI DH C G ? D DIH-?I 40,

/ ? A IG HI DH C G IH   

/
I

D
C

S
.

G
M

?
G

HD
P

MD
7

MM
.

D
C

M
M

P
?



the reasons for their anger. They were people from an enterprise that was on the verge of
bankruptcy. They had not received their pension for months. They got some money from time to
time (once in cash) after previous protests, but they were far from receiving the total arrears
and had to come back regularly. Actually, the main problem concerned health insurance rather
than money. ‘At my age, every illness can occur and without money it is impossible to be
treated.’ According to the informants, some retired workers had launched more radical
demonstrations in the past – demonstrations in the town centre, the blocking of traffic – but
without results. In Datong, petitions, gatherings and sit-ins have taken place, sometimes on a
daily basis. Two representatives were discussing with officials in the building in order to give
them a petition and a file containing the main documents. Half an hour later they left. The
officials assured them that the case would be dealt with and that they would receive
information soon. But the retired people were not satisfied, and they decided to stay all
morning. The protest broke up at eleven o’clock, but protesters decided to come every day to
pressure the officials. Policemen in plain clothes were more numerous than protesters, but they
did not intervene. They approached me carefully and told some retired people that I
interviewed to leave the spot. We finished the interview some thousand metres away in a small
lane.26

According to the vice-director of the Central Bureau of Letters and Visits, the central
government adopted a ‘directive concerning the speeding up of the systematisation of letters
and visits office work’ (guanyu jiakuai quanguo xinfang bangong zidonghua gongzuo de
tongzhi). Its objective was to quickly and efficiently – scientifically to a certain extent – deal
with social dissatisfaction. The same official considered that 85 per cent of the ‘visits’ concern
real problems (shushi) that must be treated rapidly so as to avoid complainants trying to
involve higher authorities (Internet site www.people.com.cn, November 2000). The public
prosecutor’s office and the Shandong province Party Discipline Committee have published a
document aimed at providing officials with a method for treating complaints (Internet site
www.dic-sd.gov.cn, November 2003). ‘We must respect complainants’ and ‘warmly welcome
them’ because ‘most of them come for serious reasons’; ‘we must set up a good environment
for discussion’, ‘reduce distance between people’s feelings’ and even ‘open our souls’. Even
if what the complainants say appears to be incoherent, one must remain welcoming, and one
must accept all demands. At the first meeting, one must ‘ask for evidence’ and then ‘make
inquiries and write a report concerning cases which cannot be solved immediately’. ‘It is
important to satisfy people.’ The document insists on the attention officials must pay to
representatives of ‘collective visits’ (jiti shangfangzhe), notably because ‘they have
increased’ in the last years. ‘They involve a lot of people, they are urgent (jipo) and
dangerous.’ When complainants can provide evidence, we must quickly and precisely answer.
When demands are reasonable, we must investigate and solve the problem. When demands are
excessive (guohuo) and impossible to satisfy, the situation must be explained clearly. Finally,
when demands are groundless (wuli), complaints must be resolutely criticised and educated.
Generally speaking, ‘we must strive to make people involved in petition movements feel that
we are doing the best we can to solve their problems’.
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Money plays a key role in the ‘ritualised social management’ of conflicts. Without
resources, it is impossible to avoid escalation. As noted in a police review, ‘in the short term,
the best solution is money’ (Far Eastern Economic Review, 27 April 2000: 48). The central
authorities provide ‘emergency funds’ to prevent troubles and put pressure on the local
authorities to find resources by themselves (AP, 7 March 2000). Sometimes, protesters go back
home with a 100 yuan note.27 Nonetheless, too much funds occasionally lead to risky
situations. When people in need hear that some workers have received money, social unrest
can get worse. Hence, the ‘waves’ of protest that start when rumours go round about emergency
funds that have been provided.28 The expectations are particularly great in the northeast and in
central industrial cities that cumulate all disadvantages. In that case, relying on the central
government’s financial resources appears to be a regular practice. The local authorities play a
very delicate game. On the one hand, they try to show that they are dealing efficiently with
social problems. On the other hand, they explain that the situation is getting worse because of
the lack of funds.

