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ABSTRACT 
 

Labor disputes rise at an exponential rate accompanying China’s drastic changes in 
industrial relations. Workers’ lawful rights and interests are constantly infringed in the 
disputes. The state has responded by making efforts in institutionalizing labor dispute 
resolution so as to provide state -sanctioned channels for workers to seek redress for 
their grievances. Mediation, arbitration and adjudication, integrating the legal 
proceedings of the state’s institutional arrangement for labor dispute resolution, are 
increasingly taken up by workers as weapons given by the state  to protect their own 
rights and interests. The earlier popularity of enterprise -level mediation has suffered a 
steep decline ever since the enterprise reform and direct access to arbitration was 
permitted. However, there is also an increasing tendency to appeal an arbitral award to 
the court in recent years. What are the state’s incentives and efforts in building these 
institutions? How have such incentives and efforts shaped and constrained both the 
operation of the institutions and the conscio usness and tactics of workers? What are 
the features, efficacies, and limitations of each institution, and how do they influence 
workers’ legal mobilization? How do workers’ reactions in return affect the meaning 
and functioning of the  institutions and the  whole labor dispute resolution system in 
China?  

By answering these questions, this study seeks to bridge the gap between the 
changes and evolution of China’s labor dispute resolution system and the broader 
political and socio-economic context with “workers” as an intermediate variable. It 
argues that institutional dynamism is a process, or rather an outcome of interaction 
and contestation between the state, who designs the institutions and where the 
institutions are embedded, and those who make use of the  institutions. As an 
independent variable, institutions shape and concurrently constrain the very goals, 
ideas, behaviors and tactics of the actors, and hence explain various social and 
political outcomes. Reversely, institutions can be a dependent variable, mediated by 
the broader socio -economic and political context, at the same time adapting to the 
actors’ choices which are themselves within macro and micro institutional influence 
and constraints. Beyond this, however, the study also explores how institutions are 
unintendedly creating obstacles to their own future development.  
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