Discourse and Practices: The State

Workers and authorities expect a certain kind of behaviour from each other. Nevertheless, the
two protagonists are not on an equal footing. The authorities have a strategic advantage based
on their legitimate monopoly of violence and on their ability to influence social moral values.
In Bourdieu’s terms, the state can use physical and, more importantly, symbolic violence
(Bourdieu 1979) – i.e. a set of legitimate behaviours and discourse – to influence people’s
actions. Social peace and economic growth are universally supported guidelines for public
action. From that point of view, redundancies appear as a necessary sacrifice of some
individuals for the well being of all. Industrial restructuring is the price to pay for social
progress. What is controversial is not the policy itself, but the pace of change and the nature of
social measures the state will take to avoid social disturbances. On that point, positions are
contradictory. On the one hand, officials advocate development of social policies. On the other
hand, they complain about the ‘laziness’ (landuo) and the lack of initiative of redundant
workers. Protest movements would be evidence of the inability of urban workers to accept
new forms of work characterised by ‘effort, flexibility and individual responsibility’. By
contrast, migrant workers appear as ‘ideal workers’, the type of workers China needs.29

In the administration, discourses and practices are not alike. Even if information is scarce,
it seems that the central and local authorities do not suffer the same constraints. The central
authorities require social peace but do not deny the right of protest. On the contrary, the
increasing number of complaints, petitions, and lawsuits prove that from Beijing’s point of
view, social dissatisfaction has to be contained and not systematically repressed. Articles from
prominent power holders advocate the emergence of channels (qudao) through which
vulnerable groups (ruoshi qunti) can express their anger and demands. Social stability (shehui
wending) supposes pacific, ritualised and non-political protest. No violence, no regime
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challenge, this is the rule. The local authorities have the same discourse, but they do not have
the same responsibilities. After having drawn overall guidelines – stressing income growth
and social stability – they content themselves with checking whether the objectives have been
met. They are in the position of a referee intervening when the situation turns out badly. When
they order the arrest of protesters, at the same time they often impose sanctions against officials
and pronounce prison sentences against dishonest enterprise managers30. As for the local
authorities, they have to assume the contradictions of the reform policy. They have to get rid of
the danwei system and to control social unrest without using violence. In case of spectacular
failure, the officials’ careers can be definitively jeopardised. As a consequence, their strategic
capacity is limited. Using Foucault’s terms, their capacity ‘to act on somebody else’s actions’
is weak. They can lie to the central authorities and protesters, take delaying measures,
negotiate with representatives or repress workers, but all these practices put them on a knife-
edge.31 Moreover, ambition – either political ambition if they want to show off their talents too
brutally or prebendary ambition when they use their power to seize public enterprise assets –
can lead to officials’ downfall32.

Discourse: Protesters

The protesters’ discourse is clearly revealed by slogans. Their demands often concern material
help: ‘we want jobs and food’, ‘we want rice’, ‘we want to survive’, ‘we want wages’, ‘we
want money for living’, ‘we want our pensions’ or ‘we want food and work’33. Nevertheless,
unlike what some scholars assume, social unrest cannot only be explained by a subsistence
crisis triggered by the waning of the workers’ moral economy, based on the ’survival right’ of
group members (Chen 2000).34 Besides money and food, injustice plays an essential role:
‘respect for old workers’35, ‘save the people’ (AFP, 19 September 1998), ‘we have sacrificed
our youth to the Party and now it has dropped us, we ask our children for help, but they are
also fired’ (AFP, 18 April 1998). Sometimes, slogans are of a more political nature, but they
do not oppose the socialist regime. On the contrary, they criticise reforms and support
implicitly the new left thesis (Rocca 2002): ‘long live socialism’ (shehuizhuyi wansui), ‘we
want a true socialist system and not a false one’ (yao shehuizhuyi, bu yao jia shehuizhuyi),
‘down with the new capitalist-bureaucratic class’ (dadao xin guanliao zichanjieji). Retired
workers are particularly sensitive to injustice. They cannot put up with the idea that what
symbolises their life – a pension – is cancelled by a new policy.36

As the Liaoyang case revealed to a great extent, corruption is another source of criticism.
But here also what is criticised is not the regime itself, but officials and public enterprise
managers. They symbolise the decay of the regime. Yet the choice of this rhetoric also has a
tactical dimension. Protesters demand a strict and systematic implementation of anti-corruption
policies. In parallel, workers use the rhetoric of the ‘three representatives’. Having promised
to defend ‘basic rights of the people’, the state has to take its responsibilities.37

This discourse, combining reference to socialism (Tang 2004), the defence of basic rights
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and tactical identification into new propaganda, constitutes a moral economy in the sense that
economy must respect an ethos ‘grounded upon a consistent transitional view of norms and
obligations, of the proper economic functions of several parties within the community’
(Thompson 1971). In the moral economy of the old working class, the Maoist period is
perceived as a golden age evoked with nostalgia. Formerly, workers doubled as urban
dwellers and as the incarnation of socialism. Today, like French unskilled workers during
1870-1914, they affirm a new identity in striving to distinguish themselves from ‘the other
ones’, the ‘alien’ (Dornel 2004). In China, from the workers’ point of view, the outsiders are
two emerging groups: migrant workers and middle class, the non-urban and the new rich.
These two groups represent a principle based upon social and not political segregation.
Deprived of their labour status, workers try to keep their status of urban dweller. For them,
migrant workers are ‘foreigners’ coming to town to seize jobs and to make money. They are
perceived as dishonest and uneducated people. As a consequence, they can be shamelessly
exploited. Urban workers, legally or illegally, rent dilapidated houses at a very high price to
migrants,38 and the residents’ committees require expensive rent fees from them when they
open up shops.39

As for middle-class people, they are considered schemers, as people making money
without creating value. We find here the common opposition made by populism between
productive economy and parasitic activities (Sternhell 1978). Individual enterprise bosses
(getihu), speculators, people working in foreign enterprises or the high-tech service sector are
held responsible for China’s misfortune. This is directly linked to corruption (AFP, 17 July
1997). The market economy creates jobs they cannot get because of their lack of skills or the
unfair competition of migrants. Public policies favour the moneymaking sector to the detriment
of job-creating sectors. Officials are only interested in eating, drinking, travelling abroad and
giving presents to mistresses and prostitutes. Added to all that, they oppose a lifestyle
grounded upon reasonable consumption, a quiet and secure life and respect for material
labour.40 It is also very important for workers to keep their distance from migrant workers. The
fact that migrants do not enjoy public services and citizenship rights is perceived as normal.
Social stratification must depend on the ‘quality’ of the groups. As a consequence, what they
defend are ‘particular’ rights, not universal ones. It is the only way to maintain the
‘distinction’.

Old Class/New Class

Most scholars talking about the Chinese working class define it in a one-dimensional way.
There exists only one working class and one labour experience. Yet the decline of the urban
working class and the emergence of a new one are two different – albeit linked – phenomena.
In terms of social origin, working and living conditions or power relations, they are poles
apart. Whereas migrant workers play a prominent role in economic development but lack
social prestige, the urban working class has lost its dominant position in production but
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relatively succeeded in avoiding unemployment and precariousness leading to social
exclusion. Moreover, the analyses of the old working class protest movement reveal a
profound class differentiation among workers. The old working class ethos is clearly inherited
from the socialist experience. The state is still supposed to be in charge of the reproduction of
the ‘people’, that is to say the part of the population that lives from its work. To be fair, power
holders have to respect them and provide them with resources. That would be a way of
recognising the contributions of workers to the development of China. The old working class is
dependent on the state both from an imaginary and from an objective point of view. For better
or for worse, the old working class is not included in economic life anymore. For better,
because the state cannot give them up as they represent the most obvious expression of the
political ambiguity of the reform policy: China is a socialist society with a market economy. In
such a context, the old working class reveals its ability to ‘act on state actions’ and to get some
benefits from protest movements: xiagang zhigong status, poverty line benefits, unemployment
funds, etc. In other words, protest movements (or the risk of protest movements) are useful
means to influence public policies. For worse, as the relative efficiency of the old working
class protests result in a high degree of dependence. Workers cannot resolutely oppose the
regime or the reform policy. They have no way out of a ‘stick-to-regime-based’ strategy, and
workers’ complaints are full of nostalgia rather than full of ‘revolutionary spirit’. Migrant
workers are in a very different situation. They are at the core of the Chinese miracle, but until
recently deprived of status and without influence on public policies.

The reform policy has undoubtedly resulted in important changes in class stratification.
Two questions remain. The first one concerns the possible merging of the two working classes.
Some officials advocate the eradication of the present dual labour market. In that case, urban
workers and the migrant workers would merge in a single class of workers. But this
perspective scares some others. The cancellation of the hukou system would compel the local
authorities to develop public services (transportation, housing, school, public health, etc.) and
would result in a sharp increase in wages, schools, etc. Moreover, the decision is politically
tricky. If hukou disappears, urban workers will lose the last element of ‘distinction’41 they can
rely upon.

The second question is the issue of the political representation of the reshaped old working
class. Being a dependent group, the old working class is represented by institutions inside the
bureaucratic apparatus. As such, we could consider that the old working class is only a
problem of one generation. The new generation of urban workers who are well educated and
employed would have a completely different perception of labour and show modern social
behaviour. Yet, it is far from evident that all the young urbanites have the ability to get a good
job and to enter the ranks of the middle stratum (Rocca 2007). It is not so easy for urban
people without a university degree to find jobs, and even recent university graduates have
trouble finding a stable and well-paid position (Rocca 2006). Is it so unbelievable to imagine
the emergence of a group of people who are both keen on competing with migrant workers and
able to enjoy the dream of the middle class?
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Notes

1    As figures concerning the number of workers’ protests are scarce and imprecise, it is quite difficult to elaborate on the
statistical trends of labour unrest. The characteristics (strikes, demonstrations, sit-ins, etc.), the length and the scope of these
incidents are generally not provided. Besides, we do not know if the movement took place in the countryside or in urban
areas. From year to year, the data do not cover the same type of movement. However, it is clear that since the middle of the
1990s, protest movements have taken place in every single industrial city, sometimes on a daily basis. Figures are provided in
Zhengming 247 (May 1998): 17-18; Dangdai 38 (15 May 1994): 21; Zhengming 216 (October 1995): 12-13; Zhengming
230 (December 1996): 11-13; Zhengming 242 (December 1997): 16-18; Zhengming 247 (May 1998): 17-18; Zhengming
249 (July 1998): 10-11; Chinese Labour and the WTO, Hong Kong Federation of Trade Unions, June 2004.

2    For example, the existence of a kind of ‘welfare state’ or the development of an ‘industrial society’ in which the working
class plays an important role.

3    Officials’ interviews, Shenyang 2000, Anshan 2001. Other statements in The New York Times, 10 March 2003.
4    The authorities are particularly upset by actions which could disrupt economic activities like blocking of roads or railway

traffic. Officials’ interviews Anshan, 2002, Shenyang 2000, 2001, Datong, 2002.
5    Nanchong, Dujiangyan, Zigong, Yibin, Suining, Mianyang, Chengdu, Lufeng (Sichuan), Achang, Jiamusi, Qiqihaer,

Mudanjiang, Yichun, Daqing (Heilongjiang), Anshan, Fushun, Benxi, Shenyang, Yangjiazhan, Liaoyang (Liaoning),
Zhengzhou, Xudang, Kaifeng (Henan), Changsha and Shaoyang (Hunan), Baoji, Xi’an, Weinan (Shaanxi), Taiyuan and
Datong (Shanxi), Hefei, Chuzhou (Anhui), Lianyungang (Jiangsu), Wuhan, Huanggang, Suizhou (Hubei), Zunyi (Guizhou),
Shizuishan (Ningxia), Anyuan (Jiangxi), Jinan (Shandong), Maotai (Guangdong), Baotou (Inner Mongolia), Zhangjiakou and
Shijiazhuang (Hebei), Changchun and Jilin (Jilin), Suichang xian (Zhejiang), Chongqing and Beijing.

6    Workers’ interviews in Shenyang, 2000 and 2002, Datong 2002, Anshan 2000, Changchun 2001.
7    Zhengming, 250, August 1998, p. 27. Other similar protest movements took place in November 1997 and January 1998, in

Qiqihaer, Jiamusi, Mudanjiang and Yichun (Heilongjiang), Zhengming 243 (1998): 18-19.
8    Hong Kong TV cited in SWB/FE/3049, 14 October 1997, G/4 ans AFP, 12 October 1997. See other similar cases in

Nanchong (Sichuan), Far Eastern Economic Review, 18 July 1997, in Changsha and Xi’an AFP, 11 April 1998 and AFP,
28 September 1998.

9    See below.
10  Like in Anshan, fieldwork 2001 and 2002.
11  However, in Jiamusi and Yichun 150 persons were arrested, Zhengming 243 (1998): 18-19.
12  From ‘The Liaoyang Workers’ Struggle: Portrait of a Movement’, China Labour Bulletin, July 2003.
13  Workers’ interview in Liaoning 2001, 2002. Beijing 2001, 2002. See also Internet site China Labour Bulletin, 11 September

2003.
14  See also the Mianyang case cited previously.
15  See Daqing case on Internet site, CLB, 11 September 2003.
16  Officials’ interviews Liaoning, 2001, 2001, 2002, Beijing, 2002.

17  Official text dated the 22nd of March 2003, see also an Internet site in Anshan asxfb.gov.cn consulted the same day.
18  For example, in Guangxi, Internet site www.gxnews.com.cn, news from 2 October 2003.
19  According to an official, the offices have no power at all, interview 2002.
20  Workers’ interviews, Shenyang 2000 and 2002, Datong 2002.
21  Associated Press (AP), 25 September 1999. Other similar incidents in Chongqing (Reuters, 9 December 1999) and Daqing

(BBC, 7 December 2000).
22  Interviews, Shenyang, 2002, Datong 2002, Anshan, 2002.
23  From the “The Liaoyang Workers’ Struggle: Portrait of a Movement”, China Labour Bulletin, July 2003)
24  Interviews, Liaoning, 2000-2003.
25  Fieldwork in Datong, September 2002.
26  For a narrative account of another protest, see Kernen 2002.
27  Workers’ interviews Shenyang 2000, Datong, 2000, see also AFP, 15 June 2000.
28  Like in Changchun in 2000-2001, Interviews, 2002.
29  Officials’ interviews in Beijing, 2000, 2001, Shanghai 2000, 2002, 2003.
30  From ‘The Liaoyang Workers’ Struggle: Portrait of a Movement’, China Labour Bulletin, July 2003)
31  Officials’ interviews Beijing, 2001, 2002, Shanghai 1998, 2000, 2001, 2002, Anshan 2002, Shenyang, 2000, 2002.
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32  From ‘The Liaoyang Workers’ Struggle: Portrait of a Movement’, China Labour Bulletin, July 2003.
33  See Hsin Pao cited in SWB/FE/2826, 25 January 1997, G/8, AFP, 18 June 1997, 3013, G/4, 2 September 1997, Hong Kong

TV cited in AFP, December 1997, AFP, 9 December 1997, AFP, 5 January 1998, AFP 16 March 1998, 11 April 1998, 13
April 1998, SWBFE/3244, 4 June 1998, G/6, Ming Pao, 3 June 1998, p. A15, AFP, 1st July 1998, China Labour Bulletin,
43, July-August 1998, p. 23; South China Morning Post, 18 November 1998; workers’ interviews, Liaoning, 1997 and
1998, Datong 2002, Shenyang 2000, 2002.

34  For China scholars, the notion of moral economy does not refer to the seminal work of Thompson (Edward P. Thompson,
‘The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteen Century’, Past and Present 51 (May 1971): 76-136) but to
James Scott, notably The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in Southeast Asia, New Haven,
London, Yale University Press, 1976.

35  Internal documents and workers’ interviews, Liaoning, 1997 and 1998, Datong 2002, Shenyang 2000, 2002.
36  Interviews, Datong 2002, Shenyang 2000, 2002.
37  Workers’ interviews, Datong 2002, Shenyang 2000, 2002, see also CLB, Liaoyang…, op. cit.
38  Fieldwork in Taiyanggong (Beijing), 2000-2003.
39  Fieldwork in Beijing 2000-2003, Shanghai 2002, 2003.
40  Fieldwork in Beijing 2000-2003, Shanghai 2002, 2003, Anshan 2002, Fushun 2001.
41  Officials’ interviews, Shanghai 2003.
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